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Abstract 

 

In 1995 John Paul II canonised Eugene de Mazenod whom he described as ‘the patron of 

evangelisation of modern times.’ Thus the Pope connected him to the New Evangelisation 

which he promoted. The connection was initially explored at an international conference 

‘From the French Revolution to the New Evangelisation’ held in Obra, Poland in 2011. The 

scholarly work originated then signalled a need to research the topic further. 

This thesis seeks to contribute to the discussion of the New Evangelisation through a 

study of the writings of Eugene de Mazenod. It is argued that this phenomenological and 

lived experience can throw light on the discourse and practice of the New Evangelisation in 

the contemporary context. 

 The period between 1802 and 1826 was selected as crucial for de Mazenod’s 

identification and involvement in the local Church of Provence, France. His writings 

reflecting the experiential reality were critically and chronologically analysed in the context 

of the contemporary events in the Post-Revolutionary France. 

The analysis identified that Eugene de Mazenod underwent a Christian discipleship 

development rather than a drastic moral conversion. Furthermore this development was 

formed by an evangelising thrust. It challenged and directed his personal, communitarian and 

ecclesial decisions. The foundation of the Missionaries of Provence in 1816 was a subsequent 

expression of de Mazenod’s development at that interval. 

This thesis is a ground for further studies of de Mazenod’s contribution in the later 

period of his life and also to the subsequent development of Oblate missiology. Additionally 

more studies of women and men engaged in evangelising, particularly those canonised by 

John Paul II, are recommended to inspire and stimulate the New Evangelisation in the 

contemporary setting. 
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Introduction 

  

The year 2019 marks the fortieth anniversary of the first visit of John Paul II to his 

home country of Poland. Both the Church1 and the State2 have acknowledged the significance 

of that papal pilgrimage with a common acknowledgment of the impact of the Pope’s words 

from his homily in Warsaw: ‘Let your Spirit descend and renew the face of the earth, the face 

of this land’3 as a contributing factor to the decline of communism and regaining of freedom 

in the following years. However a few days later the Pope delivered another homily in which 

he spoke about a new evangelisation for the first time: ‘Where the Cross is raised, there is 

raised the sign that that place has now been reached by the Good News of Man's salvation 

through Love. Where the cross is raised, there is the sign that evangelization has begun… 

With it we were given a sign that on the threshold of the new millennium, into these new 

times, these new conditions of life, the Gospel is entering anew. A new evangelization has 

begun, as if it were a second one, even if in reality it is the same as ever.’4 

The term, which the Pope kept recalling in his teaching throughout his pontificate, has 

ever since made a substantial impact on the theology and pastoral activity of the Catholic 

Church. In 2010 John Paul II’s successor Benedict XVI established the Pontifical Council for 

Promoting the New Evangelisation.5 However, as John Paul II didn’t formulate a definite 

statement regarding the New Evangelisation,6 it has opened a whole spectrum of 

interpretation. Bishop Grzegorz Ryś, the chairperson of the Bishops Commission for the New 
                                                             
1 Stanisław Dziwisz, "Homilia", 2019, accessed June 17, 2019, https://episkopat.pl/kard-dziwisz-dziekujemy-za-
wielkich-pasterzy-jana-pawla-ii-i-prymasa-stefana-wyszynskiego/. 
2 Sejm Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej, Uchwała z dnia 16 maja 2019 r. w 40. Rocznicę I Pielgrzymki Jana Pawła II do 
Polski oraz w 30. Rocznicę Odrodzenia Senatu Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej i Częściowo Wolnych Wyborów do Sejmu 
Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej vol. Tom 1, Monitor Polski (Warszawa: Prezes Rady Ministrów, 2019). 
3 John Paul II, "Homilia na Placu Zwycięstwa w Warszawie,"  (1979), accessed June 17, 2019, 
http://nauczaniejp2.pl/dokumenty/wyswietl/id/538. 
4 John Paul II, "Homilia w czasie Mszy św. odprawionej przed Opactwem OO. Cystersów w Mogile,"  (1979), 
accessed 6/13/2019, https://nauczaniejp2.pl/dokumenty/wyswietl/id/550. 
5 Benedict XVI, Ubicumque et Semper, Apostolic Letter in the Form of Motu Proprio (2010), 
6  James A. Wehner, The Evangelization Equation: The Who, What, and How (Steubenville, OH: Emmaus Road 
Pub., 2011), 44;  Committee on Evangelisation and Cathechesis of the United States Conference of Catholic 
Bishops, Disciples Called to Witness: The New Evangelization (Washington, DC: United States Confrence of 
Catholic Bishops, 2018), 7. 
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Evangelisation of the Polish Catholic Bishops Conference, signalled that there were more 

than twenty substantial definitions of the term and more than a hundred and fifty of elusive 

descriptions.7 

Some sixteen years after John Paul II mentioned the New Evangelisation for the first 

time, the same Pope canonised a Frenchman, Eugene de Mazenod. In his homily the Pope 

drew from his teaching on the New Evangelisation to present the new saint: 

We are living in the second Advent of the world’s history… Blessed Eugene de 
Mazenod, whom the Church proclaims today a saint, was a man of Advent, a man 
of the Coming. He not only looked towards that Coming, but, as Bishop and 
Founder of the Congregation of the Oblates of Mary Immaculate, he devoted his 
whole life to preparing it… Eugene de Mazenod was one of those apostles, who 
prepared modern times, our times… To proclaim Christ meant for Eugene de 
Mazenod to become fully an apostolic man whom every age needs, endowed with 
that fervour and that missionary zeal that little by little configured him to the risen 
Christ… His influence is not limited to the era in which he lived, but continues to 
act also on our time.8 

Eugene de Mazenod who was born to a noble family in 1782 in Aix-en-Provence lived 

through the turbulent years of the French Revolution and post-Revolutionary milieu. As a 

child and an adolescent he experienced the life of a refugee when his family left a France 

ravaged by the Revolution. He returned to Provence as a twenty-year-old man hoping to 

establish himself. However at the age of twenty seven he entered the seminary of Saint 

Sulpice in Paris to become a priest and was ordained for his home Archdiocese of Aix. After a 

few years of ministry he founded a community of Missionaries of Provence dedicated to 

evangelising the poor. In 1826 they were approved by the Holy See as the Missionary Oblates 

of Mary Immaculate. From 1837 until his death in 1861 he led the Provencal diocese of 

Marseilles as bishop. In 1841 he also sent the first group of Oblates to Canada beginning the 

Oblate involvement in the foreign missions. In those challenging circumstances both in 

France and abroad, he committed himself to style of evangelisation with which, though much 

                                                             
7 Grzegorz Ryś, "Jezusowa Nowa Ewangelizacja," in Nowa ewangelizacja : kerygmatyczny impuls w Kosciele, ed. 
Piotr Sowa and Kasper Kaproń (Gubin: Wydawnictwo Przystanek Jezus, 2012), 12. 
8 John Paul II, "Omelia, Canonizzazione di Eugène de Mazenod, Fondatore dei Missionari Oblati Di Maria 
Immacolata,"  (1995), accessed 22 June 2019, http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-
ii/it/homilies/1995/documents/hf_jp-ii_hom_19951203_de-mazenod.html. 
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later, the vision of John Paul II resonated. It was expressed in 1996 by Fr Marcello Zago, the 

Superior General of the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate, who in the months 

following the canonization of de Mazenod, in his letter to the Oblate Congregation, wrote: 

‘Among the many testimonies I have heard, let me mention that of John Paul II, who said to 

me when we met on January 11 that he adopted Saint Eugene as his patron and placed the 

Saint’s relic in his chapel. In fact, he sees him as a model and protector for the work of 

evangelization in modern times.’9 

In July 1996, analysing the challenges for the Oblates in Europe Zago said: “A need 

for a ‘new evangelisation’ is more necessary than ever and should be a priority for missionary 

bodies such as ours who have been founded for that purpose… I believe that the Oblate 

charism moves us to give priority to new evangelisation among those who are no longer 

Christians and first evangelisation among those who have never been Christians.”10 

Zago’s reflection while indicating the influence of the Pope’s statements from the 

canonization of Eugene de Mazenod also indicates searching for a way to understand him in 

the light of the New Evangelisation. 

Fifteen years after Zago’s comments, in 2011, there was the first significant 

development in the studies of Eugene de Mazenod and the New Evangelisation at an 

international conference marking one hundred and fiftieth anniversary of his death: ‘From the 

French Revolution to the New Evangelisation’. As Paweł Zając observed in the editorial 

introducing the conference papers, the work of scholars in the last decades resulted in 

presenting almost a complete bibliography and spirituality of Eugene de Mazenod. ‘However, 

from time to time it is worth risking looking from a different perspective. Even the same 

sources can be asked new questions, which sometimes lead to a closer encounter with the 

                                                             
9 Marcello Zago, "Letter from the Superior General for the Closing of the De Mazenod Year," OMI 
InformationMay 1996. 
10 Zago, "Eugene de Mazenod's Charism," Vie Oblate Life 55 (1996): 13-14. 
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history.’11 Thus Zając concluded that ‘it is appropriate to speak about the charism of St 

Eugene in the context of the new evangelisation of modern times.’12 

Despite John Paul II’s remarks about Eugene de Mazenod and the initial scholarly work 

leading to the 2011 Conference, the questions drawn from the New Evangelisation discourse 

and exploring the life, ministry and spirituality of ‘the model and protector for the work of 

evangelization in modern times’ who ‘was one of those apostles, who prepared modern times’ 

have not been systematically studied. 

This thesis seeks to contribute to the discussion by studying New Evangelisation in the 

writings of Eugene de Mazenod in order to detect his insights into the task of evangelising 

France after the Revolution. It also aims to assess the contemporary relevance of the charism 

of the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate founded by him. Furthermore the project 

intends to contribute to the discourse and practise of the New Evangelisation in the Catholic 

Church by presenting the phenomenological and lived experience of de Mazenod. 

The pursuit of this research fits also into the invitation extended by Pope Benedict 

XVI in his letter Ubicumque et semper establishing the Pontifical Council for Promoting the 

New Evangelisation: ‘The Council pursues its own ends both by encouraging reflection on 

topics of the new evangelization and by identifying and promoting suitable ways and means 

to accomplish it.’13 One of such topics is the New Evangelisation and Eugene de Mazenod. 

In 2016 the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate celebrated the Bicentennial 

Anniversary of their founding. Frequently the period from 200-250 years after an institute’s 

foundation is a critical moment which can lead either to the death of the congregation or can 

become a time of grace and renewal by reclaiming the charism of the Founder.14 It is hoped 

that this research contributes to the continuous reflection among Oblate scholars who want to 

draw from the Oblate history and spirituality in order to offer to the members of the 
                                                             
11 Paweł Zając, "Wstęp," in Od Rewolucji Francuskiej do Nowej Ewangelizacji, ed. Paweł Zając, Colloquia 
Disputationes (Poznań: Universytet im. Adama Mickiewicza, 2012), 8. 
12 Zając, "Wstęp," 10. 
13 Benedict XVI, Ubicumque et Semper, Art. 1. 
14 Krzysztof Wons, Rozwój i Zamieranie Instytutów Zakonnych (Kraków: Salwator, 2008), 58. 
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Congregation and the lay people who associate themselves with it, rejuvenation in their daily 

living of the charism passed on by Eugene de Mazenod and to the sharing of this charism with 

the wider Church community. 

As to the structure of this study, and in the light of the recent Bicentenary, firstly the 

recommendation of the Vatican Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life and Societies 

of Apostolic Life Starting Afresh from Christ: A Renewed Commitment to Consecrated Life in 

the Third Millennium has been applied to identify the historical framework for the research: 

‘Starting afresh from Christ means once again finding one’s first love, the inspiring spark 

which first gave rise to the following.’15 In order to ‘find the inspiring spark’ in the life of 

Eugene, which also became a formative factor for the Religious Institute he founded, the 

research period begins with Eugene’s return to France in 1802. This is the point at which he 

re-immersed himself in the life of the French Catholic Church after a decade long exile in 

Italy. The period of research terminates with the 1826 Papal approval of the Institute de 

Mazenod founded. An Oblate Scholar Jozef Pielorz recognised that year as seeing the final 

maturing of Eugene’s (and the Oblate) charism.16 

Secondly, the historical-critical method will be applied to Eugene de Mazenod’s 

prolific epistolography and other writings. These were collected and catalogued prior to his 

beatification in 1975. The majority of the manuscripts are preserved in the Archives of the 

General Administration of the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate in Rome. The 

Archives also contain copies of the documents written by de Mazenod which are kept in other 

archives and libraries. Some original writings which have been lost are quoted in the early 

biographies of de Mazenod. His texts have been partially published in the series Oblate 

Writings. The documents written by de Mazenod between 1802 and 1826 will be critically 

read and analysed in their historical context. Furthermore, the methodology of Catholic 

                                                             
15 Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic Life, Starting Afresh from Christ: A 
Renewed Commitment to Consecrated Life in the Third Millennium, Instruction (2002),n. 22. 
16 Józef Pielorz, "The General Chapters from 1818 to 1861," Vie Oblate Life 42 (1983): 271. 
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hagiography, which highlights the importance of paying attention to the chronology of events 

in the life of a studied person will be applied. 

Thirdly, drawing from many previous studies of Eugene de Mazenod, Kazimerz 

Lubowicki argued that historically and ontologically the charism of the Founder of the 

Oblates is not the reality of sociology but of theology. Eugene discovered his mission in an 

encounter with Christ who allowed him to see the devastation of the Church in France and 

provoked in him a desire to do something about it.17 Implementing a theological perspective 

will reveal Eugene’s involvement in the Church as a religious experience. In 1996 that 

religious experience inspired John Paul II to describe Eugene as ‘a model and a protector for 

the evangelisation of modern times.’ 

This dissertation is divided into eight chapters. The first two chapters, using the lenses 

of order and prophesy, examine the French Church with which Eugene de Mazenod identified 

himself. Having established the situation of the French Church at the beginning of the 

Nineteenth century both in her temporary structures and in her call to evangelisation the third 

chapter provides an insight into the immersion of de Mazenod into the social and ecclesial 

reality of the Napoleonic France. It traces his personal journey from alienation to assimilation 

into the new times and new conditions of life. The following chapter is dedicated to the 

emergence of an identity of a lay evangeliser constructed in the midst of Eugene’s personal 

and social loses. The fifth chapter follows de Mazenod’s relocation to the Seminary of Saint 

Sulpice in Paris. His formation for the priesthood is examined in the light of his evangelising 

orientation. Chapter Six addresses Eugene’s fragmented identity of an evangeliser in the midst 

of his unconventional priestly ministry after returning to Aix. The near death experience 

which the young priest underwent during that period is examined as a religious experience 

from the perspective of the Pascal Triduum in the seventh chapter and leads to the final 

                                                             
17 Kazimierz Lubowicki, Misterium i Dynamika Miłości w Życiu Św. Eugeniusza de Mazenoda (Wrocław: 
Wydawnictwo Królowej Pokoju, 2006), 22. 
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chapter which formulates the notion of a new evangelisation as it was understood and lived by 

the Founder of the Missionaries of Provence. 

By following the personal and ecclesial journey of Eugene de Mazenod, as it has been 

outlined in the previous paragraph, the thesis verbalises his experiential insight for the New 

Evangelisation. 

It is also hoped that this work can contribute to the ongoing conversation on the 

charism, spirituality, mission and history of the Religious Institute which came out of the 

vision of Eugene de Mazenod and which was formed in the context of the Catholic Church 

looking for her place in the post-Revolutionary Provencal society. 
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Chapter 1 

Dynamism of order. The French Church and her established structures. 

 

 

Introduction 

 

On Mission Sunday, 19 October 1975, after the Synod of Bishops on Evangelisation, 

Pope Paul VI beatified four Servants of God who rendered ‘the missionary ideal.’1 Among the 

new Blessed was Eugene de Mazenod. In his homily the Pontiff said: ‘Blessed Eugene de 

Mazenod was an impassioned lover of Christ and unconditionally attached to the Church. On 

the morrow of the French Revolution, Providence was to make him a pioneer of pastoral 

renewal.’2 

The Pope’s assessment of the Founder of the Oblate Congregation drew on Eugene’s 

own reflection on his vocation and on the difficulties of the Church in France in his time. In 

1845 reflecting on his vocation he wrote: ‘I saw the Church threatened by the cruellest 

persecution… So I entered the Seminary of Saint Sulpice with the desire, or rather with the set 

determination to devote myself, in the most complete way, to the Church's service, in the 

exercise of the ministry most useful to souls, for whose salvation I was burning to consecrate 

myself.’3 

The Church he spoke of was not an abstract reality. It was a concrete community, in a 

specific time and place. 

                                                             
1 Paul VI, "Solenne Rito de Beatificazione di Quattro Servi di Dio. Omelia del Santo Padre Paolo VI 19 ottobre 
1975,"  (1975), accessed 11 November 2015, https://w2.vatican.va/content/paul-
vi/it/homilies/1975/documents/hf_p-vi_hom_19751019.html. 
2 Paul VI, "Solenne Rito de Beatificazione di Quattro Servi di Dio. Omelia del Santo Padre Paolo VI 19 ottobre 
1975." 
3 Eugene de Mazenod, “Mémoires,“ 1845, quoted in R. P. Rambert, Vie de Monseigneur Charles-Joseph-Eugène 
de Mazenod, Évèque de Marseille, Fondateur de la Congrégation des Missionnaires Oblats de Marie Immaculée 
(Tours: A. Mame, 1883), 47. 
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Similarly the 1974 Synod on Evangelisation and the subsequent apostolic exhortation 

Evangelii Nuntiandi published by Paul VI on 8 December 1975, a few weeks after the 

beatification of Eugene de Mazenod, were the fruit of a lived experience. When bishops from 

all over the world sent their reflections on evangelisation to Rome in the lead up to the Synod, 

Cardinal Karol Wojtyła (the future Pope John Paul II) with a small group of collaborators was 

entrusted with reading of the responses and the preparation of a doctrinal ratio for the Synod.4 

It gave him a deep insight into the reality of evangelisation as it was lived in dioceses around 

the world. Later, in his introductory remarks on New Evangelization, both in Poland in 1979 

and in Haiti in 1983, he situated his reflection in the context of the local churches that had 

been established for some centuries. 

In order to examine the reality of New Evangelisation realised by Eugene de Mazenod 

within the Church at the outset of the nineteenth century this study will apply an interpretive 

framework used by Norman Ravitch who drew from the work of Jeffrey Burton Russell A 

History of the Medieval Christianity: Prophecy and Order.5 Russell explained: ‘Both 

prophecy and order seek the Kingdom of God; but prophecy seeks the end of the world and 

uncompromisingly hopes for immediate confrontation with God, while order works more 

patiently within the world and with the imperfect material at hand.’6 Ravitch adjusted the 

paradigm used by Rusell to study medieval history to re-stage the drama of French 

Catholicism in the aftermath of the Revolution and thus acknowledged the tension between 

the part of the Church which sought to preserve the status quo (order) and those who opted 

for, what he calls, a utopian vision to change the world (prophecy).7 

This chapter will focus on the first aspect of the paradigm treating with order which is 

understood as Church’s religious, social and political structures developed and maintained for 

                                                             
4 Ryś, Nowa ewangelizacja dla przekazu wiary, vol. 14, Nowy człowiek w dziele nowej ewangelizacji (Kraków: 
Uniwersytet Papieski Jana Pawla II. Wydawnictwo Naukowe, 2013), 23. 
5  Norman Ravitch, The Catholic Church and the French Nation, 1589-1989 (London: Routledge, 1990), 61. 
6 Jeffrey Burton Russell and Douglas W. Lumsden, A History of Medieval Christianity: Prophecy and Order (New 
York, NY: Peter Lang, 2007), 1. 
7 Ravitch, The Catholic Church and the French Nation, 1589-1989, 62. 
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the sake of the mission of Jesus Christ. In France it was expressed by a close correlation of 

the Church and State. 

Although the historical framework for the whole thesis focuses on the period 

following Eugene’s return to France in 1802, the preceding stages in French history: the 

Ancient Regime, the French Revolution and the beginning of the Napoleonic era are of 

relevance to this study and need to be outlined. Eugene’s life, ecclesial and secular, was both 

engaged with and affected by those earlier systems vividly present in memory and 

imagination of his contemporaries. 

 

 

1.1.The Church and the Ancient Regime 

 

On August 2, 1782, Abbe Ravanas made the following entry in the baptismal register 

of the Parish Church of St. Mary Magdalene in Aix en Provence: ‘Charles Joseph Eugene de 

Mazenod, son of M. Charles Antoine de Mazenod, President of the Court of Accounts, Aids 

and Finances of the country of Provence, and of Mme. Marie Rose Eugenie de Joannis, his 

wife, was born yesterday and baptised this second day of the month of August, 1782.’8  

The attendees at the infant Eugene’s baptism witnessed what the Council of Trent had 

described as the act which ‘opens to each of us the gate of heaven, before closed by sin.’9 

Although this aspect of the sacramental celebration of the first of the sacraments of Christian 

initiation was acknowledged throughout the Catholic Church regardless of the country, in 

France, since the reign of King Louis XIV, baptism administered in the Catholic Church also 

determined the person’s citizenship status.10 The Sun King keen on unifying his realm 

according to the rule ‘One King, one Faith’ methodically worked towards strengthening the 
                                                             
8 “Parish Registers of the Church of the Madeleine,“ quoted in Jean Leflon, Eugene de Mazenod, Bishop of 
Marseilles Founder of the Oblates of Mary Immaculate 1782-1861, trans. Francis D. Flanagan, vol. 1, 4 vols. 
(New York, NY: Fordham University Press, 1961), 3. 
9 Donovan, J., trans., Catechism of the Council of Trent (London: Baronius Press, 2006), 179. 
10 Ravitch, The Catholic Church and the French Nation, 1589-1989, 1.  
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Gallican Church which would have a local expression and enjoy significant governing 

independence from Rome while remaining in communion with the Pope. In the final decades 

of the sixteenth century measures were taken to encourage conversion of non-Catholics on the 

basis of financial and social benefits which were reserved to the Catholic subjects of the King. 

As the process of confessionalization of the country continued the Assembly of Clergy 

gathered in Paris in 1682 accepted what was to be known as the ‘Four Gallican Articles.’ The 

document exempted the Pope from the temporary affairs of the kingdom. While it 

acknowledged the prerogatives of the Roman Pontiff in relation to the spiritual matters it also 

subjected them to the decision of the General Councils and the consent of the local church.11  

The Articles re-established and strengthened the theology and practise of the Gallican Church 

which became a close collaborator with the Monarch in establishing a confessional state. The 

King had the Articles proclaimed from all pulpits in France, as they guaranteed royal 

authority in any dispute with Popes, Church Councils and even individual beliefs.12 Although 

the Articles were condemned by the Holy See and were officially revoked by the Monarch13 

they had a deep impact on the Gallican understanding of the Church creating tension between 

Rome and France. 

The representatives of the French clergy in 1682 also requested of the King a 

continuation of eradication of non-Catholic worship. The 1685 Revocation of the Edict of 

Nantes,14 known also as the Edict of Fontainebleau, culminated in the consistent process of 

withdrawing the rights of non-Catholics. It gave an illusionary belief that the ‘Protestant 

Problem’ had been definitively solved in the Eldest Daughter of the Church.15 The measures 
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applied by Louis XIV which led him to state, just months before his death in 1715, that there 

were no Protestants in his Kingdom16 created a peculiar context for the Catholic Church’s life 

and mission in France. The Church was already a privileged institution in the realm. The 

clergy had now become state officials recording baptisms, marriages, etc. with their civil 

repercussions.17 The First Estate which contained clergy and professed members of religious 

orders became connected closely to the temporal affairs of the state. The addresses of the five 

yearly Assemblies of the Clergy provide an insight to the interconnectivity of the Church and 

the State. In 1765 the Representatives of the First Estate focusing on new trends in philosophy 

explained to Louis XV: ‘We shall not insist on the urgent interest your majesty must have in 

stopping the progress of the new philosophy… which… rises from its ashes… to subvert and 

vilify whatever is too well apprised of the advantages which religion confers on nations, and, 

above all, of the powerful support it yields to the authority of kings.’18 

Elaborating on the means which could be applied to suppress the development 

undermining the status quo of the realm they noted that: ‘Of all orders of the state, the clergy 

are the first, and that to which it is most essential to preserve the morals, the religion, and 

even the fundamental laws, of the monarchy. It would be just and wise to place the press 

under our inspection; and to confer on us the direction of a business, in which it is so much of 

our interest to prevent abuses.’19 

The bishops also identified another threat to the existing correlation of spiritual and 

temporal powers in France. According to their assessment: 

If the law which revoked the Edict of Nantes, had been strictly observed, we dare 
assert, that no Calvinists would be now found in France…. Your majesty knows 
the national character of the people you govern… and we who are the chiefs of the 
holy tribe, the guides, the pastors of this Catholic people… can we remain silent? 
... Your protection, sire, is due, not only to religion and to the church: it is also 
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due to yourself. If you do not exert your power in putting stop to the 
encroachments of heresy, and the progress of impiety, it will be too late to apply a 
remedy.20 

Similar tone is found in the words of the 1770 Assembly of Clergy when the book of 

Paul Henri Thiry The System of Nature was evaluated. It was noted by the bishops that: ‘In 

the happy union between the priesthood and sovereignty, the author discovers nothing but a 

league against virtue and mankind… Anarchy and independence sire, are the two gulfs into 

which the impious wish to plunge the nation. To accomplish this fatal project, they gradually 

break all the bonds of social duties... They are convicted of being enemies to public 

tranquillity, to kings, and to the deity.’21 

Although the statements of the hierarchy reveal their perception of the dangers posed by 

new thinkers, at the same time they show, as Norman Ravitch observed, a tendency to defend 

the Church on the basis of her social utility in the realm. What Voltaire expressed as ‘if there 

were no God, He would have to be invented’22 was a widespread rhetoric in the Church 

circles as well.23 The support for that rhetoric came from the vast social services supervised 

by the Church. At the time of the Revolution the Church was responsible for the organisation 

of nearly 2200 hospitals, moreover all education, from primary schools to the Sorbonne was 

under the auspices of the Catholic Church. Voltairean philosophy meanwhile provided 

arguments and positions which threatened to deprive the Church of her supernatural character. 

Voltaire who targeted the established Church saw, however, the Church’s usefulness in 

the social sphere. In his final years he startled his followers by building a church on his 

property which was to serve his employees and his family.24 His approach, however, was 
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inspired by a utilitarian attitude which made the best use of the religion to cultivate the well 

organised order of the society. Christianity was simply used instrumentally.25 

Although not explicitly, an instrumental attitude had infiltrated the Church as well. It 

had become evident in the appointments of the bishops. The responsibility of choosing the 

bishops, resting in the competence of the King since the 1516 Concordat of Bologna26 had 

become another means of administrative and spiritual influence of the Royal Court on the 

country, which consequently resulted in a close interdependence of temporal and spiritual 

power. At the end of the Ancient Regime among 134 bishops in France there was only one 

appointment from a non-aristocratic background.27 Those men lead 25 million French people 

among whom were sixty thousand diocesan clergy and seventy thousand of members of 

religious orders. As Adrien Dansette concluded: ‘Most of the bishops were neither scandalous 

nor edifying, but simply more influenced by the attraction of this world’s pleasures than by 

the prospects of eternal happiness in the next.’28 Taking into consideration the vastness of 

financial revenues coming from the ecclesiastical appointments to high positions and a 

significant gap in living standards between bishops and the lower clergy a bitter division was 

growing within the First Estate. Just how far they were from their people was to be found out 

in the coming years of the Revolution. 

The close interaction of the King and the episcopacy was evident in the coronation of 

Louis XVI in 1775. The ancient custom strikingly resembled episcopal consecration and 

served to stress the inseparable nexus between Church and State. Before the crown rested on 

the brow of the monarch he uttered the oath which would define the purpose of his office: ‘to 

preserve, the canonical privilege, law and justice due to the bishops and the churches 

committed to their charge, to preserve all Christian people in peace, to prevent rapine and 
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iniquity, to be merciful and equitable in judgment, and to do all in his power to exterminate, 

in all lands subjected to my rule heretics declared to be so by the Church.’29 

Supported by such expression on the part of the new Ruler the aged Archbishop of 

Reims wholeheartedly exclaimed: ‘Vivat Rex in aeternum!’30 The religious, social and 

political structure of France was again safeguarded by ‘rex christianissimus’ the Most 

Catholic Christian King. 

Into such a complex Church community the firstborn son of Charles Antoine de 

Mazenod and Marie Rose Eugenie de Joannis was born and baptised. Since the reign of Louis 

XIV the de Mazenod family had been the beneficiary of the privileges of the Ancient Regime. 

They highly esteemed their noble status which was conferred on Charles de Mazenod in 1653 

and confirmed in 1667. The family cultivated the tradition of naming all male children after 

their first noble ancestor Charles.31 

 

 

1.2. The Church and the constitutional Revolution 

 

The final years of the Ancient Regime marked by a close correlation of state and altar 

became the milieu of the childhood of Eugene de Mazenod. Louis XVI still struggling with 

the growing deficit eventually turned to Étienne Charles de Loménie de Brienne, a sixty-year-

old Archbishop of Toulouse. Earlier the Archbishop had been appointed by the Monarch to 

evaluate the condition of the religious life in France. His stance on the religious life and 

suppression of many monasteries and convents gave him the name the Anti Monk.32 Because 

of the prelate’s life style and atheistic views the King vetoed de Brienne’s promotion to the 
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Archbishopric of Paris.33 However the desperate Monarch didn’t object to the Archbishop’s 

role as the President of the Assembly of Notables. In April 1787 the King appointed him 

finance minister.34 The appointment resurrected the longstanding tradition of influential 

cardinals of the Old Regime: Richelieu, Mazarin, Dubois and Fleury among them, handling 

the businesses of the realm. Louis XVI also hoped to attract more generous financial support 

from the noble-born clergy.35 Although Archbishop de Brienne didn’t solve the problem of 

the deficit and wasn’t to preside over the Estates-General he convoked, he put in motion the 

circumstances which were to introduce drastic changes to France and the French Church. 

At the same time the modifications and tensions in the approach to the religious sphere 

were articulated in discussions about a new edict granting a civil recognition to the marriages 

of non-Catholics. Despite the fact that it introduced a relatively minor alteration in the sphere 

of the established order, it alarmed the Keeper of the Seals, Chrétien François de Lamoignon, 

who voiced the need for unity of religion in the realm and the necessity of maintaining only 

Catholic public worship.36 The Edict of Versailles promulgated by Louis XVI in January 1788 

recognised the legitimacy of the marriages contracted outside the Catholic structures and 

consequently granted the children of non-Catholics the right of inheritance. The fissure in the 

socio-religious dynamic of the realm which had distressed the leaders of the First and Second 

Estate surfaced some deeper issues within French society which, in the understanding of those 

leaders, was still an ecclesial community: Ecclesia Gallicana. However Louis XVI’s tolerant 

gesture towards the non-Catholics in France was still placed in the context of unity of the state 

and the altar. The somewhat intransigent wording of the Edict expressed the firm intention of 

uniformity of faith in France and emphasised the indispensable role of the Catholic Church. 

The Edict of Toleration proclaimed: 

Following the example of our august predecessors, we will always favour with all 
our power the means of instruction and persuasion which will tend to bind all our 
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subjects by the common profession of the ancient faith of our kingdom, and we 
will proscribe, with the more severe attention, all these ways of violence, which 
are contrary to the principles of reason and humanity as they are also to the true 
spirit of Christianity. But, while waiting for Divine Providence to bless our efforts 
and bring about this happy revolution, our justice and the interest of our kingdom 
do not allow us to exclude for any longer time civil rights, those of our subjects, 
or foreigners domiciled in our empire, who do not profess the Catholic religion.37 
 

 The King’s wish for the ‘happy revolution’ in his land coincided with the beginning of 

the process leading to the Estates General which was to unleash a very different revolution, 

one which the readers of the King’s edict could not have envisaged. Moreover, those who 

were to participate in the event were entering uncharted waters as 175 years had passed since 

the last assembly of the Estates General was convoked during the reign of Louis XIII. 

Innovations preparatory to the Assembly of the Estates General in 1789 included the elections 

of the representatives of the respective Estates of the kingdom. The elections within the First 

Estate already exposed a fundamental weakness: the division between the bishops and the 

parish priests. As Paul Christophe noted in his work 1789, Les Prêtres dans la Rêvolution, 

parish priests had dominated the clergy contingent totalling 208 while only 47 bishops of the 

134 were elected.38 Undoubtedly Jacques Necker’s decision to grant every parish priest in 

France a vote to elect the representatives of his Estate empowered those men to express their 

stand in relation to their views of the higher clergy. The opportune circumstances which were 

seized by the lower clergy represented a very different dynamic to the body of the clergy who 

had participated in the 1614 Estates General. The previous assembly of the First Estate 

(Clergy), which was only half of the size of the 1789 Estates General, was constituted by 60 

archbishops and bishops. Only 14 priests at the assembly of 1614 could be described as parish 

priests. The remaining ecclesiastics represented seven religious orders.39 The electoral 

procedures at the beginning of 1789 however were not utilised to enhance democracy among 
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the clergymen but to make a stand against the hierarchy as l’abbé Barbotin summed it up: 

‘faire marcher les évêques.’40 

Though the purpose of assembling the three estates was to address the fiscal collapse 

of the government the elected representatives of the Clergy, the Nobles (Second Estate) and 

the Commoners (Third Estate) didn’t hesitate to express some demands of the crown which 

were already circulating in their respective provinces. Those demands called ‘Statements of 

Grievances’ reveal the importance of religious issues among the French population. Timothy 

Tackett’s analysis of the commoners, the Third Estate’s ‘Statements of Grievances’ found 

only three that had no religious reference.41 The drawing up of the ‘Statements of Grievances’ 

also exposed division among clergy. It was recorded that in five cases the higher and lower 

clergy couldn’t reach a consensus and had to draw separate documents. Four of those cases 

occurred in the region of Provence42 where the de Mazenod family lived. 

Stephan Strehle analysing contemporary pamphlets detected the Jansenists preparing 

the way for change by comparing the gathering of the Three Estates to a General Council.43 

The Jansenists, supressed by the decree Unigenitus (1713) ultimately found their articulation 

and alliance among the legal profession. Saige’s Catéchisme du Citoyen paved the way for the 

revolutionaries to intervene in the matters of the Church: ‘The church is enclosed in the state, 

and the citizen exists prior to the Christian. The Republic and its magistrates have a right to 

inspect the church, not in regards to its truth and dogma, because in its case the spiritual 

authority would be subjected to them; but over the exterior administration as it concerns the 
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civil order… This jurisdiction extends itself over the administration of the sacraments and the 

exterior constitution of its hierarchy.’44 

The clergy could resonate and support Saige’s explicit reconnection with the ancient 

Gallican Church.45 However the conclusion of Chapter 10 of Catéchisme du Citoyen left the 

Church vulnerable to the Estates General: ‘Who has defended our liberties with most courage 

against pretention against the court of Rome? It is the Parliament, the Court of France.’46 If 

parish priests dominated the representatives of the First Estate the 218 legal professionals 

were to set the tone of the Third Estate.47 

When the representatives of the three orders were eventually making their way to 

Versailles in 1789 the only son of Charles Antoine de Mazenod, was making his way to the 

Royal Bourbon College in Aix to begin his education. The six-year-old Eugene de Mazenod 

was following the tradition of his family to be educated in the same institution as his father. 

However the former Jesuit College was now conducted by the Fathers of the Christian 

Doctrine called Doctrinaires who had been influenced by the Enlightenment.48 

If there were people concerned with the spread of the liberal views in the society, the 

opening of the Estates General would have allayed their fears: the ceremonial confirmed the 

illusion of the happy marriage of the State and the Altar. The magnificent procession of the 

deputies to the church of Saint Louis in Versailles on 4 May 1789 could be seen as a 

manifestation of the strong Catholic faith existing among the French: the processional cross 

leading the way for the deputies who were preceded by the Archbishop of Paris carrying the 

Blessed Sacrament.49 Once the religious procedures were concluded the Clergy and the 

Nobles withdrew to their respective chambers leaving the confused Commoners alone. That 
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lack of the leadership on the part of the delegates of the First and the Second Estate paved the 

way for the development of events which were to bring seismic changes to France. 

The following month those seismic changes were activated when curés began 

departing their own assembly and joining the Third Estate. The June manoeuvres of the curés, 

which was motivated by their disapproval of the bishops, placed the future not only of the 

country but of the Church in the hands of what now became the National Assembly.50 Having 

finally established its status the Assembly proceeded with its reforming procedures. As John 

McManners observes the Church was viewed as a means to regenerate France similar to her 

role in the Ancient Regime.51 The National Assembly began including the Church issues in 

their legislative proceedings. 

The notorious shortage of money in the Royal Treasury turned the deputies’ attention 

to the vast revenues of the Church and on 2 November 1789 the Assembly voted 568 to 346 

to seize the church properties to mend the finances of the kingdom.52 The clergy and the 

Church ministries were to be subsidized by the state and consequently become more 

dependable and controllable. However it also ensured an anti-church attitude on the part of 

those who had purchased ecclesiastical property and who feared possible changes which 

might reverse their ownership.53 

As the nationalization of the church property continued deputies discussed the role of 

the religious congregations. From 28 October the Assembly usurped the right to intervene in 

the spiritual affairs of their fellow countrymen. First they ended the practice of taking vows in 

monasteries and eventually dispensed all French religious men and women from their vows 

on 13 February 1790.54 Up to this point the Church entangled in the new political 

development of the National Assembly not only sacrificed her material possession but also 
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the vocations of thousands of consecrated persons in order to preserve her position in the 

society. 

In spite of those sacrifices the summer 1790 was marked by the culmination of the 

Church debate in the Assembly which passed the ‘Civil Constitution of the Clergy.’ The 

Constitution was the final attempt to force the Church to establish a new order in France. 

Although the Assembly had distanced itself from the spiritual sphere of the Church by naming 

the document a ‘Civil Constitution’ it didn’t leave much doubt that the structures provided by 

the document subordinated the spiritual to the temporal. The very first article reshaped the 

map of the dioceses of France: ‘Each department shall form a single diocese, and each diocese 

will have the same extent and the same limits as the department.’55 Section II, treating the 

matter of the new appointments for the ecclesiastical functions, introduced such investiture by 

the election of all citizens of the area regardless of their involvement in the Church or even 

their religion association.56 Those provisions, together with the practically non-existent 

relation of the French Church with the Pope and the Universal Church57 virtually established 

a new ‘state’ church. Such a church was much less important than in the Ancient Regime but 

it was still to be of service to the nation constructed by the Revolutionary measures.58 In the 

course of the debate a priest offered a realistic insight: ‘Let us cease building castles in the air: 

times have changed. By all means let us cast regretful glances back to the virtues of the 

apostolic age, but let us not flatter ourselves that we will see them revive again in our midst. 

When the name of Christian was synonymous with that of saint, when the faithful, united by 

charity, formed one single family of brothers, when their ambitions rose no higher than the 
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yearning for a martyr’s crown, then you could have confided to the people the duty of 

choosing their pastors.’59 

In spite of that insightful remark and the petitions of Church hierarchy for more 

consideration, the law was passed on 27 November 1790 and sanctioned by the King on 26 

December.60 

During those tempestuous times Eugene de Mazenod continued his schooling in the 

Collège Bourbon in Aix. However the child’s cosy living in the de Mazenod mansion on the 

main street of the town was to be abruptly interrupted by the developing drama of the 

Revolution. In December 1790 his father had to evacuate. The exiled President of the Court of 

Accounts, Aids and Finances of the country of Provence, closely monitored the course of 

events in France and feared for the safety of his son. 

 

 

1.3.The Church and the French schism 

 

The Eiffel Tower built for the Paris Exhibition of 1889 was to commemorate the 

centenary of the events of 1789. One hundred years later still, the bicentennial anniversary of 

the French Revolution in 1989 elicited an overwhelming stream of conferences, publications 

and the like. Luigi Mezzadri wrote of 540 conferences worldwide, whereas the Sorbonne 

University program for the anniversary included more than 300 presentations.61 The amount 

of interest generated indicated the importance of the Revolution and the ongoing research of 

various scholars testifies to the effort to comprehend its impact worldwide. However, in the 

Church’s memory, there was also a bitter recollection of the scars inflicted by the Revolution. 

As Austin Cooper noted, even as recently as 1989, the French Catholic bishops declined the 
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invitation of the Government to participate in the bicentennial revelries.62 Injury has a long 

memory. 

This reading of the revolutionary events was very different from to the first 

anniversary of the Revolution when the Feast of the Federation was celebrated in the Champ 

de Mars in Paris in 1790. In the midst of the proceedings leading to the Civil Constitution of 

the Clergy the occasion was to be celebrated in similar religious fashion to that of the opening 

of the Estates General. As the event was to trumpet the advances of the Revolution no better 

person could be found than Charles Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgor, Bishop of Autun, 

consecrated at the beginning of the Estates General. The young prelate was known for moving 

a motion to confiscate church property and for taking his role in the Assembly more seriously 

than his pastoral responsibilities. In the presence of the King and 250,000 attendees 

Talleyrand celebrated Mass and blessed a new national banner. In this context the first oaths 

were taken with M. de Lafayette placing his sword on the altar to pronounce his fidelity to the 

King and the constitution.63 

Although the French, including the clergy, were accustomed to oaths, that of 1791 was 

to mark a fracture between the Revolution and the Church64. As Timothy Tackett observed, in 

early 1790 all deputies pronounced: ‘I swear to remain forever faithful to the nation, the law, 

and the king, and to maintain with all my power the Constitution determined by the National 

Assembly and accepted by the King.’65 However the change in the atmosphere in the 

Assembly made the bishops suspicious of repeating the oath in the new context.66 
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Although the deputies of the Constituent Assembly could count on the support of the 

majority of curés only seven bishops took the oath. As Joseph Byrnes concludes their 

motivation was based on theological and psychological principles but their aristocratic 

upbringing certainly played a role.67 The principal objection however was the refusal to 

consult the Church in regards to proposed reforms.68 The dramatic scenes at the Constituent 

Assembly from December 1790 and January 1791 when priests and bishops were called to 

take the oath extended to all corners of France.  

In the Provençal city of Aix the eight year old son of Antoine de Mazenod, was 

experiencing the effects of the division first hand. The priests who conducted his school 

solemnly took the constitutional oath on 30 January 1791 with the Rector declaring that it 

‘does not in any way contradict the faith, the morality or the worship of the holy religion 

which we profess, and which we wish to invariably hold until the end of our days.’69 However 

that declaration of de Mazenod’s teachers did not reflect the usual response. On the contrary it 

was a visible sign of a growing division. The church of St John the Baptist, which was under 

the care of the Doctrinaires, was the only church in the town where clergy were supportive of 

the Constitution. The cathedral, the church of St Mary Magdalene and the church of the Holy 

Spirit were cared for by the clergy opposing the Constitution.70 So Eugene de Mazenod 

witnessed at first-hand the split of the clergy into two camps: the constitutionals or jurors who 

took the oath and the refractories or non-jurors who refused to take it. This division however 

had more widespread repercussions than the bitter division between the higher and lower 

clergy before the Revolution as it inflicted a schism upon the whole population. Eugene’s 

withdrawal from the College Bourbon was a manifestation that his family had taken the side 

of the refractories. 
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At the same time the obsession with the oath was overtaking the kingdom, triggering 

the most extreme stances which polarised the divided Church and the society even more. How 

momentous the issue appeared to the contemporaries can be seen in the proceedings of the 

Constituent Assembly which for weeks began its meetings with public reading of the 

testimonies of the oath being taken across the country.71 

With the majority of the bishops refusing the oath, the Constituent Assembly ordered 

the elections for each of the 83 new dioceses. To the consternation of the Assembly there was 

no bishop prepared to consecrate the newly elected. In the unexpected crisis Charles Maurice 

de Talleyrand-Périgor volunteered to provide the Revolution and its constitutional church 

with new bishops. After having managed to convince two more juror bishops Gobel and 

Miroudot to assist him, he consecrated Abbé Louis-Allexandre Expilly and Abbé Claude-

Eustache-François Marolles. Those first episcopal ordinations without reference to the Pope 

ensured the apostolic succession in the new Constitutional Church but they also established a 

parallel church hierarchy and ultimately a schism in the French Church. Those new prelates 

before even having a chance of working in their dioceses were engaged for the whole month 

in consecrating fifty more bishops for the constitutional church.72 

 As the schism in the French Church was growing, Eugene de Mazenod emigrated to 

Nice on April 20, 1791, at the request of his father. The divided and suffering Church, from 

which he was absent for a decade, would eventually be the context in which Eugene would 

undertake a new mission of evangelisation. 

 At the time of Eugene’s departure more than a hundred bishops of the Ancient Regime 

and twenty thousand curés left France creating an unprecedented pastoral vacuum in parish 

structures across the realm.73 The French clergy who emigrated were to be detached from the 

realities of daily dealings of the French Catholics for a decade. Those who opted for the 

government version of the church initially were given government backing for their support of 
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the fragile developing new socio-political order while the non-jurists eventually formed an 

underground, persecuted church. 

In exile, Eugene was enjoying his family reunited again after his mother and other 

relatives joined the de Mazenods at Nice. The distance from the turbulent homeland might 

have given them a sense of security but the changes introduced in France were to impact upon 

them too. Eugene’s mother took advantage of the existing law to divorce his father. Even 

though her decision was inspired by the financial gains, the couple would never be reconciled, 

making Eugene one of the first saints of the modern era who came from a broken family. 

Similarly the constitutional church was susceptible to the increasingly anti-Christian 

positions of the National Convention. This body, elected to produce a new constitution for 

France, eventually triggered a de-Christianisation of the country. The more restrictive decrees 

towards the refractory clergy and the multiplication of oaths imposed on them, resulted in 

another wave of emigration which by 1793 saw more than thirty thousand clerics leave their 

homeland.74 Those who chose to stay, whether jurors or no-jurors, were to witness an 

unprecedented and systematic process of cutting France from her Christian traditions.  

A writer from the most radical party of Jacobins wrote in 1792: 

How was the Christian religion established? By preaching of the apostles of the 
Gospel. How can we firmly establish the Constitution? By the mission of the 
apostles of liberty and equality.75 
It would be enough to send a patriot with lights and zeal, with a regulation that he 
could adapt to each place, the declaration of rights, the constitution, the almanac 
of Father Gerad, a good writing against the fanaticism, such as the letter from Mr. 
Creuzé la Touche, a good newspaper and a good model of spades.76 

 
Apart from promoting the revolutionary ideology the National Convention began 

working on the eradication of Christianity in France. One of the first measures was the 

abolishing of the discipline of celibacy. After the fatal attack of the Constituent Assembly on 

the religious vows this new action had even more support. In Paris a married priest Aubert 
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was elected by parishioners of St Augustin and inducted by Bishop Gobel.77 Eventually 

between 4500-6000 priests married.78 This controversial situation would endure until the 

beginning of the nineteenth century when Eugene de Mazenod, visiting Paris, wrote to his 

father in Palermo: ‘Several (colleges) have at their head priests who are married or living 

scandalously in concubinage.’79 

 On November 6, 1793, the Legislative Assembly authorised local communities to 

choose any cult they wished and to suppress any form of religious demonstration of which 

they disapproved.80 Empowered by the central government, the local communes began 

exercising their new authority. 

 The statistics show that out of nearly thirty thousand constitutional priests twenty-two 

thousand abandoned their ministries or denied their priesthood. Out of eighty-two 

constitutional bishops elected in 1791 ten died, including six on the scaffold, twenty-four 

apostatized with nine getting married, twenty-four gave up their episcopal ministry and 

twenty-four managed to persevere through the turbulent times.81 The episcopate of the 

Ancient Regime differed from their constitutional colleagues due to emigration. Out of a 

hundred and forty bishops in 1789 seven took the oath, thirteen died naturally, six were killed, 

seven remained in France and more than a hundred emigrated.82 

After having dealt with clergy the central and local authorities targeted churches and 

chapels with such effectiveness that by 1794 only a hundred and fifty churches in France were 

still celebrating Eucharist compared to forty thousand prior to the Revolution.83 
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 Furthermore the change of the calendar on 24 October 1793 removed the ancient 

structure of the seven day week which had marked the life of the French for centuries84 and it 

opened the way to a new phenomenon of de-Christianisation. 

 

 

1.4.The Church and the Napoleonic era 

 

At the end of the revolutionary turmoil, in 1797, General Henry Clarke wrote to 

General Bonaparte: 

France is again become Roman Catholic, and we are perhaps in the point of needing the 
pope himself, for causing the revolution to be seconded among us by the priests, and 
consequently by the country, which they have found means to govern again. 
If one could have annihilated the pope three years ago, it would have been the 
regeneration of Europe: by overthrowing him at the present moment, should we not run 
the risk of separating for ever from our government a great number of French 
submissive to the pope and whom he can rally round him… It requires thirty years' 
liberty of the press in Italy and France to bring about that moment, and to break down 
the spiritual power of the Bishop of Rome.85 

 
 Although the General’s appraisal of the religious situation in the Republic 

acknowledged the failure of the new state religion his reading of the contemporary catholicity 

in France was premature. The Convention’s decree from 21 February 1795 stating that: ‘the 

practise of any cult may not be disturbed’86 led to, what William Roberts described as, a 

religious revival in France prior to Napoleon seizing power. The American historian indicates 

that more than thirty-two thousand churches already re-opened by 1796.87 However Roberts 

balances his insight by realistically evaluating the French responding to the revolutionary 

socio-political change not so much out of desire to return to Tridentine Catholicism but rather 
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to have back their familiar parish lifestyle centred on the religious services marking various 

stages of their life.88 The Roberts’ perception of the religiosity of the French correlates that of 

the Luigi Mezzadri who wrote that the main mistake of the Jacobins was their 

misunderstanding that their fellow citizens were Catholics and they wanted to remain as such 

even if it was motivated by their conformism.89 Probably the most striking observation can be 

found in the report of the Conseil d’État appointed by Napoleon to examine the situation of 

the country: ‘The people would have preferred church bells without priests to priests without 

bells.’90 A correlating assessment of the religiosity of the French was also produced by the 

Vatican Secretary of State. Cardinal Ercole Consalvi wrote from France to Cardinal Giuseppe 

Maria Doria Pamphili: ‘I think the people are rather indifferent; completely in towns and 

partially so in the country. A single example of that is the fact that priests are dying of hunger 

because almost nobody helps them.’91 

In this context the work of Costanzo Brovetto on the spirituality of the Eighteenth 

century led him to state that it was an era marked by spiritual tiredness.92 This offers a useful 

insight into the dialectic often described by historians as religious conformism. Interpreting 

the phenomena of conformism in the reaction of French Catholics to the 1790 Civil 

Constitution of the Clergy and the consequent Oath of Loyalty could provide a fresh 

perception of ‘the surprisingly circuitous and at time frustrating rout’93 of researching French 

Catholicism of that era which took a new turn with the growing military and political 

influence of Napoleon Bonaparte. Bonaparte’s utilitarian approach to religious matters could 

utilise, but certainly not challenge, the conformist faith of his fellow citizens as he explained 
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that a society ‘cannot exist without inequality of wealth, and inequality of wealth cannot exist 

without religion. When a man is dying of hunger next to another who has plenty, it is 

impossible for him to accept this difference unless there is authority that tells him: God wills 

it so.’94 

Like Voltaire before him the future emperor had a fundamentally ‘instrumental’ vision 

of the Church. The Catholic Church was a useful means to rebuild peace and order in France. 

While the drama of the Revolution was still unfolding under the Directory government 

the General was consistently building a positive image of himself among the French émigrés 

in Italy and among the clergy of the Apennine Peninsula. The de Mazenods residing in Venice 

at that time benefited from the kindness of the French troops under Admiral Bruyes too.95  

Eugene de Mazenod recorded that the admiral at a function bowed to his father and said: ‘If I 

can be of any service to you, don’t hesitate to call on me.’96 Napoleon’s commitment to 

preparing ground for a dialogue with the Church was also articulated in the decisive month of 

June 1800, when he spoke to the clergy of Milan: 

Modern philosophers have tried to persuade France that the Catholic religion is 
the implacable enemy of every democratic system and of every republican 
government... Experience has undeceived the French, and has convinced them 
that the Catholic religion is better adapted than any other to various forms of 
government, and is particularly favorable to republican institutions. I myself am 
a philosopher, and I know that in no matter what society, no man is considered 
just and virtuous who does not know whence he came and whither he is going. 
Simple reason cannot guide you in this matter; without religion one walks 
continually in darkness; and the Catholic religion alone gives to man certain and 
infallible information concerning his origin and his latter end… When I am able 
to negotiate with the present Pope I hope I shall be able to remove all the 
obstacles in the way of a complete reconciliation between France and the head of 
the Church.97 
 
A few of weeks later after securing his position upon the victory at Marengo the first 

Consul met Cardinal Carlo Giuseppe Filippa della Martiniana regarding the relationship 

                                                             
94 Napoleon I, Conversation with Roederer at la Malmaison, 18 August 1800, in  P. L. Roederer, Journal du 
comte P.-L. Roederer: notes intimes et politiques d'un familíer des Tuileries, ed. Maurice Vitrac (Paris: Daragon, 
1909), 18. 
95 Leflon, Eugene de Mazenod, vol. 1, 140. 
96 Mazenod, "Souvenirs de Famille," Missions 5 (1866): 270. 
97 Napoleon, Address to the priests of Milan, 5 June 1800, in  Napoleon I, Correspondance de Napoléon 1er, vol. 
6, 32 vols. (Paris: Henry Plon, J. Dumaine, 1861), 339-340. 



31 

between the Republic and the Catholic Church. The aged prelate eagerly communicated the 

news to Pius VII: ‘Bonaparte, therefore, would like to make a clean sweep of the Gallican 

Church. The bishops who have emigrated, he says, are not suitable in France, because the 

majority emigrated not out of the pure zeal for the religion, but out of temporal interests and 

views… In addition, as for so many years of revolution all goods that the Gallican Church 

possessed have been alienated. Claiming them now would be impossible. In fact it would lay 

the entire nation in new upheaval.’98 

This letter marks the beginning of the conversation between the post-Revolutionary 

world and the Church. The Pope replied positively in less than a month.99 The two opposite 

camps were to sit at the table, Napoleon with a political aim and Pius VII concerned about 

spiritual matters.100 However, the conversation had also some future repercussions. The 

Church would acknowledge the new world born of the Revolution while post-Revolutionary 

France would accept the Church as an ongoing conversation partner. Even if Bonaparte was a 

baptised Catholic he was also a product of the Revolution which ideas he shared, and so was 

the conformist France. The First Consul wanted ‘to govern men as the majority of them want 

to be governed. That, I believe, is the best way to recognise popular sovereignty. It was by 

becoming a Catholic that I put an end to the war in the Vendée, by becoming ultramontane 

that I won over opinion in Italy. If I governed a people of Jews, I would rebuild the temple of 

Solomon.’101 

Recalling Bonaparte’s visit to Cardinal Martiniana Cardinal Jean-Sifrein Maury wrote: 

‘He (Bonaparte) asked him to go to Rome to announce to the Pope that he wanted to give him 
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a present of thirty million French Catholics; that he wanted religion in France.’102 However, 

the present of thirty million French Catholics didn’t mean the retrieval of the pre-

revolutionary French setting. The following year the Pope’s Secretary of State arriving in 

Paris confirmed that when he wrote to Michele di Pietro, the Patriarch of Jerusalem: ‘You 

have to consider things as if we were in the first three centuries, and do what you can, not 

what you want to.’103  

Eventually, after almost thirteen months of talks and multiple drafts, the final 

document was signed on the night of fifteenth to sixteenth July 1801. Roberto Regoli views 

the signing of the Concordat as a ‘rapprochement between the Church and the modern world, 

somewhat forced by Bonaparte.’104 The outcome of that rapprochement acknowledged a new 

dynamic in France: ‘The Government of the French Republic recognizes that the Roman, 

Catholic and Apostolic religion is the religion of the great majority of French citizens. His 

Holiness likewise recognizes that this same religion has derived and in this moment again 

expects the greatest benefit and grandeur from the establishment of the Catholic worship in 

France and from the personal profession of it which the Consuls of the Republic make.’105 

The beginning of the Nineteenth century in France was marked by an alliance of the 

State and the Church though the alliance of throne and altar didn’t exist anymore. The 

Catholic Church was recognised as the religion of the majority of citizens. The Church also 

avoided being drawn into the political turmoil of the following fifteen years. Although the 

State reserved to itself a close supervision of clerics, the replacement of the French 

episcopacy and the retention of the alienated Church property, it also ensured the right to 
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public worship and the necessity of canonical institution by the Holy See for episcopal 

appointments. 

However the most significant outcome was the recognition of the role of the papacy in 

Ecclesia Gallicana. Having the support of Bonaparte Pius VII demanded the resignation of all 

French bishops within 10 days. All constitutional bishops resigned, whereas among Ancient 

Regime prelates 36 refused. In November 1801 the Pope issued the new bull deposing the 

bishops who refused to resign.106 The following year a restructuring of the dioceses took place 

which saw the former 136 bishoprics being limited to 60.107 Once the diocesan structure of 

the country was established Napoleon submitted to the Pope, for canonical institution, sixteen 

bishops of the Ancient Regime, twelve constitutional bishops and thirty-two new episcopal 

candidates creating the new episcopacy of the reunited Church. This new reunited Church 

became the milieu of Eugene de Mazenod’s return to his homeland after a decade of Italian 

exile. It was also a Church learning her new status in the new times of the post Concordat era. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The examination of the dynamic of order of Ecclesia Gallicana contributes to the 

study of Eugene de Mazenod’s input to the New Evangelization. An ecclesiologist, Andrzej 

Napiórkowski, insists that the condition of the Church cannot be separated from cultural and 

social aspects of a given historical period.108 How firmly embedded in French society the 

Church was is evident from this brief outline of the history of a crucial period in French 

history. The community which was to shape the young Provençal, Eugene, was engaged and 

impacted upon by a society experiencing the crisis of traditional norms, values and social 
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institutions,109 but a society which also was heir to the medieval perception and reality of the 

unity of Church and State, ‘corpus christianum.’110 

The inherited understanding of France as a Catholic nation influenced heavily the 

consciousness of his contemporaries while Enlightenment thought, together with the 

association of the Church with privilege and its subsequent devastation during the 

Revolutionary years made the context of de Mazenod’s world one of particular challenge. 

However turbulent and conspicuous the aspect of order appears it doesn’t exhaust the 

full picture or dynamic of the Church. Alongside the development of order which supported 

the life and mission of the Church there was also the aspect of prophesy which challenged and 

enlightened the Church of the time and her status quo more profoundly than social, political 

and philosophical discoveries. This less conspicuous, but equally important aspect of 

prophecy will be studied in the next chapter. 

                                                             
109 Napiórkowski, Bosko-Ludzka Wspólnota, vol. 65, 192. 
110 Napiórkowski, Bosko-Ludzka Wspólnota, vol. 65, 185. 



35 

Chapter 2 

Dynamism of prophecy. The French Church and her evangelising vocation 

 

 

Introduction 

 

 The aspect of order which was studied in the previous chapter showed the complex 

reality of the religious, social and political embodiment of the Catholic Church in France in 

which Eugene de Mazenod participated. This chapter will examine the second, less 

conspicuous, aspect of the Church which was identified by Russell as prophecy. 

The commitment of some contemporaries of de Mazenod to reinforce the mission of 

the Church in view of the Church’s political and social losses exhibited a profoundly 

prophetic character. Historian Jan Wiśniewski introducing a series of essays on laicization and 

secularisation of society between Sixteenth and Eighteenth century argued that the Church 

gained from that process. He identified the gain in the fact that the Church was ‘forced to 

orient her activities towards her fundamental task, which has been evangelisation.’1 The 

urgency of prophecy recognised by Russel echoed the determination of Paul to evangelize (1 

Cor 9:16) and that of Eugene. Therefore this study will explore the evangelisation movement 

within the French Church as a prophetic voice. 

When John Paul II made his first remarks on the New Evangelisation he situated them 

in some significant past events. In Krakow in 1979 he referred it to the ministry of St 

Stanislaus, while in Port au Prince in 1983 he connected it to the first missionaries of the New 

World. In the midst of the turmoil of the French Revolution, Pius VI on Easter Sunday 1791 
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authorised a decree of beatification of a Frenchwoman, Barbe Acarie.2 By doing so the 

Pontiff connected the turn of the Eighteenth century to the mystical-missionary movement of 

the Seventeenth century which challenged the status quo complacency of the Church 

encouraging her to embrace her mission: ‘This is not without a special purpose of the Divine 

Providence that the glorification of this saint has been delayed for nearly two centuries and 

reserved for our time. Her life and her acts are the shining condemnation of novelties that one 

wants to introduce in France of our days.’3 

Recently this connection between the time of Eugene de Mazenod and the French 

spiritual tradition of the Seventeenth century was explored at an international conference in 

San Antonio, Texas in November 2016 marking the Bicentenary of the Missionary Oblates of 

Mary Immaculate: Surrender to Christ for Mission: French Spiritual Traditions. 

Therefor this chapter will explore some ecclesial dynamics unearthed by the era called 

the ‘Golden Age of French Mysticism,’ ‘the Century of Saints,’ the ‘Great Century of the 

Soul’4 which gave ‘the vibrant, ecstatic impulse towards mission.’5 It will be examined how 

this mystical-missionary movement embraced, applied and enriched the life of the Church 

thus becoming a prophetic voice for evangelisation of the post-Revolutionary milieu. 
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2.1. Cenacles of mission spirituality 

 

The beatification of Barbe Acarie, also known as Mary of the Incarnation, inspired 

Cardinal Archtino, on behalf of the Pope Pius VI, to elaborate on Acarie’s contribution to the 

revival of the religious orders, including the introduction of the Theresian Carmel to France, 

her submission to the Church’s authority, and her involvement in beautification of Catholic 

worship.6 

 Andre Duval, her first biographer, marvelled at her faith and the ways she engaged 

herself in the social, political and religious situation. Already in the years following her death 

Duval wrote of an influx of significant spiritual people into her home.7 In 1863 M. Georges 

de Cadoudal linked his study with the finding of Duval that for ‘more than 25 years Acarie 

was the soul of good works, the providence of the unfortunate, the model of the wives and 

mothers.’8 However after studying her virtues de Cadoual offered a fresh insight that: ‘as a 

profoundly spiritual person Acarie became a centre around which gathered the elite.’9 Among 

those who participated in the life of her drawing room were: Pierre de Bérulle, Andre Duval, 

Etienne Binet, Jacque Gallement, Richard Beaucousin, Benoît Canfeld, Francis de Sales, 

Ange de Joyeuse, Michel de Marillac, Pierre Coton etc.10 As Buckley determined ‘she 

assembled within this group all the energies vital to the rebirth of French spirituality.’11 

Although it would be academically enriching examining the complexity of various spiritual 

traditions represented within the Acarie’s circle, for the purpose of this study it will suffice to 
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say that this Parisian woman enabled an interchange of those traditions in a way that they 

remained in communion with one another and benefited from mutual enrichment. The 

interchange, though personally enriching,12 managed to restrain itself from exclusivity and 

individualistic piety, and benefited from ‘the link Acarie forged between mysticism and social 

responsibility.’13 It naturally progressed into a grassroots movement aiming at a revitalization 

of the Church. 

 It interwove with the Gallican reaction to the reforming aspirations of the Council of 

Trent (1545–1563). The Council’s canons were met with suspicion in the Kingdom of France 

due to their reassertion of the authority of the Pope and in fact they were never incorporated 

into the law of the state14 despite the explicit will of Pius IV.15  The shortcomings of civil and 

ecclesiastical authorities were substituted by a grassroots movement of spiritual elite16 which 

Luigi Mezzadri didn’t hesitate to call ‘cenacles’ of spirituality among which the best known 

was the circle of Madame Acarie.17 

 However the ‘cenacle’ of spirituality in relation to Madame Acarie cannot be limited 

to her Parisian salon only. The beatification decree and the respective brief called her the 

foundress of another ‘cenacle’: the Discalced Carmelites of France.18 Acarie contributed to 

introducing the Carmel reformed in Spain by Teresa of Avila to France.  The Spanish reform 

of the Order was situated in Teresa’s awareness of the religious situation in France in the 

Sixteenth century: ‘At about this time there came to my notice the harm and havoc that were 

being wrought in France by these Lutherans and the way in which their unhappy sect was 
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increasing. This troubled me very much, and as though I could do anything, or be of any help 

in the matter, I wept before the Lord and entreated Him to remedy this great evil.’19 

The Spanish mystic recalling the founding of St Joseph’s convent in Avila, 

contextualised the inspiration in her search to assist the Church in France: ‘I determined to do 

the little that was in me – namely, to follow the evangelical counsels as perfectly as I could, 

and see that these few nuns who are here should do the same, confiding in the great goodness 

of God… by busying ourselves in prayer for those who are defenders of the Church, and for 

the preachers and learned men who defend her.’20 

This resonated with the concerns of Acarie and her visitors who conceived the idea of 

implanting Carmelites in France.21 During negotiations with the Spanish nuns Acarie 

‘assembled in her house a certain number of her own sex who felt themselves called to be 

Carmelites. They had conceived the idea from reading the recently published works of St 

Teresa.’22 

Acarie’s engagement, as a laywoman in facilitating the foundation of a contemplative 

and cloistered Order in France reflected the Christian dynamic elaborated by St Paul in 

relation to the Church: ‘Just as a human body, though it is made up of many parts, it is a 

single unit because all these parts, though many make one body, so it is with Christ. In the 

one Spirit we were all baptised.’ (1Cor 12:12) 

On 15 October 1604 the Spanish nuns arrived in Paris and were placed under the 

canonical care of three French priests: Gallemant, Duval and Bérulle.23 Before the end of the 

year the first seven French women, all trained first by Acarie, joined the convent.24 Deeply 
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concerned for the Christian renewal of the Church, Acarie herself joined the Carmel in 1613 

following the death of her husband. Although she chose to remain a lay sister the significance 

of her contribution saw her attributed the title of foundress of the French Carmel. 

The arrival of the Carmelites occurred at the peak of the vibrant renewal (1570-1670) 

of the well-established Benedictine abbeys of nuns in France.25 Henry Bremond wrote of ‘the 

birth, supremacy and death of many splendid Abbesses who in less than 30 years had re-

established… the nearly vanished prestige of the Order of St Benedict.’26 The example of 

Françoise de Foix, Abbess of Saintes, reveals a typical pattern of renewal. Françoise went to 

the Abbeys of the Trinité and Sainte-Croix of Poitiers where she underwent a second novitiate 

in the spirit of the reform which she was to implement in her own community.27 This personal 

interaction with a reformed community produced a chain reaction which demonstrated the 

vitality of the evangelical message which had been re-embraced in those monasteries. Their 

reforms which re-established the pristine way of life cannot be isolated from their 

contemporary milieu though. A Cistercian scholar, Louis J. Lekai argued in the opening 

passage of the history of his Order that: ‘The monks of the West… remained always a part of 

contemporary society and thus participants in its development, subjects of its history. The 

truth of Revelation is timeless, but each generation developed a distinctly different approach 

to its exalted ideals. The monks, in their persistent striving after perfection, truly reflected the 

changing mind of new ages. Moreover, it was through monasticism that religion exercised a 

direct formative influence on the unfolding character of Christian civilization.’28 

The Seventeenth century witnessed such an influence although it was limited 

predominately to female abbeys. Similar appreciation of the contribution of monasticism to 
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the reform of the Church was shared by the young Abbe de Mazenod, who in 1814 

contemplated joining a monastic Order.29 

Lekai, however, emphasised that Saint Benedict, the Father of the Western 

Monasticism, ‘definitely turned his back to the extravagant individualism of the Eastern 

hermits’30 and his Rule ‘was not given for a select group of perfect monks… rather, he 

considered it as the least of rules, written for beginners, for everyone who truly seeks God, 

presupposing all kinds of shortcomings and transgressions.’31 Monasticism needs to be 

perceived in relation to the wider community rather than in separation from it. 

The reform movement within the female branch of the Benedictine order contrasted 

with that of their male counterparts. Joseph Bergin suggested that this was due to the common 

practice of commendation32 which allowed men not belonging to a monastery to hold the 

office of the abbot so as to procure a greater financial income of the abbey. It led to a peculiar 

situation when the majority of the French male monasteries were commendatory.33 Since their 

‘abbots’ were not monks the ancient male monastic orders remained unreformed and so 

contributed little to the spiritual renewal in France.34 This was in contrast to their historical 

role as bedrock of the religious orders in France.35 Although the practise of commendation 

was financially driven it had profound theological implications. According to Joseph Bergin, 

the practice of appointing secular clergy to the monastic orders led to ‘secularization of a 

highly specific kind’36 as their commendatory abbots exhibited worldly attitudes based on a 

utilitarian approach to monasteries. 
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In spite of the difficulties of the traditional monastic orders France began experiencing 

the influx and birth of many new religious congregations. Their engagement in various forms 

of ministry brought the religious life into French towns at a level previously unknown. In 

1818 Eugene de Mazenod and his first Missionaries were part of this revival of the religious 

life as they discerned new ways to evangelise their contemporary society. 

 

 

2. 2. French School: theology and practice of mission 

 

In 1858 Eugene de Mazenod as Bishop of Marseilles wrote an approbation of a book 

on Charles de Condren. In it he recalled: “the spirit… which formed Bérulle, Gault, Eudes, 

Olier, Bernard, Bourdoise, Vincent-de-Paul, Tronson, Lantages, Chétardie, Bretonvilliers, and 

later Emery and Duclaux.”37 By placing Pierre de Bérulle, a member of Acarie’s salon and a 

co-operator in bringing the Spanish Carmelites to France, at the beginning of the list de 

Mazenod acknowledged Bérulle original contribution to the reform of the French Church. 

Later Henri Bremond recognised Bérulle as the founder of what he called the French School. 

Bremond saw the uniqueness of this School in the fact that Bérulle and his disciples were 

‘French to the backbone.’38 However it cannot be understood in the exclusivity or 

separateness of the masters of the School from the wider Church community but rather in the 

way they absorbed and processed the insights they were given. They exercised an intuition 

how to theologically translate their mystical experience and understanding of spirituality into 

the French context. 

 The mystical outlook of Pierre de Bérulle, which underwent a significant shift, is an 

example of such theological translation. His first publications Bref discours de l’abnégation 

intérieure (1597) and Traité des energumènes (1599) presented religious experience in rather 
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abstract categories.39 His theoretical perception was however formed over years by his 

interactions with various individuals, like Barbe Acarie or Benoît Canfeld, but also by his 

involvement in Acarie’s circle and in the life of the French Carmelite monasteries. Scholars 

identified the origins of this development in the reaction of Anne of Jesus40 regarding the 

formation of the first French Carmelites in France: ‘I take care that they consider and imitate 

Our Lord Jesus Christ, because here we remember little of him. Everything happens in a 

simple view of God: I do not know how it can be done. Since the stay of the glorious Saint 

Denis, who wrote the mystical theology, everyone has continued to apply to God by 

suspension rather than imitation. This is a strange way of proceeding; in truth, I cannot 

understand it, any more than their manner of speaking; we cannot even read it.’41 

This Teresian spirituality founded on the person of Jesus formed not only the new 

Carmelite community but Bérulle as well. In his most renowned work Discours de l'état et 

des grandeurs de Jésus (1623) de Bérulle already grounded his discourse in the mystery of 

the Incarnation: ‘The Church is obliged to manifest to the world what is happening in 

Nazareth.’42 For the depth of his reflection on the Word who became flesh was called by Pope 

Urban VIII ‘the Apostle of the Incarnate Word.’43 Grounding his thought in the humanity of 

the Son of God he also utilised as an image, Copernican heliocentrism: ‘Jesus is the sun that is 

immovable in his greatness and that moves all other things… Jesus is the true centre of the 

world and the world should be in continuous movement toward him. Jesus is the Sun of our 

souls and from him we receive every grace, every light and every effect of his power.’44 
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 The mystical-theological rhetoric drawn from the Scriptures and Church Fathers was 

concretized in the liturgical celebration of the Feast of Jesus, for which Pierre de Bérulle 

himself composed texts, both for the Liturgy of Hours and the Mass.45 The invention of the 

new feast had a formative dimension as it was given to the Congregation of Oratory of Jesus 

Christ which Bérulle established together with five other priests in 1611.46 Pedagogically the 

Founder of the Oratory, who envisaged the spread of the devotion to Jesus in the Church 

through the example of his reformed priests, centred their liturgical life on Jesus Christ. In 

1673 his Oratorians were able to write: ‘The devotion to Jesus Christ is more ancient, more 

solid and more natural.’47 However, as the life of the Oratory was a background to Bérulle’s 

reflection, it was also the recipient of his vision of an ideal of a Christian community. Such an 

ideal he saw in the Trinity in which: ‘the divine persons have a relation and a rapport to their 

principle of origin. They only subsist through their attributes and relations and are happy to 

live in this relatedness, rapport and mutual love.’48 

 Bérulle contemplated the Trinity however through the lenses of the Incarnation: ‘The 

first is the Trinity of subsistence in a unity of essence. It is the first, the most exalted and most 

august mystery of faith in the Person of the Father, of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. The 

second is a Trinity of essence in a unity of subsistence through the mystery of the Incarnation, 

essence of the soul, essence of the body and of the divinity of Jesus.’49 

His fascination with the Incarnation again led him to identify the dynamism of God 

becoming man: ‘O Jesus, love draws you out of the bosom of the Father and leads you 

outside, as you yourself state, to live in a foreign nature and land.’50 
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 Following this intuition he arrived at recognising the interconnectedness of both 

Trinities and drawing support for his argumentation from the Augustinian tradition he 

acknowledged: ‘The same God, contemplating the origins of the divine persons existing in the 

unity of his essence, did not want there to be any other source and origin of His divinity in the 

state of the Church than that of the mission. And He wants the mission to occupy the same 

rank among men as procession to divine persons, which according to St. Augustine, these two 

terms mission and procession say one and the same thing.’51 

 To be fully appreciated, the terminology of Pierre de Bérulle needs to be placed in its 

original Augustinian context where it served to express the mystery of the Trinity. The term 

‘mission’ began to be applied to the action of the Church sending people to preach and 

convert only in the Sixteenth century.52 Bérulle’s thought still bears the Trinitarian imprint of 

the thought of the Bishop of Hippo where ‘procession’ refers to the interior life of the Father, 

the Son and the Holy Spirit while ‘missions,’ as John Webster summarised it, ‘are the further 

movement of God’s being in which he relates to what he freely creates to be other than 

himself… These missions repeat ad extra the realities ad intra.’53 Bérulle being immersed in 

and overwhelmed by the mystery of the Incarnation recognised the action of the Divine in the 

Church: ‘The Holy Spirit, Spirit… only comes and only works in God’s Church through 

mission.’54 

 The mystical-theological insight of Pierre de Bérulle, who was created a cardinal in 

1627,55 reflected his personal religious experience in conjunction with his reformist plans for 

the Church. An appreciation of the Cardinal’s insight resonates in the work of a Twenty-first 

century author John C. Sivolon who acknowledged the contribution of de Bérulle to the 
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development of Catholic mission theology.56 The contribution of the French School initiated 

by de Bérulle to the missionary development of Eugene de Mazenod has been also 

acknowledged by scholars57 though as Kazimierz Lubowicki noted the subtle expressions of 

the Seventeenth century Cardinal do not appear in Eugene’s theological vocabulary.58 

Nevertheless the dynamic of the ecclesial context both of them dealt with, though separated 

by two centuries, established a common ground: ‘Those whom God has given to his Church 

in recent times to repair what heresies have caused, to resuscitate the spirit of religion that the 

corruption of morals of Catholics has choked… have applied themselves to look for ways to 

cure it. Cardinal de Bérulle is one of those best known in this intention of all who know what 

to do, acknowledging openly that he has received from God a special grace to make Jesus 

Christ known.’59 

A similar grace can be found in Charles de Condren, the successor of de Bérulle, who 

wrote: ‘I do not find that the world prevents me from serving God and if I had regarded the 

regular life only as a refuge, I should not have esteemed it at all.’60 If Bérulle is attributed 

with originating the French School, Condren needs to be appreciated as the one who had a 

vision and courage not to limit the School to the Oratory. Henri Bremond introduced 

Condren, the Second General of the Oratory, by describing his engagement in the formation 

of a community of some young clerics outside the canonical structures of the Oratory.61 

Among them was Jean-Jacques Olier.62 

 Captivated by the profoundness of his spiritual director Olier shared his life in the 

following years between formation in the mentioned community of priests and missionary 
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activity assigned to him by de Condren.63 An expert in the French School of Spirituality 

Raymond Deville wrote: ‘It is impossible to speak of the Seventeenth-century spiritual and 

mystical masters without taking a close look at their apostolic commitments and examining 

the connection between their mysticism and their missionary activity.’64 In the midst of their 

mission invasion65 into local towns and villages which was aiming at revitalizing the Church, 

the priests gathered around de Condren and guided by him had an opportunity to participate in 

that vibrant movement and to interpret it theologically. The evaluation of parish missions was 

a critical element of the process66 but wasn’t only restricted to improvement of their 

missionary methods. It aimed at an identification and internalisation of the mission of Jesus 

Christ. In his Mémoirs Olier recorded a retreat he underwent in 1636 under the direction of de 

Condren. Confronted with his memories, thoughts and feelings Olier made a Copernican 

discovery parallel to de Bérulle’s. He wrote: ‘I learnt, for the first time, and to my great 

astonishment, that Jesus Christ is really present in souls.’67 

In order to cultivate the insight, de Condren gave his directee a prayer which was to be 

treasured and shared by Olier68: ‘Come Lord Jesus and live in your servant, in the fullness of 

your virtues, in the perfection of your ways, in the reality of your ways, in the holiness of the 

Spirit and dominate every power, in your Spirit, to the glory of God the Father.’69 Slightly 

altered by Olier70 the prayer was inherited by de Mazenod during his seminary formation and 

passed onto the Institute he founded in 1816. 

The direction of de Condren and the community formation combined with his 

missionary engagements grounded Olier’s priesthood in the mission dimension which was 
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defined by the interiorisation of the mission of the Incarnate Word. That development also 

enriched Olier’s perception and appreciation of the missionary dimension of the ministry of 

all priests which led to an idea of founding a seminary: ‘For several years now, a number of 

persons have come together with us, after having worked in missions and parishes. We 

recognise the futility of our efforts, if we have not first labored to purify the source from 

which the holiness of the people comes, that is, priests. As a result, these former missionaries 

have come to cultivate the new plants placed in their hands, namely, those who seem to be 

called to the priesthood.’71 

In early 1642 Olier with two priests established a priestly community in Vaugirard near 

Paris, which was to reflect the mystery of the Trinity in unity and charity.72 Faithful to the 

directives given by de Condren they chose not to take vows but to be united by their 

commitment to their common mission: ‘Three priests, feeling themselves called in the unity 

of the Spirit to the service of God and His Holy Church, to form for Him ministers who may 

worthily promote His glory, honour his son Jesus Christ, and love his members, have 

resolved, in honour of the Divine Society of the Tree Persons, indivisible by the unity of their 

essence and their holy essence and their holy love, to bind themselves by a sacred promise 

never to abandon or to depart from the design.’73 

Once the community bonds were established they welcomed their first seminarians. The 

routine of the first seminary was soon incorporated into the ministry of the local parish and 

the same structure was preserved a few months later when Olier was appointed Parish Priest 

of Saint Sulpice in Paris.74 On the Solemnity of the Assumption the Seminary of Saint Sulpice 

was established.75 Although the spread of the seminary system and the Sulpician 

Congregation that emerged from those two original seminaries is impressive, it is Olier’s 

theological vision and his theological assessment of the growing seminary communities that 
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made him not only a true successor of the mystical legacy of Cardinal de Bérulle but also a 

creative interpreter of the world and the Church he encountered. He built upon the 

Christocentrism of de Bérulle and the subsequent affirmative anthropology of de Condren but 

he also treasured and incorporated his own intuition regarding the presence of Christ in souls. 

It was a theology and spirituality which brought together the vibrant mission activity of his 

time, the seminary project and the reality of priesthood into the Augustinian perception of the 

mission of the God made man: 

The little society of the seminary of Saint Sulpice has assembled in honour of the 
sacred college of the Apostles, to invoke their spirit every day on the Church of 
Jesus Christ, and to ask God that it pleases him to spread it in full on his clergy… 
Thus the house of Saint Sulpice does not think, by the grace of God, of being 
something foreign to the clergy, or separated from this body. Although very 
unworthy, she is mingled and immersed in it, so that if, for the good of the 
Church, she were to give all her subjects away, she would not consider herself 
empty or sterile for it.76 
 

 Olier’s commitment to the seminary formation, which emerged from his prior 

missionary engagement, can be seen as a means of connecting the periodic work of preachers 

visiting parishes with the day to day pastoral ministry of parish priests. The application of the 

apostolic spirit incorporated both groups as he wrote: ‘Apostolic men, like all apostles, are 

bearers of Jesus Christ. They carry Our Lord everywhere; they are like the sacraments that 

bear him, so that beneath and through them, he may glorify his Father.’77 

 When presenting to the Assembly of Clergy in 1651 his vision for establishing 

seminaries Olier insisted strongly on the importance of a community of apostolic men at the 

core of the formation house: ‘One must settle for a small number of people in whom remains 

this fervour, which is so necessary in the house to supply for the entire diocese.’78 To 

emphasise this aspect and to ensure that it wouldn’t be compromised he wrote of it in detail: 

‘If in a seminary there were three apostolic men filled with humility, meekness and patience, 

charity, purity, as well as with knowledge and necessary wisdom for this divine service they 
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would suffice for the sanctification of the entire diocese.’79 Such a seminary would welcome 

at the beginning of the Nineteenth century Eugene de Mazenod and it would form him for the 

priesthood in the spirit inherited from the masters of the French School. 

 The creative involvement of the masters of the French School in their milieu triggered 

by their desire to renew the Church reconciled mysticism with missionary work. Deville 

identified that both of them ‘stemmed from a keen sense of the Church and of the Gospel, 

coupled with total docility to the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of Jesus, the first One to be sent.’80 

The originality of the theological thought and missionary practice which emerged out of that 

development identified the mission of the Church not simply in some pragmatic projects 

aiming at religious education of the ignorant masses but grounded it in the mystery of the 

Incarnation. 

 

 

2. 3. Defending the missionary dimension of the Church. The Jansenist dispute 

 

 Jean Leflon, while studying the family background of the de Mazenod family 

observed that it produced only a few vocations to the priesthood and religious life and that 

they rather didn’t leave a mark in religious history. Nevertheless a significant contribution 

was made in the Eighteenth century by Louise de Mazenod who entered the Presentation 

convent in Marseilles,81 the convent, which according to Bishop Henri François Xavier de 

Belsunce, ‘believed itself destined to become the Port-Royal of the South.’82 Known as Sister 

Anne of the Cross she sided with the Jansenist polemics.83 Eugene de Mazenod was to be 

influenced by the paternal side of the family which by his birth was free of Jansenism but he 

would be still drawn to the Jansenists polemics on account of his maternal side. This insight 
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into Eugene’s family reflects the complexity of what was to be known as Jansenism. Despite 

the heated discussions and dramatic actions surrounding both sides of the dispute the 

movement never separated itself from the Catholic Church;84 in fact it ‘was part of the 

remarkable movement in the history of devotion to Jesus Christ.’85 The view of Groeschel 

corresponds with that of Joseph Bergin who placed the development of Jansenism in personal 

and practical religiosity rather than in some abstract argumentations86 as the original 

publication of Cornelius Jansen, Augustinus, in 1640 could suggest. The book has been 

recognised as the origin of Jansenism, which was named after its author. However it was the 

monastery of Port-Royal near Paris which became the battle field, where contrasting views 

were explicitly confronted. Port-Royal with its young Mother Superior Jacqueline-Marie-

Angélique Arnauld and under the direction of a young priest Jean du Vergier de Hauranne, 

the titular Abbott of Saint-Cyran87 became at first a part of the wider renewal trend. Their 

cooperation was later described by Mother Angélique’s niece Angélique de Saint-Jean 

Arnauld d'Andilly: ‘Saint-Cyran and Mother Angelique exhorted us to recreate among us a 

little image of the first Church of Jerusalem. They particularly gave us zeal to imitate the 

disciples in three things: 1) Separation from the world. 2) Docility to the word of God. 3) 

Union among ourselves. One could say in truth that there was one heart and one soul among 

us, as one can read about the first Christians.’88 

 Angélique de Saint-Jean who eventually became the head of Port-Royal still treasured 

the methods of her aunt sustaining the spirit of renewal: ‘Mother Angélique usually read some 

story from the Scriptures which she explained in such a way that it touched the heart and 
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enlightened the mind.’89 The sisters also saw themselves reclaiming the spirit of the first 

Cistercians: ‘When we worked together we tried to imitate the first monks of Clairvaux.’90 A 

similar observation was made by Bishop Sébastien Zamet: ‘Marie Angélique acquired such a 

taste for teachings of the abbot (of Saint-Cyran) and was so filled with his spirit, that she 

spoke nothing but primitive Church, the canons, the customs of the first Christians, the 

Councils, the Fathers.’91 However the way to establishing such an ideal ‘led to speaking of 

nothing but penance… to confessing rarely and receiving communion even less.’92 The above 

quotations, placed in the context prior to the 1640 publication of Augustinus, indicate the 

growing interest in a more faithful practice of religion. Unfortunately, the enthusiasts of Port-

Royal expressed it in a more rigorous approach to the sacraments.93 

The aversion to the movement emanating from Port-Royal was expressed by the 

spiritual masters of the time. Jean-Jacque Olier wrote: ‘I detest these maxims as I detest 

everything which is not in conformity with the purity of the Gospel.’94 

Olier however didn’t limit himself to the correspondence to address the issue. On the 

feast day of Saint Sulpice he preached publicly: ‘Souls that have not perfect charity, that have 

but the principle of love, such as is required of adults to be baptised, receive in the Sacrament 

of Penance a participation in the perfect charity of Jesus Christ dying for us on the Cross. This 

sacrament is the second plank that saves from shipwreck. Keep then the middle course, and go 

neither to the one extreme not to the other.’95 

 The preaching of the priest, however polemical, reflected his concern as parish priest 

who was dealing with the aftermath of De la fréquente communion published in 1643 by 

                                                             
89 Arnauld d'Andilly, Relations sur la vie de la reverende mere Angelique de Sainte Magdelaine Arnauld, vol. 3, 
204. 
90 Arnauld d'Andilly, Relations sur la vie de la reverende mere Angelique de Sainte Magdelaine Arnauld, vol. 3, 
205. 
91 Sébastien Zamet, "Mémoire," in Sébastien Zamet, évêque-duc de Langres, pair de France, 1588-1655: sa vie 
et ses oeuvres: les origines du Jansénisme, ed. Louis N. Prunel (Paris: A. Picard, 1912), 266. 
92 Zamet, "Sébastien Zamet, évêque-duc de Langres," 266. 
93 Bergin, Church, Society and Religious Change in France, 1580-1730, 394-395. 
94 Olier, "Remarque," quoted in Faillon, Vie de M Olier, Fondateur du Séminaire de Saint-Sulpice, vol. 2, 3 vols. 
(Paris: Watelier, 1873), 418. 
95 Olier, "Discours lors de la fête de Saint Sulpice," quoted in Faillon, Vie de M. Olier, vol. 2, 448-449. 



53 

Antoine Arnauld, a committed disciple of Saint-Cyran. The complete title of the book was 

already making a statement of its content: On frequent communion, in which origins of the 

Church Fathers, popes and councils regarding the sacraments of penance and the Eucharist 

are faithfully exposed for use by those persons who are seriously considering conversion to 

God and for pastors and confessors who are zealous for the good of souls.96 

 The immediate consequence of the treatise was a decrease in people receiving Holy 

Communion. At Saint Sulpice parish the number declined by three thousand yearly.97 The 

great masters of the time like de Condren, Olier, Eudes and Vincent de Paul reacted firmly 

against Jansenism. Luigi Mezzadri determined that those priests were missionaries who faced 

problems of masses not a small elitist group.98 The letter of Vincent de Paul to Jean Dehorgny 

echoed those apprehensions: ‘For a hundred in Paris whom it has helped, by making them 

more respectful in the use of this Sacrament, there are at least ten thousand it has harmed, by 

causing them to abstain from it altogether.’99 Although they were highly communitarian and 

sensitive to building up the Church as a community of believers they didn’t appreciate the 

vision of an ecclesial ghetto of a small number of elect: ,Beware, then, of this dangerous 

leaven; and however fair the exterior of those of whom I speak, make haste to separate 

yourself from them, that you may be united only to Jesus Christ, and to the purity of the faith, 

which will ever be the same in the Church, because Jesus Christ will ever be with her.’100 

 The spiritual leaders who were both mystics and missionaries couldn’t agree with the 

Jansenist perception of the Church either. Vincent de Paul evaluating Arnauld’s De la 

fréquente communion for a priest in Rome identified the underpinning belief which posed a 

great threat both to the clergy and the faithful: ‘You did not know the substance of the 

author’s maxims and all these doctrines; namely that the church has ceased to exist since that 
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era. Two of those coryphaei of theses opinions have said to the Mother Superior of Saint 

Mary in Paris, who they had hoped could be won over to their opinions, that there has been no 

Church for five hundred years. She herself told me so both verbally and in writing.’101 

Similar alarm can be detected in the letter of Olier to Marquise de Porters who was 

attracted by Jansenism: ‘What would you say of persons who assert that the Church is in 

error, who profess that their object is to reform her, and are for ever railing at their mother, 

tearing her heart, and filling her with unparalleled affliction and desolation?’102 The mystical 

outlook entertained by Olier and the like focused by the Incarnational theology of Bérulle 

recognised not only the aspects in need of reform in the Church but primarily the nature of 

their contemporary Church imbedded in the mission of the Incarnate Word. Olier writing 

about Jansenists stated that they ‘declared that their doctrine was that of the primitive Church, 

founded on the word of Jesus Christ, announcing everywhere a reformation of manners 

exceeding even that of the Church herself. When asked who sent them, where – where were 

the signs of their extraordinary mission, and the approbation of the Holy See – they made no 

answer, for they had none to make.’103 

The elaboration of the Founder of Saint Sulpice drew its argument from Olier’s own 

way of implementing a reformist vision. Realistic about the ‘extreme misery of the Church’104 

he turned to the Resurrection and Pentecost in which he recognised the origin of ‘the spirit of 

holiness and of sanctification’ given to the Apostles to ‘invigorate the whole Church.’ While 

presenting to the Assembly of Clergy in 1651 this vison of renewal through the establishment 

of seminaries, he contemplated this ‘immense source of holiness, ocean of all goodness and of 

all richness’ not in abstract terms or as a matter of the past but in the prelates he was 

addressing ‘as the true successors’ of the Apostles.105 For Olier the Church of his time was 

part of the apostolic succession and mission. It was reinforced by John Eudes whose 
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promotion of the devotion to the Mary’s Heart and the Sacred Heart of Jesus attracted much 

criticism from the Jansenistic circles.106 Nevertheless Eudes’ vast missionary experience107 

grounded his piety and preaching in true Bérullian tradition:  

You can understand from this the nature of the Christian life. You see that it is a 
continuation and fulfilment of the life of Jesus, and that all your actions must be a 
continuation of the actions of Christ. You have to be so many other Christs upon 
the earth, in order to perpetuate here His life and works, and to do and suffer 
everything in a saintly and divine manner, in the Spirit of Christ, that is, with the 
holy and divine dispositions and intentions which Jesus Himself showed in all His 
acts and sufferings. As this divine Jesus is your head and you are His members, 
and as you are bound to Him by this union, incomparably closer, nobler and more 
elevated union than the union between the head and the members of the natural 
body, it necessarily follows that you must be animated by His spirit and live by 
His life more perfectly than the members of a natural body.108 
 

 The confrontation around Jansenism can be seen as: ‘a part of the remarkable 

movement in the history of devotion to Jesus Christ’ as it contributed to developing and 

promoting a vision of the Church and a Christian. It challenged an individualistic piety and 

obsession with a moral perfection while offering the Church a broader understanding of her 

nature freed from a self-focus. 

 

 

2.4. Beyond the mountains. French ecclesial sentiments for the Holy See 

 

 In the previous section dealing with Jansenism the matter of the succeeding Papal 

Bulls condemning it was purposely not included, not to undermine the significance of the 

series of the documents started in 1653 by Innocent X issuing Cum occasione through to the 

1713 Unigenitus Dei Filius signed by Clement XI but so that it is clear that the initial negative 
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response to Jansenism came from French sources. The study of an American historian Dale 

van Kley stresses that the condemnation of Jansenism began in France ‘the initiative was 

taken by the French monarchy from the start.’109 It can be argued that the requests of the 

French Court posted to Rome and the responses of the Pope sent to Paris drew the Church of 

Rome and the Gallican Church into a conversation which opened up the way to the new 

relationship between the Holy See and France. This relationship was historically marked by a 

mutual suspicion and mistrust. It could be seen after the introduction of the Four Gallican 

Articles in 1682 when Pope Innocent XI declared that the University of Paris was teaching 

schismatic doctrines.110 Even the report of Cardinal Sacchetti informing the Pope about 

Protestants ‘returning’ to the Catholic Church after the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes 

didn’t stop the Pontiff from declaring: ‘What is the good of it, if all the Bishops (in France) 

are schismatics?’111 The tension was also on the French side. While travelling to Paris, the 

papal nuncio Angelo Ranuzzi was not allowed to enter the capital as the King was uneasy 

about the Nuncio meeting with the clergy.112 In the atmosphere of defensiveness seen in the 

Ecclesia Gallicana the significance of the petitions of the Gallican Kings and the Gallican 

Church to the popes to address Jansenism, a spiritual issue regarding the practice of religion, 

cannot be overlooked. On the contrary it can be perceived as a platform of interaction and 

closeness. To explore the dynamic of such an interaction, Bruno Secondin’s interpretation of 

the interaction between Jerusalem and Antioch offers a fresh perspective. Analysing the 

situation of both early Christian communities as described in the Acts of the Apostles, 

Secondin detected that the Judeo-Christian community in Jerusalem was too attached to their 

own national tradition and afraid of losing their own identity. Even after Pentecost they were 
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more guardians of the old rather than prophetic expectation for the new.113 The praxis of the 

Jerusalem community was eventually confronted with the different model of the Antiochian 

community which was formed in a different context.114 Despite the initial tension the 

Jerusalem Church ‘learnt from Antioch’ to redefine their own Christian identity.115 

This section will examine what the Gallican Church learnt from the interaction with the 

See of St Peter. Attempting to read the story of the relationship of the Gallican Church and the 

Holy See through scriptural lenses grounds that relationship in the profound dynamic of 

discernment, vulnerability and courage captured in the Acts of the Apostles. It does it in a 

more creative way than the Port-Royal implementation of the model of the first Christian 

communities. Such scriptural lenses also correspond with the way Eugene de Mazenod 

interpreted the role of the Pope when as Bishop of Marseilles he wrote upon the election of 

Pius IX: 

If he is Aaron in the tabernacle of the living God, he is also Moses at the head of 
the tribes of Israel. If by his peaceful reign he is Solomon who teaches wisdom, 
by his militant life he is also David, against whom the nations have shuddered and 
peoples have deliberated futile conspiracies, to say better, as the genuine anointed 
of the Lord, he is Jesus Christ on the Cross, a victim of the sins of the men and 
saving them at the price of his sacrifice. It is thus that the disciple is not above the 
master, and that the Vicar of the Divine Saviour resembles the One he 
represents.116 
 

 The above quotation is an indication of the theological interpretation which appears as 

an outcome of a mystical outlook inherited from the missionary mystics like de Bérulle, de 

Condren, Olier, Eudes etc. But the truth is in fact that the political influence of the 

Seventeenth and Eighteenth centuries popes was steadily diminishing117 though as Owen 

Chadwick acknowledged that they were truly humane people ‘open-hearted, friendly, trying 
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to do what little they could to smile upon the world of men to make the human race happy and 

well-doing and better prepared for eternity.’118 

The Gallican Church controlling and limiting the influence of the Bishops of Rome, 

apart from demanding the consecutive Bulls condemning Jansenism, was however listening to 

the prophetic voice of the Successors of St Peter. It was Urban VIII who called Pierre de 

Bèrulle the Apostle of the Incarnate Word and supported the Acarie circle in bringing the 

Carmelites to France. Some decades later Jean-Jacque Olier had to turn to the same Urban 

VIII to obtain his appointment as Paris Priest of Saint Sulpice as the parish was within the 

jurisdiction of the Holy See.119 Olier offered to his Sulpicians the following insight: ‘The true 

superior of the Seminary of Saint Sulpice is our Holy Father the Pope… The Saint Sulpice is 

bound by the order of God to the divine apostolate of Saint Pierre, to draw from him his 

spirit.’120 Immersed in the atmosphere of the capital which breathed the Gallican spirit, Olier 

recognised ‘the Providence of God” that the new establishment was administratively 

connected to the Roman See.’121 From the midst of the Gallican Capital he was writing to 

Pope Innocent X: ‘This Company breathes only respect, love and obedience to Your 

Holiness.’122 As Olier insisted that his Sulpicians were to remain diocesan priests, his 

approach situated within the Parisian Church contributed to rediscovering the ecclesial 

interconnectedness and interdependence beyond the national character of the Church. The 

sentence found in his Mémoires ‘I think with the Holy Father, I believe as the Holy Father 

does’123 in the Gallican context this was a prophetic voice. 

However the reason for this spiritual development had a profound theological 

foundation. Olier who committed himself to restoring the apostolic spirit in his contemporary 

Church wrote: ‘I learned that the grace of the apostolate resides in the person of the Pope 
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only.’124 Some decades after Olier’s death, in the autumn of 1692 a young Frenchman Louis-

Marie Grignon de Montfort entered the seminary of St. Sulpice. ‘He was well aware that he 

was privileged, for Saint Sulpice represented the best formation for the priesthood available at 

that time in France, and perhaps in the whole of Europe.’125 There, as Patrick Gaffney 

observed, Montfort lived ‘under the direction of the Sulpician, Claude Bottu de la 

Barmondière, renowned for his allegiance to the Holy See in spite of the rampant Gallicanism 

of the era.’126 Victor Devy described de Montfort as ‘the last of the great bérulliens.’127 

‘Montfort had so absorbed the spirituality of Saint Sulpice that he was himself a faithful - 

although quite creative - follower of Cardinal de Bérulle.’128 His creativity integrated Olier’s 

unique interpretation of de Bérulle inherited by the Sulpicians as well as the spiritual and 

pastoral developments taking place in France at the turn of the Seventeenth century.  It 

inspired Pope Clement XI to give de Montfort the title of ‘apostolic missionary.’129 The same 

Pope channelled de Montfort’s efforts by saying: ‘You have a wide enough field in France for 

exercising of your zeal; do not go elsewhere, and always work in perfect submission to the 

bishops in the dioceses to which you will be called.’130 

The Eighteenth century, which at the beginning saw the missionary work of de 

Montfort, is perceived by many historians as a transitional period.131 John McManners while 

elaborating on the contradictions displayed by Catholics describes it thus: ‘this was the 

mellow autumn season adorning the landscape with rich colours before the leaves began to 
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fall and winter came.’132 Roger Aubert, while acknowledging the external efficiency of the 

Church, saw it as ‘a difficult time’ and further argued that ‘the Catholic Church displayed the 

appearance more of decadence than of renewal.’133 However the Eighteenth century with its 

developing crisis of traditional norms and forms134 was perceived by Constanzo Brovetto in a 

theological way as ‘embers in ashes.’135 The losses which were incurred by both the Holy See 

and the French Church became the background to the fire of the Holy Spirit rekindled in the 

experience of the fragility of Pius VI (1775-1799) and Pius VII (1800 – 1823) as well as in 

the impoverished and vandalised the Catholic Church in France. 

 Prior to the French Revolution the openness of the French Church to the See of Peter 

was rather fragmented. However the request of Louis XVI regarding the Pope’s stand on the 

Civil Constitution of the Clergy (1790),136 which was envisaged by its authors as reclaiming 

the purity of the ancient times,137 similar to the message promoted by Jansenism, can be seen 

in the same light as the earlier requests for the papal bulls condemning Jansenism. Ludwig 

Pastor in his research on the history of the Popes reported that even the papal nuncio couldn’t 

predict French bishops siding with the Pope: ‘The nuncio knew how widely Gallican ideas 

were spread among the French bishops and he feared that if an understanding with Rome was 

not reached quickly a third of the French episcopate would conform to the regulations of the 

Civil Constitution.’138 However the almost unanimous refusal of the Constitution by the 

French bishops drew them considerably closer to the See of St. Peter. Jacques-André Emery, 

the Superior General of the Sulpicians, who was to be the rector of St Sulpice during 

Eugene’s seminary formation, upon learning the result of the voting said: ‘This session was 
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the triumph of the Church of France, and we should keep the memory for future generations 

by celebrating annually the anniversary.’139  

The eventual persecution of the clergy and the laity faithful to the pope opened a new 

era in the history of the French Catholicism. Jean de Viguerie wrote that the persecution 

inflicted by the French Revolution was the first one since the edict of Constantine.140 Among 

those killed, the Church has canonised or beatified 870 people. Among them were the 16 

Carmelites from Compiègne, 13 Ursulines from Valenciennes, 191 martyrs from September 

1792, 19 people from Laval, 99 martyrs from Avrillé.141 Paul Evdokimov in his book 

Orthodoxy described martyrs as the ‘wounded friends of the Bridegroom.’142 Those 

Frenchmen and women, whose martyrdom has been officially recognised by the Church, but 

also those unknown martyrs of the post-Civil Constitution of the Clergy time, can be also 

described as the wounded friends of Peter in the person of Pope Pius VI. The pope, 

imprisoned in Valence, on his deathbed united himself with his wounded friends when 

thinking of those who inflicted the suffering of him and the Church said: ‘Father forgive 

them.’143 

 The relationship between the Church in France and of Rome wasn’t smooth. However 

under the apparent tensions one can detect the biblical interaction of the disciples of Jesus 

searching for the ways to relate to each other and to bear a common witness to the Lord. 

There is a need for a spiritual and biblical reading of their ecclesial reality in order to identify 

what was detectable on the surface. Even such a committed supporter of the Holy See as 

Eugene de Mazenod can be mistaken for a Gallican.144 
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Conclusion 

 

 The aspect of prophecy which was studied in this chapter was recalled by Eugene de 

Mazenod’s noting the lineage of spiritual masters from de Bérulle to Emery later and 

Duclaux.145 Looking back from the perspective of his own formation, missionary work and 

episcopal ministry Eugene was able to establish the tradition of prophecy as a personal, loving 

and faith-filled transmission of the Spirit who animated those figures of the Church prior to 

the Nineteenth century. However it wasn’t a matter of the past as he wrote that the Spirit ‘has 

lost nothing of its force and its fertility, and we are assured that it will produce the same fruit 

of salvation in those who will feed on the writings.’146 De Mazenod’s acknowledgment 

echoed that of Pius VI who in 1791 presented Barbe Acarie as a gift to the French Church 

then plunging into the Revolution. The beatification of Acarie was also validation of the 

prophetic movement of which she was part. 

As it can be seen in this study the significance of the prophetic impulse exhibited in 

the spiritual figures who preceded Eugene was the way they perceived and reconciled their 

profound mysticism with their engagement in the world. They were missionary because they 

were mystics but they were also mystics because they were missionaries. The legacy they left 

for the next generations was the ecclesial identity which contested a sectarianism vision of the 

Church separated from the world by situating the mission of the Church in the mission of the 

Incarnate Word. In this way they were incorporated in the immanence of the Holy Trinity by 

their evangelisation pursuit. Their missionary outreach was not limited to some religious 

propaganda but involved a profound transformation of personal spirituality as well as the 

ecclesial structures in various communities they founded or participated. Moreover their 

missionary identity was defined by their ministry within the French Church rather than far 
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away foreign territories thus reinforcing a permanent missionary identity of the Church 

herself. 

The following chapters will examine how Eugene de Mazenod interiorized that spirit 

while being fully grounded in the reality of the Church which emerged from the destruction of 

the French Revolution 
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Chapter 3 

Eugene de Mazenod searching for his place 

 

 

Introduction 

 

After having studied the dynamic of prophecy and order within the Catholic Church in 

France, which was the milieu of the developing ecclesial identity of Eugene de Mazenod, in 

the previous chapters, this chapter will refocus on de Mazenod himself to investigate the 

process of the initial ecclesial conversion of young Eugene in the context of the alienation he 

experienced in the midst of the post-Revolutionary France when he returned from Sicily in 

1802. 

 When John Paul II spoke of the New Evangelization for the first time in 1979 in 

Poland he situated his discourse in the context of the local Church community and its origins 

marked by an erection of a wooden cross. ‘With it we were given a sign that on the threshold 

of the new millennium, into these new times, these new conditions of life, the Gospel is 

entering anew. A new evangelization has begun, as if it were a second one, even if in reality it 

is the same as ever.’1 Following the insight of John Paul II it will be investigated how the 

Gospel entered anew Eugene de Mazenod in the new times and the new conditions created by 

the French Revolution. The tension between prophecy and order seen in the Church after the 

Revolution needed to be processed and assimilated by the returning émigré as well. Eugene de 

Mazenod’s ‘conversion’ at this point of his life has already drawn a substantial attention of 

researchers. In the latter half of the Twentieth century the prevailing approach to 

understanding of his spiritual journey was determined by exploring the moral aspects of de 

Mazenod’s youthful life. In recent decades Kazimierz Lubowicki began questioning the scope 

                                                             
1 John Paul II, "Homilia w czasie Mszy św. odprawionej przed Opactwem OO. Cystersów w Mogile." 



65 

of moral disorder in Eugene’s late teens and early twenties suggested by previous researchers. 

Even more recently Frank Santucci in his book Eugene de Mazenod: co-operator of Christ the 

Saviour, communicates his spirit, reinforced Lubowicki’s argument: ‘What he (Eugene) called 

‘conversion’ was not a dramatic change of life from being evil to suddenly becoming a saint. 

There is no evidence that prior to this (the years 1806-1808) Eugene had abandoned God, left 

the Church or fallen into evil and immoral ways.’2  

In order to enhance the understanding of the spirituality of Eugene, Lubowicki moved 

his study from a fixation on morals to a theological approach.3 This new method has given a 

fresh insight into the diverse and vibrant years following Eugene’s return to France. 

Lubowicki’s work has also brought into focus Eugene’s personal struggles in the light of his 

growing relationship with Christ rather than an abandonment of his childhood faith.  

This chapter will cover Eugene’s transition experience, from Sicily where he had been 

living away from France but felt perfectly ‘at home,’ back to France, the country of his birth 

and childhood. This transition, with all its challenges marked his entry into adulthood. 

 

 

3.1. Returning émigré. 

 

While the Catholic Church in France was assessing the first gestures of reconciliation 

on the part of Napoleon Bonaparte, the separated family of the de Mazenods was dealing with 

its own tensions. The exiled male side living in Palermo began facing growing demands from 

the female side of the family residing in Aix requesting Eugene’s return to the homeland. In 

1800 Eugene’s mother wrote to her husband: ‘I cannot conceal from you that it is absolutely 

necessary for me to have the child here, and, if you received my other letters, he should even 

now be on his way. His grandmamma is very anxious to have him here and has wonderful 
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things planned for him which cannot be carried out unless he is with us. There are many other 

reasons for his being here, but it would take too long to enumerate them.’4 

Those wonderful things planned by the grandmother Joannis were to be overturned by 

a course of action which neither side of the family envisaged for their male descendent. 

However the fundamental misjudgement of the family was in regard to the profound spiritual, 

emotional and social isolation of Eugene who was entering the adulthood at the time of 

seismic disruptions occurring on the ecclesial-political stage of France as well as in his 

domestic life. 

 By the time his departure for France was settled the young exile had experienced the 

loss of his second mother, the Duchess of Cannizzaro.5 This devout woman not only made 

him a confidant of her charitable outreach but also embraced him like her own son.6 After a 

number of years living in a predominantly male environment in Sicily, the teenager at last had 

found a female role model he had missed due to the absence of his own mother. The Duchess 

contributed to his human and Christian development. Her unexpected death in 1802 removed 

the comfortable emotional and social support he had enjoyed. Reporting the tragic event to his 

wife President de Mazenod wrote: 

The Duchess went to confession, intending to receive Communion on Saturday, as 
was her usual custom. Instead of receiving her Maker that Saturday, it was the 
Maker Who received her soul into His bosom, for, she was truly a saint, as anyone 
who knew her would tell you. My poor disconsolate son stayed with her from 
Friday until two o’clock Saturday morning… My son went to her room about 
eleven o’clock that morning and the children informed him that she was still 
sleeping, whereupon he went to the Countess of Vintimille’s for a haircut... My 
son returned… only to find his kind friend, his “second mother” dead. You can 
imagine what his and our grief must have been. Nothing we could do, could bring 
her back to life . . . I couldn’t possibly tell you, all the acts of kindness which my 
son performed under those sorrowful conditions. They have increased enormously 
Palermo’s general esteem and affection for him. Suffice it to say that his conduct 
was highly admirable. He is still like a son and a brother to the family. Both the 
father and the children asked him to wear mourning with them, and like them.7 
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Although Eugene’s conduct during those days triggered applause of his relations 

interiorly he was undergoing a painful disconnection with the world where he had felt secure, 

welcomed, loved and accepted: ‘We are all in despair, my dear Father. It's a wound that will 

never heal. I couldn't sleep all night. I can never cry enough for such a good mother.’8 The 

next day he wrote again: 

Your letter, my dear Father, could not have been more satisfying to me. In the 
situation where I am, it is necessary to find someone who, as you do, far from 
seeking to distract me, enters into my grief and shares it. One can only be 
agreeable to me by talking of this dear person, the loss of whom will be the 
misfortune of my life, of that mother whom, so to speak, I only knew to lose her. 
Every step I take reminds me of her. Sometimes I see her walking, or coming to 
call me to go to the promenade; sometimes I believe she is by my side, listening 
attentively to what I am reading… It is impossible for me to continue to recount to 
you the number of my pains, which, so to speak, are renewed and multiplied with 
every step I take. If you approve it, I plan to extirpate the deep pain, by mourning 
as strictly as it is due to a loving son.9 
 
A few days after revealing his grief to his father and despite receiving some religious 

advice how to cope with his grief,10 the ‘orphaned’ young man escaped into the world of 

melancholy and literature. To deal with sleepless nights Eugene  began reading The Nights by 

Young. ‘A delightful man and, above all, the best and most accommodating person I have at 

the moment. He shares my feelings, and I am charmed that, a hundred years before me, he 

thought just like me. It is sublime. I read it with reflection and pleasure.’11 

In the light of his personal loss and struggling to deal with it, Eugene learnt of the 

outcome of the negotiations between the new French government and the Holy See. The 

archetypal inclination towards the pope, for which the de Mazenods were known for 

generations, was now challenged by the Concordat between Pius VII and Napoleon 

Bonaparte. During that memorable month of May Eugene wrote to his father: ‘I am sending 

you, my dear Father, the new gazettes. You will find there the Brief of the Legate granting the 
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plenary indulgence to all French people.  It must be admitted that if this is enough to clear 

them of their crimes, the apostolic power is limitless. For me, and without fear of appearing 

irreligious, I am against this pardon and irrefutably demand the complete restitution of all that 

they have stolen, without which there is no forgiveness.’12 

As Leflon rightly observed Eugene, like the majority of emigres, was living in the 

mind-set of the Ancient Regime.13 However his criticism was not only categorical but it 

addressed the application of the command of the Risen Lord imparted on the Church to 

forgive and to retain sins (John 20: 23) in that concrete circumstance. The young man who for 

ten years had not seen his homeland was expressing his frustration at the way the Church was 

reacting to the post-Revolutionary milieu. Using Scriptural language Eugene’s conduct can be 

compared to that of the elder son from the parable of the Merciful Father (Luke 19:11-32), the 

son who declined the compassionate argumentation of his father and chose to be isolated and 

alienated from the joy of celebrating forgiveness. Eugene’s determined reaction to the 

spiritual outreach of the Church was also different from that of the newly appointed 

archbishop of Aix, Jérôme Marie Champion de Cicé14 who residing as an emigre in England 

had lived the miserable and impoverished reality of exile too.15 The prelate who had 

witnessed the ecclesial and political lead up to the Civil Constitution of the Clergy and the 

subsequent schism in the French Church however developed a different perception of the 

situation and the way it could be addressed. Upon submitting to Pius VII his resignation as 

Archbishop of Bordeaux he issued a pastoral letter to the diocese in which he explained the 

reason he agreed to the Pontiff’s request. The Archbishop acknowledged that his resilience 
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during the time of persecutions was in contrast to his resignation in the time of growing 

opportunity for the Church.16 However the good of the Church was his concern: 

But do we not know the deplorable state of the church of France, and obstacles, 
which are against its recovery? A schism has happened for ten years. The people 
were torn between the legitimate Pastors and the intruders. Evil was consolidated 
and became, day by day, more and more difficult to cure. To make it worse, a new 
schism began to introduce itself among the faithful, on the occasion of the 
promise of fidelity required by the government; this schism even more deplorable 
then the first, a schism which penetrates right to the heart of our Churches, a 
schism which split the faithful clergy in two parts, spreading disorder in their 
consciences, and paralyses the activity some of our priests.17 

 
The concern for the good of the Church made the Gallican archbishop assess the 

Pope’s intervention as a sign of pastoral care: 

Could we allow ourselves to suspect the Holy Father of an indiscreet 
exaggeration, or a cowardly weakness? God forbid that such odious suspicions 
could come to our mind: our confidence in the Holy See, as the centre of the 
Catholic unity and principle of the priestly unity, as responsible for the solicitude 
for all the Churches, as our superior finally. It is for us an essential duty.  It is 
from him that our ministry proceeded. It is by his voice that you recognised us as 
your legitimate pastor, as one of these links of the apostolic succession which 
from century to century go back to the mission of Jesus Christ.18 

 
Eugene held a different view of the Pope. His conviction found its expression not only 

in his correspondence with his father but also in the public sphere as he proudly reported: 

A good canon from the palace, whom I saw today, certainly did not agree with 
me. He was enthusiastic about the Pope's conduct at this time. He called the 
Concordat a masterpiece of politics in which the Pope showed an unparalleled 
ability. You know my exuberance. His opinion seemed too absurd to me to let it 
pass. However, I did not want to argue with him, because he was one of those 
creatures who, because they are ignorant, believe that they know everything. What 
should I do? Simply what I did, which was to speak frankly: ‘Monsieur l’Abbe, I 
said to him, whatever you say, the Pope on this occasion, has made himself 
sporcificato, a Sicilian word which means to dishonour oneself by doing base 
actions. You can imagine that there were no more answers to be made. That was 
the end of our conversation.19 

  

If Pius VII was occupied with spiritual aspects of negotiations with the New Regime, 

French emigres from Eugene’s network were defending the institutional reality of the Church 
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they vividly remembered. Amid those debates, and dealing with his own grief, Eugene not 

only sided with prevailing views regarding the situation of France but he also questioned the 

Pope’s gesture of reconciliation. The decade-long exile with its bitterness and harshness 

contributed also to his ecclesial alienation. Although his faith, as Lubowicki highlighted, was 

developing rather steadily under the inspiration of some individuals like Fr Bartolo Zinelli, 

the Duchess of Cannizzaro, his uncle priests and his father he was deprived of an exposure to 

a Christian community. At the end of his exile, which also marked the end of his teenage 

years, he was a relatively devoted Catholic, though his Catholicity wasn’t community 

orientated. His natural longing for affection and connectedness was always left unfulfilled 

because of the constant migration due to the advances of the French troops or the death of the 

individuals he loved. The imminent departure from his father and uncles accelerated it. His 

father wrote to a friend: ‘My son’s departure took place on the eleventh of this month. He 

showed so many signs of affection, regret, and compassion, that our hearts were equally 

touched and broken by them. We had to do violence to ourselves to conceal our emotions and 

to keep up his spirits.’20 The returning émigré seemed to be setting out for a new emigration 

rather than looking forward to the homeland he left ten years earlier: ‘I have been trying every 

way I know to distract myself, but it’s to no avail. My dear Father and my good Uncles, what 

a privation of not being with you anymore… You are constantly in my thoughts. If only I 

could press you to my heart at this moment! How unhappy I am! Mt tears wet the paper and 

prevent me from writing. I embrace you but, sad to say, I can do so only in spirit.’21 

The end of the forced emigration brought a fresh alienation contributing to the 

developing human and Christian identity of the twenty-year-old. The Church he was to 

immerse himself in upon his disembarkation in the Port of Marseilles would present dynamics 

which would challenge his rigid views. 
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Archbishop Cicé after his installation in Saint-Sauveur Cathedral went to Marseilles 

where it was speculated which city church he could choose as the first church in which to 

officiate. The Archbishop’s choice of Saint-Martin which was staffed by the constitutional 

clergy was a surprise and even a revulsion as the service was conducted without prior 

purification of the church. He was even branded as ‘schismatic.’22 However the Archbishop’s 

approach corresponded with that of Jacques-André Emery, the superior of Saint Sulpice 

Seminary in Paris. After having studied the practises of the early Church regarding accepting 

returning schismatic and heretics, Emery strongly petitioned for a charitable way of dealing 

with the constitutional clergy avoiding subjecting them to severe canonical penances. His 

reasoning was centred on: ‘the immeasurable good to unity and for the salvation of the 

multitude. One might even go far, and say that then there is not only permission, but also an 

obligation to hold such conduct.’23 

In leaving the émigré setting, Eugene was stepping back into the divided post-

Revolutionary Church and society of which he knew little. He was also losing contact with 

the male side of his family where he had found great personal and social security. Uprooted 

from the comfortable and familiar Italian context he was to face the challenge of finding his 

place in France. 

 

 

3.2. Interacting with the social reality of the Post-Revolutionary Society 

 

 The painful separation from the family staying in Palermo wasn’t compensated by 

what Eugene found in Marseilles. Arriving on 24 October 1802, he expected his family from 

Aix to welcome him at the dock. His expectations however were met with disappointing 
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reality: ‘I found no one nor did I hear from anyone. I wrote, but received no answer. I stayed 

in Marseilles for four days taking care of business matters but I received no letters during the 

whole time I was there. Naturally, I was, as you can tell, very sad. However, I presumed that 

their letters had gone astray for I thought that since they had received my letters they must 

have answered them, but I had received no answer.’24 

 The initial disturbance, in combination with his lack of familiarity with the country he 

left a decade earlier as a child, contributed to his emotional insecurity. The new French citizen 

had his French passport but his mindset was still more Italian than French. However he was 

not in Italy any more but in an unfamiliar country emerging from the Revolutionary chaos. 

Eventual reunion with his mother, sister and the rest of the family in Aix lasted only for a 

month. In order to save money on his military conscription Mme. de Mazenod sent her son to 

an obscure and isolated family property of Saint Laurent where he stayed until Christmas.25 

Although understanding the circumstances of the country stay, the introduction to the new life 

in the picturesque Provence made Eugene experience a new form of exile. The accumulation 

of those circumstances led to growing dissatisfaction and bitterness. The following year, upon 

returning to the miserable accommodation of Saint Laurent Eugene presented his situation to 

his father in Palermo. In the opening lines of his letter he wrote: ‘For once, we will no longer 

say that I am young. Collapsed under the weight of 21 years, after a stay of more than a month 

in St Laurent, I believe I am the oldest human. What remedy for boredom?... If I could write 

to you, my dear father, from morning until evening, I would be safe from the pursuit of 

sadness, because when I talk to you, I transport myself in spirit to the country where you live, 

to the room where you work, and then I am inaccessible to all sorrow.’26 

 That confession made on his birthday (August 1) reveals the atmosphere of the first 

year in France which certainly did not deliver on the promise of those wonderful things 
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planned for him in 1800.27 Instead he was confined to the seclusion of the country mansion. A 

few months after describing himself as a dilapidated man, Eugene again wrote to his Father. 

At the outset of that letter he returned to the more familiar Italian language to yield the cry 

expressing the state of his mind: ‘I cannot take it anymore, my dearest papa; I am dying of 

boredom and melancholy.’ Then he went on to write: ‘I have been in this place now for three 

long months, lonely as a mushroom, bored by the country and its inhabitants, desirous only of 

leaving it, and unable to do so, and, what is worse, not knowing when this exile will end.’28 A 

month later writing to his mother he articulated his regret: ‘Before returning to France, had I 

foreseen that I should have to dwell on the mountain apart, I would never have left where I 

was, for what mainly prompted me to make the move was my desire to be near you and to live 

with you.’29 The disheartening reports emerging from Saint Laurent suggested the complete 

seclusion of the author. Nevertheless a letter to his father from the end of October brings a 

new dimension to his experience: ‘I want to tell you what I did the other day. I wrote you that 

I was having almonds shelled. I caused to be shelled about fifty loads. I had gathered every 

evening about twenty women to carry out his task. I made them laugh and taught them songs. 

Every evening at about eleven o’clock as they were leaving, I made them execute a torch 

procession on the threshing floor.’30 

After all, the young man wasn’t as isolated as his previous letters would indicate. He 

was interacting and engaging not only on business level, by attempting to supervise the 

château,31 but socially as well. The letter reveals that it was an ongoing activity. Additionally, 

in the same letter, he also described a night outing which suggests his reputation as an 

entertainer: ‘We went through the whole village followed by our entire company, singing and 

laughing. We stopped at the homes of those we knew and begged their permission to sing 
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them some merry little songs. We then drew ourselves up in good order and royally 

entertained them. When we were sure that we had awakened the whole village, we went off to 

bed very pleased with our night’s adventure which had lasted until one o’clock in the 

morning.’32 

The feeling of the abandonment from his previous letters didn’t correspond with the 

glimpse of vibrant lifestyle he brought into the little village. Again the letter posted after 

returning to Aix reiterates the previous, depressing picture of his stay in the château: ‘I have 

left that hateful solitude after five months of exile; they seemed more like five centuries. But, 

at least… I can make the boast that my long holocaust saved my mother about fifteen louis… 

Oh well, my papers are in order and I am duly and legally dispensed from all future 

conscription.’33 

One could presume that Eugene’s association with the lower class of the countryside 

wasn’t fulfilling his social aspirations and the ultimate return to the more aristocratic company 

of the capital of Provence was to remedy the bitter memory of the five-month holocaust. 

The first impressions after returning to Aix indicate that he found it much more 

congenial. He wrote of the New Year Eve festivities: ‘We are entertained like kings. We run 

after pleasures which run faster than us.’34 A month later he described the ‘pleasures the 

charming town of Aix has to offer. As well as the Odeon where we get together twice a week 

to sing and dance, we often have plays. I say plays but they are more like operas.’35 The 

entertainment he participated in made him write: ‘If anyone is bored at Aix it is his own 

fault… There is everything: concerts, picnics, evening-dress balls, masked balls, teas, suppers, 

society plays, new light comedies.’36 Although those letters suggest a progress in his 

assimilation with French society at a deeper level he was still missing Sicily. In March 

Eugene wrote: 
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I find everything repellent except for writing to you. I could stay at this forever, in 
my imagination present with you and my dear uncles. In my walks, which are 
often lonely, I imagine that I am talking with you.  I am becoming misanthropic. I 
can honestly say that nothing amuses me. I have a high dose of disgust for this 
country, but my reaction is quite opposite to what I see in others.  They constantly 
complain about the lack of sociability, while they do not think of being polite; 
about the lack of affability and egoism, while they love only themselves; about 
gossip-mongering, while they have no idea how to pass their time except by 
having their noses in other people’s business. In front of other people I simply say 
that it is the same everywhere, but what I am thinking an saying to myself is that I 
will never be able to get used to this place.37 

 
Next month he begins in Italian: ‘This is no place for me, and this is why I have 

repugnance for everything. Sometimes I am three weeks without going out… I have a feeling 

that I am not where I should be, and I get angry when I see the best years of my life draining 

away in idle obscurity.’38 

Eugene’s ‘This is no place for me’ from 1804 however, corresponds well with his later 

memories of the vibrant lifestyle of Sicily he experienced as a teenager: 

I was far from taking part in these amusements; much to the contrary. It is a 
strange thing, but whenever I found myself in the midst of it, its noisy music and 
its completely worldly gaiety, I would feel my heart contract and sadness would 
take hold of me; whereupon I would slip off to some quiet spot and there, away 
from all those who seemed foolish to me, I gave myself over to serious and even 
melancholy thoughts, almost to the point of weeping. Several times acquaintances 
of mine came upon me unexpectedly while I was in this mood and, unable to 
understand it, they tried to draw me out of it. It was simply that I was out of my 
element. I felt as though I were being forcefully thrust into a world towards which 
I felt no attraction. I hated the dissipation I saw all around me, for it was 
repugnant to all the yearnings in my soul for an entirely different kind of 
happiness.39 

 
 Although the reflection was written by Eugene retrospectively he was still able to 

capture that condition which Kazimierz Lubowicki described as ‘restless heart’ to explicate 

the first years of the young de Mazenod after his return to France.40 Lubowicki’s intuition has 

contributed to a fresh perception of Eugene’s spiritual, human and emotional development.41 

It has moved the focus from rhetoric concerning a negative youthful ‘crisis’ an interpretation 
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favoured by the works of Joseph Morabito Je serai pretre: Eugene de Mazenod de Venise a 

Saint-Sulpice (1794-1811) and Joseph Pielorz La vie spirituelle de Mgr. de Mazenod, to a 

more organic understanding of his spiritual development. The theses of both Morabito and 

Pielorz, published in 1954 and 1955 respectively, corresponded also with the discovery of 

some hundred letters of Eugene in the archives of Aix. Morabito and Pielorz opened a new era 

of understanding the spirituality of Eugene de Mazenod as they ‘demythologized’ him. 

However, they also diverted attention from what was really happening in Eugene’s spiritual 

development by giving prominence to the concept of crisis, particularly from the moral point 

of view. Although some later writings of the more mature Eugene contain retrospective 

criticism of his youthful conduct42 they need to be read in conjunction with the 

correspondence he produced after his return to France. His eventual commitment to Christ 

and to the mission of the Church became the lens through which he read and reflected on his 

past. In order to unearth his original experience and the spiritual journey he was inspired to 

take, extra care needs to be taken to distinguish exact events from Eugene’s evaluation of 

them in the light of his more advanced spirituality. Such caution was deployed by Kazimierz 

Lubowicki who was able to challenge the concept of moral ‘crisis’ in favour of a ‘restless 

heart.’ Eugene’s letters support this interpretation as he explains to his father that those 

entertainments didn’t involve any improper conduct on his part.43 There is no substantial 

evidence to construct moral decadence in his behaviour. On the contrary as he was to explain 

to his father next year his mother’s perception of him: ‘She really ought, I say, to have a son 

like many I see; then she would have something to complain about. And should I really have 

to sing my own praises here, or rather make my own defence? It is a sad day if my family 

does not share the opinion that others have of me and that I do deserve, in all truth, if the 
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fulfilment of every duty, the setting aside of all distractions, and finally moderation on every 

occasion can be a title to obtain it.’44 

Eugene’s southern temperament can be detected in the letter though it doesn’t 

undermine the honesty of his confession. It was his irritation caused by misunderstanding on 

the part of his closest relation that triggered the reflection. It led him even to ask: ‘Is it 

possible that no one in the world understands me?’45 The question seems to capture the real 

dynamic of his life at that time. However that question can be also applied to Eugene himself. 

Did he really understand himself? In his early twenties he was certainly experiencing a 

‘restless heart.’ His engagement in the lifestyle of Aix, similar to what happened in Palermo, 

reveals his desire for belonging. He was searching for his place. 

In order to determine the nature of those dramatic swings occurring in his life it seems 

to be useful to apply the method of discernment of spirits experienced and proposed by 

Ignatius Loyola. Luis Gonzales recorded in The Testament that during Ignatius’ enforced 

period of reflection following war wounds as a young man he engaged in various reflections. 

There was, however, this distinction to be noted in his thoughts: that his soul found at 

the time great delight in pondering worldly things, but when he desisted through weariness, he 

found himself sad and dry; whereas when he contemplated… severities practised by holy 

men, then he not only felt pleasure while he was engaged in these thoughts, but even when he 

laid them aside joy remained with him.46 

Applying the discovery Ignatius Loyola made to Eugene’s search for his place in the 

world it can be seen that de Mazenod’s efforts to belong to the society by copying the lifestyle 

he witnessed left him dissatisfied and even more alienated. Something more was needed. 
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3.3. Interacting with the ecclesial reality of the Post-Revolutionary France 

 

As Eugene’s search for a sense of belonging continued, amidst his personal and career 

plans, a new dimension began surfacing. After returning from the second stay at Saint Laurent 

some fresh descriptions of his interactions with the Church of Aix began appearing in 

Eugene’s letters. In late March he wrote to his father about his plans to visit the local 

Carmelite monastery where he was ‘sure of a good reception.’47 Undoubtedly the fame of his 

uncle Fortuné de Mazenod, who was the chaplain to the convent before the Revolution, 

played a significant role in his friendship with the nuns. However his familiarity with the 

community indicated that regular visits were paid there. He knew that ‘The sisters are 12, 

soon to become 15.’48 That friendship continued and the following year he wrote: ‘These 

good and holy daughters of Saint Teresa have purchased what remained of the Oratory where 

they now number 17. Eight more are asking to enter; the Prioress would not ask for better, but 

she has no more room as I understand it.’49 Lubowicki suggests that in the Carmel, Eugene 

for the first time might have witnessed a vibrant Church.50 Additionally the young man was 

also able to perceive an intriguing factor regarding the nuns as he wrote: ‘They are happier 

than words can say. They are perfectly at one and this makes them very happy. To conclude, 

they lack nothing.’51 

Apart from the Carmelites he was also well acquainted with some other religious 

communities in Aix which gave him an insight into the charitable ministry of the Church. 

Madame Pauline-Louise de Pinczon du Sel founded the Hospital Sisters of St. Thomas of 

Villeneuve and this evoked empathy in Eugene as ‘they are overloaded with work.’52 His 
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interactions with those communities of religious women inspired in him even some light-

hearted comments: 

I am sending my uncle almost all the pastoral letters written by our archbishop. It 
would be better if they took up all his time and that he did not have the time to 
think of setting up here in our beggared city the works which, far from doing 
anything positive, drain our purses dry with the many collections they oblige him 
to make. Not satisfied with having a convent of Carmelite sisters next to his 
cathedral, he has brought in a large community of young ladies called the Grey 
Sisters or the Table Napkin sisters because of the rag they wear on their heads. 
These creatures have taken up residence at the Purity. They spend their lives 
knitting and teaching little girls to read. They are all the rage. And since they have 
taken up residence in our city, we can no longer rely on our house servants 
because it is almost endemic for them to go shut themselves up to deck 
themselves out in the rag that endows them with such a peculiar charm… Perhaps 
you will point out to me that these young ladies are a social burden, but they are 
making themselves useful in some way or other. Well, then, I can agree with you 
on that. I will grant you the rags; all the more so since this community is made up 
of scull maids and it seems logical to me that they should wear the emblem of 
their original profession.53 

 
 However while he permits himself some humorous comments, which are based on his 

friendly attitude to those nuns, he categorically confesses: ‘I don’t like jokes about religious 

institutes.’54 He genuinely held them in high esteem.  

In order to apply the Ignatian method of discernment of spirits some reaction to those 

interactions is needed. As it has been already mentioned Eugene was able to detect the 

happiness of the Carmelite nuns which intrigued him. However there is also a reflection he 

wrote in mid-1804 where he noted: “One of the things that strikes me most in religion is 

‘catholicity,’ that communion that exists among children of one same Father who receives on 

high the intentions they form at the same time in lands so distant and who truly wills to give 

them in return a merit shared in common.”55 The readings he did at that time in conjunction 

with his social and ecclesial experiences made him attentive and sensitive to the communal 

aspect of the Church. It found expression in his perception of belonging to the Church: 

When I enter a church to place at the feet of the Eternal God my humble 
supplications, the idea that I am a member of that great family of which God 
himself is Head, the idea that I am so to speak in that situation the representative 
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of my brothers, that I speak in their name and for them, seems to give my soul an 
instant expansion, an elevation that it is difficult to express. I feel that the mission 
I am fulfilling is worthy of my origins; I experience finally a very sweet 
satisfaction, a profound peace, that gives me the presentiment that my soul, an 
emanation from the divinity will only be perfectly happy when, freed from 
worldly hindrances, it can occupy itself solely in the contemplation of its 
Creator.56 

 
Similarly to the experience of Ignatius Loyola, Eugene didn’t immediately realise the 

connection between faith lived within the Church community and happiness, though he began 

developing an attraction to the Church which filled him with peace and sense of purpose. 

While joining in the vibrant lifestyle of Aix was leaving him feeling that it wasn’t his place 

his participation in the post-Revolutionary Church was beginning to give him a sense of 

belonging.  

Both Eugene’s own writings and his early biographers leave no doubt about his 

significant exposure to the Church. This can also be said about his interactions with the 

Archbishop of Aix, Jérôme Champion de Cicé. Father Achille Rey, who knew Eugene 

personally, particularly as a staff member of the major seminary in Marseilles in the last 10 

years of Bishop de Mazenod, wrote: ‘His contacts with Bishop de Cicé took on the character 

of the relationship of a most devoted son with a father truly worthy of his total trust… The 

Bishop had developed a special affection for him. He often invited him to dine with him and 

called him his son.’57 Archbishop Cicé wasn’t the first cleric Eugene met personally, however 

the significant difference was the pastoral passion of the man who ‘also understood that the 

clergy had to show full renunciation of bygone privileges, that bishops could not show any 

more the sumptuous and social existence of upper class. The reconstitution of the Church of 

Provence appeared to him therefore as the only purpose worthy of thoughts and of force of his 

old age.’58 
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Eugene’s association with the Archbishop of Aix which, according to Achille Rey, 

attracted the young man to the Saint-Saviour Cathedral for services celebrated there,59 must 

have also given him an insight into the dynamic of the archdiocese. In his reading of Eugene, 

Yvon Beaudoin draws attention to the way de Mazenod identified himself with that local 

Church while reporting to his father in Palermo some ecclesial events in Aix.60 ‘We are going 

to set up a seminary; we have summoned M. Roux, a man of worth, from Avignon, to be its 

director … This is the only seminary serving ourselves and our suffragans. On Saturday we 

will ordain a priest and a deacon; some 45 or 50 have died during the year. I do not know if I 

told you that Father Tertian is on the list of the dead; the day before yesterday we buried an 

honorary canon called Lieutand.’61 

The letter not only revealed that Eugene was familiar with happenings in the vast post-

Revolutionary archdiocese62 but that he placed himself in the midst of that local Church. 

The consequence of that immersion was not only a growing peace and a sense of 

belonging but also of gaining a new insight into the situation of the Church. In May 1805 he 

reflected on the death of a family friend whom he held in high esteem for her Christian 

example:  

You would not believe the effect it has on me when people of that generation 
die... I am really afraid that tradition and virtuous example are going to vanish 
from the scene altogether. I shudder at the very idea that we will one day be 
reduced just to our own, perverse generation which has imbibed nothing but the 
poison of every vice and has no understanding of virtue, which stagnates in such a 
depth of ignorance that there is every reason to fear that we will fall again into a 
state of barbarism even more wicked than that which prevailed in the sixth 
century, since at least in those unhappy times people did believe in God, while 
today there is an open profession of an appalling atheism.63 

  
 This letter of the twenty-three-year-old Eugene shows his awareness of the religious 

condition of his country. He was able to identify the origin of ‘perversion’ in the lack of faith. 
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The conviction which motivated the actions of the Archbishop of Aix can be seen also in 

Eugene. Three months later during his visit to Paris he elaborated further on the consequences 

of this deficiency. He pointed out that 

a young man from one of these colleges blew his brains out, apparently because 
he was bored with life. Is not that deplorable? But what is even more deplorable is 
that immorality, an inevitable consequence of this unhappy revolution which has 
destroyed so much, even the idea of a supreme judge, has made this frightful 
crime fashionable amongst the people, and that there are days when as many as 
three, four, five, even six suicides are committed in the city of Paris alone.64 
 
In the context of post-Revolutionary damage which became so conspicuous in the 

capital Eugene moves quickly from dwelling on the origin of the evil he witnessed to its 

remedy. On the eve of the Assumption of Mary, which was also celebrated as the Feast Day 

of St Napoleon (a pretext to celebrate the Emperor’s birthday), Eugene wrote: 

Thanks will be given to God too for the success of the concordat, and with good 
reason; any Catholic with an iota of zeal for the good of religion should join his 
thanksgivings to those of the Church in France. Religion had been given up for 
dead in this kingdom; and if the peace accorded to the Church had not enabled its 
ministers to preserve the young, I mean the rising generation, from the contagion 
which had affected all age groups, but especially those we call the children of the 
revolution, all those of 18, 20 years of age would be ignorant of God’s very 
existence.65 

  
 The zeal for the good of Catholic religion which he spoke of here was in contrast to 

the severe condemnation of Pius VII he articulated three years earlier. During those three 

years a profound transformation regarding the 1801 Concordat and the Church’s approach to 

the revolutionary aftermath occurred in Eugene. His immersion in the life of the Church in 

Provence allowed him to acquire the heart and mind of a Catholic co-feeling with his ecclesial 

community. Writing to his father he expressed the fundamental reason for his fresh approach: 

Believe me, someone who is far away does not see things as clearly as someone 
who is close up. The evil was so enormous, and the impending disasters were so 
hopeless, had the Head of the Church not hastened to make big sacrifices. It is 
better to lose a leg than one’s head or life itself, and I can assure you that there is 
an exact parallel between my comparison and the reality. That being the state of 
affair, it is mandatory for everyone and all the more for every ecclesiastic to 
cooperate with all one’s strength to back up the plans of the Sovereign Pontiff. 
What was his goal? To preserve the faith in France. And how were his hopes to be 
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achieved, if bishops and priests obstinately demanded what was impossible to 
obtain? This is not the place for me to say if the bishops who did not hand in their 
resignations acted for good or evil. But I will say, without fear of being 
contradicted, that if their colleagues had done the same, incredulity and frightful 
schism would have prevailed throughout France; the consequence of both the one 
and the other would have been a general abandonment of all principle, for the 
wolf does not take the same care of his flock as the shepherd, and besides we 
know what schismatics teach and how even that small amount of moral instruction 
they might have given to the people would have gone unheeded. And so it follows 
from everything I have just said that in ten year’s’ time one would not have found 
in France even the bare notion of a religion.66 

 
The alienated émigré who upon his return in 1802 struggled to fit in, in 1805 reached a 

point of ecclesial identity which allowed him to grasp the fundamental call to evangelise 

rather than fight for the Ancient Regime version of the Church. It correlated with the insight 

of his future seminary rector, Jacques-André Emery, who observing the current events of the 

new era wrote: ‘in certain people… there is a prejudice against entering into any kind of act of 

submission to the government. By this we can dream about bringing back the old government, 

but we are mistaken; and religion is sacrificed to illusions.’67 

 

 

Conclusion 

  

The ‘conversion’ experience of Eugene de Mazenod cannot be simplistically 

explained by a single dramatic event. Instead it was a process of transition from alienation to 

assimilation. On that journey of searching for his place in the world Eugene also gradually 

moved the centre of gravity away from himself. As this chapter described he returned to 

France with some preconceived ideas about the state of France which had been artificially 

preserved in the émigrés’ environment in Sicily. 
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However, in midst of his transition he also came to interact with the Church of the Aix 

Archdiocese where the Gospel was entering anew the new times and the new conditions of 

life of the post-Revolutionary France. It repositioned the Church in relation to the 

evangelisation. This repositioning presented a challenge to some, like Eugene de Mazenod. 

However the Gospel entering anew the Church reached Eugene as well. He initially did not 

fully appreciate his relations with the local Church but he eventually identified himself with 

the ecclesial community allowing it to transform his views regarding Church’s response to the 

post-Revolutionary world. Allegorically his disembarking at the Port of Marseilles in 1802 

can be situated in Mark’s Gospel passage of Jesus and his disciples arriving at a lonely place 

only to find a crowd of people. (Mk 6: 30-35) The narrative uses the Greek word 

ἐσπλαγχνίσθη to express Jesus’ reaction to the people waiting ashore. Brendan Byrne’s 

translation of the word is being “moved to the depths of one’s being.’68 De Mazenod had to 

step into the local Church in order to perceive the spiritual needs of his contemporaries which 

led him to share in the compassion of his Church and offer it to others.
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Chapter 4 

Emerging evangelizer 

 

 

Introduction 

 

The previous chapter examined the transition of Eugene, newly returned to France, a 

decent but somewhat ‘lost’ youth who gradually found of sense of warmth and belonging 

within the ecclesial community of Aix. This experience of the Gospel entering the new times 

of the early Nineteenth century France changed his perceptions of the situation of the post-

Revolutionary Church in France. He came to appreciate the difficult decisions and sacrifices 

the hierarchy had taken in negotiating with the Napoleonic government. His appreciation was 

heightened by his realisation that the fundamental benefit offered by the Concordat was the 

possibility to practise faith openly after a number of years of persecution. From this point re-

establishing the pre-Revolutionary status of the Catholic Church wasn’t a determining motive. 

The necessity for the Church to continue her mission was. 

In order to respect the gradual development of Eugene’s Catholic mentality the 

chapter doesn’t begin with a particular event or date though it will conclude with Eugene’s 

joining the Seminary of Saint Sulpice in 1808. 

The interval will be explored in order to establish the consequences of de Mazenod’s 

renewed empathy with the Church. Joseph T. La Belle in his study correctly observed that 

Eugene’s ecclesiology was extensively developed during his episcopal ministry.1 Though 

such a void in cognitive ecclesiology of Eugene might present difficulty for understanding of 

his systematic theology, at the same time it offers a prolific scope for the study of his theology 

of spirituality. Furthermore it can offer a fresh insight into the New Evangelisation which 
                                                             
1 Joseph T La Belle, Truly Apostolic Men, Apostolic Life in the Early Ministry of Saint Eugene de Mazenod, vol. 3, 
Oblatio Studia (Rome: Missionarii OMI, 2014), 31. 
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John Paul II perceived not as an endeavour of a few experts but rather common mission when 

he spoke to the Bishops of Latin America in 1983: ‘The commemoration of this half 

millennium of evangelization will have full significance if, as bishops, with your priests and 

faithful, you accept it as your commitment; a commitment not of re-evangelization, but rather 

of a new evangelization.’2 John Paul II echoed the message of Paul VI who gathering together 

the deliberations of the Synod Fathers from 1974, acknowledged that “For the Church, 

evangelizing means bringing the Good News into all the strata of humanity, and through its 

influence transforming humanity from within and making it new: ‘Now I am making the 

whole of creation new.’ (Rev. 21:5) But there is no new humanity if there are not first of all 

new persons renewed by Baptism and by lives lived according to the Gospel.”3 

This chapter still deals with the time when de Mazenod was a layman and thus the study 

can shade some light on living the commitment to the New Evangelisation as integral 

characteristic of Catholic identity renewed by the Gospel. 

 

 

4.1. Lay apostle  

 

 Fr Achille Rey, in his monumental biography of Eugene de Mazenod, designated the 

dynamic of the period between Eugene’s return from exile and his entry into the seminary as 

his period of ‘lay apostolate.’4 Although Rey’s perception of this time, and subsequently his 

way of presenting it, as an evident preparation for the priesthood and continuous cultivation of 

a priestly vocation was correctly contested by scholars like Pielorz, Morabito and Leflon it 

still offers a valuable research source for this crucial part of de Mazenod’s life. In order to 

reach the essence of that period the idea of ‘lay apostolate’ requires to be removed from the 
                                                             
2 John Paull II, "Discurso a la Asamblea del CELAM en Port-au-Prince,"  (1983), accessed 24/10/2018, 
https://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/es/speeches/1983/march/documents/hf_jp-
ii_spe_19830309_assemblea-celam.html. 
3 Paul VI, Evangelii Nuntiandi, Apostolic Exhortation (1975),n. 18. 
4 Rey, Histoire, vol. 1, 48-91. 
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context of Eugene’s priestly vocation. Whether this time was a lead up to the priesthood, as 

understood by Rey, or as putting aside of his childhood idea of a priestly vocation as argued 

by Pielorz, Morabito or Leflon, this period of Eugene’s ecclesial life was lived as a lay man 

within the Church of Aix. Under the layer of veneration of Rey and others there exists the 

simple reality of the young man who in 1806 described himself as an ordinary layman.5 This 

statement can be seen not only as expression of his humility but also honest appreciation of 

his status in the Church of his time. As it has been already noted, Eugene exhibited his 

admiration and attachment to various religious orders ministering in Aix and he also had close 

interactions with ecclesial figures of the Archdiocese however this engagement did not 

initially trigger an attraction to the religious life or the priesthood. He interacted with these 

various communities and individuals as a layman. The activities in which he was engaged 

appeared not unusual to the people of his age and time. His writings at the time reveal his 

plans for reuniting his parents6, getting married, and establishing himself in France7 or in 

Sicily8. 

 Although Rey’s focus on explicit apostolate related Eugene’s external activities, a 

reconstruction or a fresh reading of the dynamic of ‘lay apostolate’ opens the perspective to a 

more integral and complete reality. 

 Eugene’s identification with the local Church paralleled his liturgical life. In 1804 

writing to his father he casually incorporated his Mass attendance into his accounts of his life 

and mentioned participating in the Holy Week celebrations as an obvious thing to do.9 Achille 

Rey’s reports go even further as he presents Eugene actively participating in the services 

celebrated in the parish church but particularly at the Aix Cathedral.10 

                                                             
5 Mazenod, Jansénisme, 1806, DM II-6a, (6), OMI Archives. 
6 Mazenod to Charles-Antoine de Mazenod, 15 July 1803, in Mazenod, Ecrits, vol. 1. 
7 Mazenod to Charles-Antoine de Mazenod, 12 February 1803, in Mazenod, Ecrits, vol. 2; Mazenod to Charles-
Antoine de Mazenod, 10 May 1804, in Mazenod, Ecrits, vol. 2. 
8 Mazenod to Charles-Antoine de Mazenod, 21 September 1804, in Mazenod, Ecrits, vol. 2. 
9 Mazenod to Charles-Antoine de Mazenod, 29 March 1804, in Mazenod, Ecrits, vol. 2. 
10 Rey, Histoire, vol. 1, 50-51. 
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In 1805 remembering his trip to the Capital he wrote: ‘I arrived in Paris on June 14 

towards 11am and got down at the Hotel de France, Rue Montmartre, only to make an 

immediate exit and go running to Notre Dame. So I began my Paris sightseeing by paying an 

act of homage to God in France’s first city.’11 Although he wasn’t impressed by the church12 

he was present at the various celebrations at the Cathedral.13 In those liturgies he was part of 

the worshipping and believing community along with other ordinary Catholics. 

The preserved writings of Eugene demonstrate his adherence to the teachings of the 

Church. While still a teenager he wrote inside the book supporting Jansenism Eraste ou l’ami 

de la jeunesse written by Jean Fillasier: ‘I firmly believe everything the Church commands 

me to believe, and I detest the Jansenistic and other errors contained in this book. I am writing 

this so that it may be known that, although this book is in my possession, in no way do I 

adhere to any maxims contrary to the constant teaching of the holy, catholic, apostolic, 

Roman Church, which is one and indivisible, and will so be until the end of the world.’14 

 Similarly in 1806 upon having studied another book on Jansenism, Oeuvres posthumes 

de M. l’abbé Racine, he inserted his own page where he wrote: 

The Church fallen into error and teaching it as a principle of faith is one of the 
trifles to be found in this book of TRUTH. For who shall we label as Church if not 
the Sovereign Pontiff in communion with the IMMENSISSIME majority of the 
catholic bishops, or to be precise all the bishops in the world with the exception of 
four. 
For both the Pope and all the other pastors-in-chief by their adhesion to the 
pontifical sentence, have condemned the errors of Baius, Jansen, and Quesnel, 
which the author holds for TRUTHS. So the Church has gone astray. So J[esus] 
C[hrist] has failed to keep the promise he made us to be with her until the 
consummation of the world, unless one chooses to believe that the Church 
subsists in the four refractory bishops and the small number of their followers. 
How absurd! I say no more.15 
 

                                                             
11 Mazenod, Journal du Séjour à Paris (14 juin - 23 septembre 1805), 28 November 1805, in Mazenod, Ecrits, 
vol. 2. 
12 Mazenod, Journal du Séjour à Paris (14 juin - 23 septembre 1805), 28 November 1805, in Mazenod, Ecrits, 
vol. 2. 
13 Mazenod to Charles-Antoine de Mazenod, 16 August 1805, in Mazenod, Ecrits, vol. 2. 
14 Mazenod, Profession de foi, (1794-1797), DM II-6a, OMI Archives. 
15 Mazenod, Profession de foi, 1806, a page written in Eugene’s hand and glued at the front of the volume 
entitled: Oeuvres posthumes de M. l’abbé Racine. Avignon, 1759, 330 pp. Orig.: Rome, salle des reliques, n 52. 
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In order to leave no doubt about his intentions of undergoing the study of Jansenism 

which was favoured by the family of his mother, he concluded the piece by writing: ‘In 

witness of my faith. Eugene de Mazenod.’ Dated the same year are sixteen pages of his notes 

on Jansenism. Apart from Eugene’s stance they also offer an insight into his method of study: 

‘But before immersing myself in these readings, often tedious as they are, but at times useful, 

I wanted to put myself in a state to judge them, and so I drew from the Councils and the 

writings of the holy Fathers the pure Catholic doctrine, and it is in its light that I have judged 

them.’16 The passage indicates both a constructive argumentation on the topic and the 

growing familiarity with the fundamentals of faith. 

It also corresponds with a less formal letter to Emmanuel Gaultier de Claubry who 

needed spiritual support at the outset of his military career. Towards the end of the letter de 

Mazenod wrote: ‘I have gathered together below some words of consolation that I have been 

careful to draw from the pure wellspring, in the book of life, that admirable code where all 

needs are foreseen, and remedies offered.’17 He was speaking, of course, of the Bible. 

Unfortunately that selection of Scripture quotations has been lost but Achille Rey who sighted 

them wrote: ‘We do not know of a more complete and striking collection of texts adapted to 

fortify Christian courage.’18 

In the light of this evidence the liturgical profession of faith in Eugene’s case was an 

outward expression of his inward unity with the Church. The Council Fathers of Trent who 

reminded that ‘he who says I believe, besides declaring the inward assent of his mind, which 

is an internal act of faith, should also openly profess, and with the greatest alacrity confess 

and proclaim, what he holds inwardly in his heart.’19 The development seen in the spiritual 

journey of de Mazenod displays a maturing sense of this Christian identity. His adherence to 

the Magisterium was gradually enhanced by interiorization of the mystery of the Church he 

                                                             
16 Mazenod, Jansenism, 1806, DM II-6a, (7), OMI Archives. 
17 "Mazenod to Emmanuel Gaultier de Claubry, November 1805," quoted in Rey, Histoire, vol. 1, 70. 
18 Rey, Histoire, vol. 1, 70. 
19 Donovan, J., Catechism of the Council of Trent, 15-16. 
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experienced in his local Church. There he experienced a personal nature of the Church. The 

Catechism of Trent, when explaining the passage of the Creed regarding the Church: ‘Et 

unam, sanctam, catholicam, et apostolicam Ecclesiam,’20 articulated: ‘For we believe in the 

Three Persons of the Trinity, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost, so as to place our faith 

“in” them; whereas now, the form of expression being changed, we profess to believe the 

Holy, not in the Holy (Catholic) Church, that, by this difference of expression also, God, the 

author of all things, may be distinguished from things created, and that we may acknowledge 

ourselves indebted to the divine goodness for all those exalted benefits which have been 

conferred on the Church.’21 

The paradigm of the fruitful complementarity of being subiectum fidei (the Church 

who believes) and obiectum fidei (the Church to be believed), which the Catholic Church in 

the Reformation time stressed to express herself, can be also seen as a factor in the spiritual 

development of Eugene de Mazenod. After three years in France he was able to see the 

difference between his perception of the Church situation and that of his father and uncles still 

living in Palermo: ‘Believe me, someone who is far away does not see things as clearly as 

someone who is close up.’22 That closeness which encompassed both adherence to professed 

faith and incorporation into the reality of the particular Church gave him a new insight which 

consisted of love, trust and filial attachment to the Church. It led him naturally to discover his 

responsibility, originally as a layman, for faith and to participate in the prophetic mission of 

Christ. Achille Rey in his typical hagiographical style wrote that ‘The mission of Eugene 

unfolded without his knowledge.’23 His interpretation however appears simplistic as it ignores 

the underlying dynamic of the activities of the young Eugene who began to actively put into 

practice his compassion for the poor. Visiting the attics occupied by the house servants he was 

addressing their basic needs. He was making beds for the sick and was dressing their wounds. 
                                                             
20 Missale Romanum ex decreto sacrosancti Concilii Tridentini restitutum ( Lugduni: Ex Officina Petri Valfray, 
1690), 212. 
21 Donovan, J., Catechism of the Council of Trent, 101. 
22 Mazenod to Charles-Antoine de Mazenod, 16 August 1805, in Mazenod, Ecrits, vol. 2. 
23 Rey, Histoire, vol. 1, 54. 
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A few times a week he went to a hospital where, as ‘he said, he would serve Jesus Christ in 

suffering members.’24 Studying this developing process of ecclesial identification some 

correlation to the beginning of Jesus’ ministry can be established. When Christ first spoke in 

the synagogue in Capernaum he applied to himself the words of Isaiah: ‘The spirit of the Lord 

has been given to me, for he has sent me to bring good news to the poor, to proclaim liberty to 

captives, and to the blind new sight, to set downtrodden free, to proclaim the Lord’s year of 

favour.’ (Lk 4: 18-19). Eugene’s concern for the condition of the faith in his particular Church 

led him to turn to the poor around him. This preferential option for the poor infiltrated also his 

personal lifestyle. Writing to his father he mentioned that he didn’t like wearing fancy ruffles 

as they caused more work for those who had to iron them.25 That statement can be read in 

conjunction with his reflections on published in 1802 Le Génie du Christianisme written by 

Viscount François René de Chateaubriand. Comparing his own knowledge and experience of 

Catholic faith with the proposals of the founder of French Romanticism he sternly objected to 

de Chateaubriand’s method of defending Catholicism attacked by French Enlightenment 

philosophers and politicians. Eugene wrote: 

M. de Chateaubriand proposes to convert unbelievers by proving to them that the 
Christian religion is the most poetic, human, favourable to liberty, the arts and 
letters, of all the religions that have ever existed; he believes he must call on every 
imaginative art and everything that appeals to the heart in aid of this same religion 
against which these very things have once been used as weapons. He lays the 
basis of his work on these foundations, and his hope is to succeed. His intentions 
are doubtless very laudable, but I do not believe he can succeed with materials of 
this kind; he will perhaps get as far as arousing interest in a religion that is so 
attractive.26 

 
Critiquing the author’s poetic approach he however expressed his own view on 

defending and promoting Christianity: ‘Beauty and excellence in virtue, peace of heart, 

eternal happiness promised to those who are faithful, these are the real attractions of the 

religion; these are the advantages that can be known, approved and felt by all without 

                                                             
24 Rey, Histoire, vol. 1, 54. 
25 Mazenod to Charles-Antoine de Mazenod, 15 June 1805, in Mazenod, Ecrits, vol. 2. 
26 Mazenod, Remarques sur le Génie du Christianisme de Monsieur de Chateaubriand, January 1805, DM II-5, 
(2), OMI Archives. 
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distinction.’27 While realising that within the French community at large Catholic faith was 

challenged by new thinkers and their cliques, Eugene turned to Christian foundations: ‘When 

it is a matter of something so essential, one requires solid proofs, and not weak arguments 

relying on one’s sense of fitness.’28 Those solid proofs he defined as ‘a result of knowing the 

Scriptures.’29 Eugene’s knowledge of Scriptures wasn’t limited to the theoretical level. It was 

the living Word of God which he offered to his new friend Emmanuel realising the dangers to 

faith the young officer was to face in the Napoleonic Army. In that letter he also articulated 

his faith in the power of God’s Word: ‘So it is by no means Eugene, it is Jesus Christ, it is 

Peter, Paul, John, etc., who send you this wholesome food which when received with that 

spirit of faith of which you are capable will certainly not be without effect.’30 Similar 

conviction can be detected in the records of de Mazenod’s involvement in the catechising 

ministry established by Jean-Baptiste-Antoine de Brancas, Archbishop of Aix who died in 

1770. The visionary prelate provided the destitute of his diocese not only with a number of 

charitable works31 but with ministry of instructing particularly children of poor families. 

Achille Rey identified Eugene as part of that ministry which was mainly conducted by elderly 

men who had survived the Revolution. Teaching Catechism and preparing children for 

Sacraments brought the young man into direct contact with the poor.32 His dogmatic 

adherence to faith in combination with his participation in the life of the local Church was 

also authenticated by his compassion for the least in the society. 

 

 

 

                                                             
27 Mazenod, Remarques sur le Génie du Christianisme de Monsieur de Chateaubriand, January 1805, DM II-5, 
(8), OMI Archives. 
28 Mazenod, Remarques sur le Génie du Christianisme de Monsieur de Chateaubriand, January 1805, DM II-5, 
(2), OMI Archives. 
29 Mazenod, Remarques sur le Génie du Christianisme de Monsieur de Chateaubriand, January 1805, DM II-5, 
(8), OMI Archives. 
30 "Mazenod to Claubry, November 1805," 70. 
31 Joseph F. Porte, Aix ancien et moderne (Aix: Imp. de G. Mouret, 1833), 63. 
32 Rey, Histoire, vol. 1, 55. 
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4.2. Kenosis of a lay Christian  

 

That growing responsibility for faith within the ecclesial community found its 

confirmation in enduring the hindrances de Mazenod encountered during this period. As it has 

been already noted Eugene’s journey needs to be placed in the context of his life as a layman 

as it was his self-identification at the time. This model allows seeing all Eugene’s activities, 

during his first years in Napoleonic France, in their complementarity and authenticity. During 

these years he suffered the ‘emptying out’ of many of his hopes and dreams. In the light of 

Christian faith the hindrances he encountered regarding the already mentioned plans for 

reuniting his parents, getting married and establishing himself can be seen as an experience of 

kenosis of the young Eugene. 

The year 1805, marked by a trip to Paris, has been seen as a decisive point regarding 

the collapse of his plans. Less helpfully the collapse has been simplistically reduced to a 

priestly vocation crisis.33 Eugene’s trip occurred in the context of his failed marriage plans34 

which were to secure his future in the society without being directly involved in the 

Napoleonic governance.35 The next foreseeable option for him was migrating to Sicily. The 

encrypted letter to his father from 10 May 1804 laid down his plans to emigrate. From then on 

he began working meticulously to accomplish them. However in spite of his efforts and close 

association with Portalis, the Minister of Public Worship, whom he visited in Paris, Eugene 

finally had to admit defeat.36 The passport he hoped to obtain to go abroad was denied him. 

‘The Minister of Police replied that he was actually forbidden to grant such a request to 

anyone… And that is what happened to the voyage I was sure I could make. It fell through.’37 

                                                             
33 Pielorz, The Spiritual Life of Bishop de Mazenod, 116-123;  Leflon, Eugene de Mazenod, vol. 1, 262-267. 
34 Mazenod to Charles-Antoine de Mazenod, 12 February 1803, in Mazenod, Ecrits, vol. 2.; Mazenod to Charles-
Antoine de Mazenod, 10 May 1804, in Mazenod, Ecrits, vol. 2. 
35 Mazenod to Charles-Antoine de Mazenod, 21 September 1804, in Mazenod, Ecrits, vol. 2. 
36 Mazenod to Charles-Antoine de Mazenod, 3 September 1805, in Mazenod, Ecrits, vol. 2. 
37 Mazenod to Charles-Antoine de Mazenod, 11 October 1805, in Mazenod, Ecrits, vol. 2. 
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Apart from that, there was also the realisation of being inescapably trapped in the 

Napoleonic society he detested. Writing to his mother from Paris he reported the kindness of 

the Minister of Public Worship: ‘I think he put himself out a little more for me than for others, 

since he offered to be of service to me whenever I decide upon a career.’38 The Minister, 

being keen not only to support the son of his Provençal friends but also to draw the young 

aristocrat into the Napoleonic state apparatus, ‘decided’ – as Eugene wrote – ‘it would be a 

good idea if I went into public administration. He told me that after I had gone through a short 

period of briefing he would be able to guarantee me a sub-prefecture.’39 However Eugene, 

apart from the passport, wanted nothing from the official.40 ‘I gave no consent to any proposal 

and, like a good dutiful son, I refused to make any commitments without first consulting my 

father.’41 He had already distanced himself from Napoleon and anything that was associated 

with the Emperor. 

The disappointment of his failed plans must have been also intensified by the growing 

political, military and ecclesial successes of Napoleon. Eugene arrived in Paris only three 

months after the departure of Pius VII. The Pontiff, who attended the coronation of Napoleon 

and Josephine in 1804, prolonged his stay in the Capital until April motivated by the 

admiration he received from the French.42 The fresh memories of the papal visit among 

Parisians did not indicate any change to the relationship between the new Emperor and the 

Church. The advances of the Napoleonic armies were furthering the supremacy of the new 

order not only in France but in Europe as well. Thus Eugene found himself confined to 

circumstances he did not want to accept. 

                                                             
38 Mazenod to Marie-Rose de Mazenod, 6 August 1805, FB I-7, OMI Archives. 
39 Mazenod to Marie-Rose de Mazenod, 6 August 1805, FB I-7, OMI Archives. 
40 Mazenod to Marie-Rose de Mazenod, 6 August 1805, FB I-7, OMI Archives. 
41 Mazenod to Charles-Antoine de Mazenod, 11 October 1805, in Mazenod, Ecrits, vol. 2. 
42 E. E. Y. Hales, Napoleon and the Pope: The Story of Napoleon and Pius VII (London: Eyre & Spottiswoode, 
1962), 73-77. 



95 

The final disillusion came from the realisation of the irrevocable marriage separation 

of his parents which prevented Charles-Antoine from returning to France.43 His mother 

refused any reunion with Eugene’s father who couldn’t imagine himself returning to France 

and living separately from his estranged wife. 

As Pielorz correctly observed ‘Eugene did not have any other plans’44 however the 

concept of ‘a moral crisis’ and particularly ‘a decline in spiritual life’45 resulting from the 

demise of Eugene’s plans doesn’t do justice to the reality. On the contrary, de Mazenod’s 

conduct can be rather seen in the light of Abraham’s experience to remain committed to the 

obscurity of God’s plans in the time of loss. Father Magy, whom Eugene visited for spiritual 

guidance, must have perceived the new dynamic in the young man’s spiritual life as he 

advised him in 1806: ‘Obey the call of God like Abraham.’46 

Eugene’s shattered dreams became a background to some profoundly Christian 

friendships. Returning to Aix from his failed Paris trip he met a young officer, the previously 

mentioned, Emmanuel Gaultier de Claubry. The apprehensive soldier found in Eugene an 

empathetic companion not only for a few day-trips but for life. The core of the friendship was 

based on their faith. On 30 September 1805 Emmanuel wrote to Eugene: ‘When you pray 

quietly and when you attend the Holy Sacrifice, remember that your friend Emmanuel may 

not have the time, even on Sunday, to make to prayers; then, my friend, offer a few for me to 

the Lord.’47 Two weeks later he wrote again: ‘I request your most fervent prayers… for your 

part a communion made for my intention would bring me benefit! I rely entirely on your 

charity and our friendship.’48 The young soldier struggling against antagonism of his co-

officers triggered by his faith received the much needed support from his empathetic friend: 

Your letter of October 13, my dear and good friend, filled my heart with 
bitterness. I had a lively sense of all the snubs you endured during that wretched 

                                                             
43 Mazenod to Charles-Antoine de Mazenod, 3 October 1805, in Mazenod, Ecrits, vol. 2. 
44 Pielorz, The Spiritual Life of Bishop de Mazenod, 122. 
45 Pielorz, The Spiritual Life of Bishop de Mazenod, 123. 
46 "Mazenod, Note, 6 April 1804," quoted in  Rey, Histoire, vol. 1, 83. 
47 "Claubry to Mazenod, 30 September 1805," quoted in Rey, Histoire, vol. 1, 69. 
48 "Claubry to Mazenod, 13 October 1805," quoted in Rey, Histoire, vol. 1, 70. 
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meal and I would like to tell you that the matter will end there, but these first trials 
that every newcomer whoever he may be is made to undergo, will be followed by 
others to which those who do not profess faith in Jesus Christ would not be 
submitted. It is when they have found out that you are a Christian that they will 
shower you with sarcasms, insults and scorn, it is then that the children of 
darkness will bend all their efforts to pervert the child of light and it is then too, 
my dear friend, that you will need to call upon all the strength you received with 
the seal of regeneration and through the imposition of hands.49 

 
The following year, after a long convalescence, Emmanuel wrote:  

Ah! Dear Eugene, the servicemen with whom I have been for ten months are 
different than you and what graces it took me to remain who I am! As we had 
envisaged it in our conversation I had to wipe humiliations, hardest jokes, because 
I braved human respect, because I went, publicly to confession, to Mass, to 
Benedictions and because I did not hide my manner of thinking… I confess often 
and I receive Holy Communion… Oh! My friend, how many times I have blessed 
God that he gave you for my travel companion! I am speaking without stops of 
you to all those that I frequent.50 

 
 While coming to terms with his own disappointments de Mazenod prolifically 

exercised ‘the apostolate of emulation and encouragement.’51 His counsel of Alexandre 

Durand d’Abray is another case in point. Eugene’s strict moral advice52 to him didn’t prevent 

d’Abray from seeing a compassionate friend in the author of the letter: ‘I understood from 

your letter, dear Eugene, that only your friendship dictated it.’ He also recognised the depth in 

it: ‘Advice from a man of more than 25 years old: caution and wisdom accompany it. I 

definitely distinguished in its style the reasonableness and common sense of Eugene.’53 De 

Mazenod who found himself confined to the society he found objectionable gradually began 

developing way of a meaningful existence within it. He guided his friends to become 

witnesses of Christ to society. 

If Eugene’s guidance was honest it can be also presumed that it was the outcome of 

his own spiritual journey at that time of kenosis. In his friendships he appeared as a witness 

for Jesus Christ. An indication of his desire to be a witness can be also seen in Eugene’s 

                                                             
49 "Mazenod to Claubry, November 1805," 70. 
50 "Claubry to Mazenod, September 1806," quoted in Rey, Histoire, vol. 1, 71. 
51 Rey, Histoire, vol. 1, 69. 
52 "Mazenod to Alexandre Durand d’Abray, 13 July 1806," quoted in Rey, Histoire, vol. 1, 74. 
53 "Durand d’Abray to Mazenod," quoted in  Rey, Histoire, vol. 1, 74. 
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reaction to being told54 of his harsh judgment towards his mother who, according to him, 

didn’t appreciate him.55 After celebrating Christmas 1805 he candidly reflected in the letter to 

his father: ‘I search within myself for some explanation of what I was drawn to say in a fit of 

ill humour but it quite escapes me, and this does not surprise me as my heart was not at all in 

these ill-founded and much exaggerated complaints.’ He continued: ‘My mother is an 

adorable being, possessed of every virtue, there is not a single fault one can impute to her 

except for an extreme frankness. She has a heart of gold and adores her children, mother, 

husband, and the whole family… My mother is in a word the most perfect woman I know.’ 

The same letter reveals Eugene’s acknowledgment of qualities of his Jansenist uncle. 

The young antagonist of Jansenism admits that his uncle, Roze-Joannis: ‘is the only man who 

possesses mine (trust), and without a doubt he deserves it, and I had to have strong proofs of 

his attachment to me for me to accord him my friendship notwithstanding the gulf dividing 

our religious views.’ Pointing to his uncle’s austere life and his generosity to the poor he also 

confesses that ‘apart of the error he clings to he is the most perfect and enlightened Christian I 

know.’56 His generous approach to his uncle can be situated in his emerging realisation of 

being called to the integrity of being a witness of Christ to the society he found so 

uncongenial before. 

In the late summer of 1806 Eugene wrote to his father about some deepening 

realisation of God’s plans unfolding in his kenotic journey: ‘As to myself, it is more than 

likely that my father’s absence has set my destiny on a course quite contrary to what the 

feelings of my heart, in the past so eager for glory, seemed to hold out for me.’57 In his 

shattered hopes the young layman noticed an emergence of new concretization of his 

involvement in the society. 

                                                             
54 “Charles-Antoine de Mazenod to Mazenod, 31 October 1805,” quoted in  Mazenod, Ecrits Spirituels, 1794-
1811, vol. 14, 25. 
55 Mazenod to Charles-Antoine de Mazenod, 3 September 1805, in Mazenod, Ecrits, vol. 2. 
56 Mazenod to Charles-Antoine de Mazenod, 26 December 1805, in Mazenod, Ecrits, vol. 2. 
57 Mazenod to Charles-Antoine de Mazenod, 15 September 1806, in Mazenod, Ecrits, vol. 2. 
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His assessment of the sermon of the Vicar General of Aix, Joseph Louis Blanche, who 

preached on the re-establishment of the monarchy and the victories of the French military 

made his realise that his past desires ‘so eager for glory’ has been replaced by a distaste for 

revelling in victories over enemies and longing for the restoration of pre-Revolutionary 

France. De Mazenod opposed using ‘the temple of God’ and the ‘evangelical ministry’ ‘to 

gloat over the gory details of our various successes.’ The compassion he had shown to his 

relations and friends was extended this time to ‘the Italians, the Austrians, and the Prussians.’ 

He saw in them ‘our brothers, to whom we are severely enjoined to love as being all children 

of the same Father, before whom as the Apostle says there is no acceptance of persons or of 

nations once they profess the same belief.’ The argumentation he developed was entirely and 

profoundly drawn from a compassionate application of faith. However the final lines of the 

letter reveal the main reason of his passionate reaction to the sermon: ‘the few lines I have 

sketched suffice to reveal my disapproval and the pain I feel on seeing the scandal resulting 

from this profanation of the evangelical ministry.’58 He was profoundly disturbed by the 

priest‘s compromising of the sign of Christian witnessing he expected. The pain he 

experienced then corresponded with his sense of importance of being a sign of Christ in the 

society. As it has been argued in his kenotic experience Eugene developed a commitment to 

bearing witness. The witness he bore himself inspired the administrators of Aix prison to 

write to him in December 1806: ‘Sir, we have honour to notify you that the Mayor d' Aix 

convinced by your ardour and your love for everything relative to the relief of the poor 

persons and the unfortunate, named you… manager of the work of the prisons of this city… 

To this effect, we ask you to go to the Office of Work which is in the former home of M. 

Mottet, Rue Longue-Saint-Jean. We have the honour to greet you. Signed: Turrel, Hat, 

Variécout, Tuaf.’59 

                                                             
58 Mazenod to Charles-Antoine de Mazenod, 2 December 1806, DM II-7, OMI Archives. 
59 "Turrel, Hat, Variécout and Tuaf to Eugene de Mazenod, 23 December 1804," quoted in  Rey, Histoire, vol. 1, 
78. 
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 The invitation he received indicated that in the aftermath of his shattered plans Eugene 

did not in fact regress in his spiritual journey but rather progressed to the point of public 

integrity in bearing witness for Christ. The recognition he received for his Christian conduct 

now faced him also with accepting a position within the Napoleonic apparatus. The previous 

year he had declined a lucrative offer of the Minister of the Public Worship, however at the 

end of 1806 he was able to hear the cry of the poor beyond his own prejudices. His acceptance 

of the duties at Aix prison correlated to the position of Pius VII who allegedly said: ‘To 

restore the Catholic religion in France I am ready to make any sacrifice. I would even go to 

the gates of Hell, but I do not want to enter them.’60 

 

 

4.3. Priestly vocation of an evangeliser  

 

Eugene connected the timing of the acceptance of the position in the Aix prison 

Eugene to the beginning of his discernment of priestly vocation. In April 1809 while a 

seminarian at Saint Sulpice in Paris de Mazenod wrote to his mother: ‘You tell me one must 

reflect for a long time before taking such a serious decision… No decision was ever more 

carefully and lengthily discussed than the one I am taking. Come next Christmas, when I will 

probably be receiving the subdiaconate, I will have been discerning this matter for three years; 

more than a year of testing in the seminary, after consulting all the best directors available.’61 

While attempting to convince his mother about the thoroughness of his decision 

Eugene identified its beginning with deliberating on the offer he received from the 

administrators of the prison. Although it was presumed by Eugene to be a sufficient proof of 

his proper discernment which led him to the seminary it also anchored his ‘adult vocation’62 

                                                             
60 Pius VII, "Remark, " quoted in Robin Anderson, Pope Pius VII: 1800-1823. His Life, Times and Struggle with 
Napoleon in the Afermath of the French Revolution (Rockford, Il: Tan Books, 2001), 57. 
61 Mazenod to Marie-Rose de Mazenod, 6 April 1809, FB I-7, OMI Archives. 
62 Pielorz, The Spiritual Life of Bishop de Mazenod, 171. 
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in his unfolding charism of evangelising. Correspondingly, this admission reinforces the 

genuineness of his lay status in the preceding years. As it has been already argued during 

these years Eugene was developing a committed involvement in the Church as a lay person. 

The disappointments he encountered authenticated his Christian witness further as he 

understood them as a kenotic experience. He reassured his father: ‘In all truth, never was there 

a vocation more free of self-interest than mine. It is not because I had had such little success 

as my mother in restoring her fortunes that I forsook the world.’63 He recognised that the call 

to be a priest wasn’t the result of his shattered plans for the future. On the contrary: ‘Pure love 

of the glory of God, the most ardent desire for the salvation of the neighbour, the needs of the 

abandoned Church, there you have the one and only reason for my entry into the clerical 

state.’64 

 In order to comprehend, and respect, the uniqueness of his evangelising journey, it is 

valuable to this study to examine those twenty-one months, from Christmas 1806 to October 

1808, as the stage of his discernment. 

 Upon assuming the work in the prison Eugene associated himself with extreme 

poverty, physical, social and spiritual, as he wrote to his father: ‘I will not tell you what it cost 

a heart like mine to live so to speak in the midst of all the miseries and sufferings of every 

kind and especially when I consider the hardening and perseverance in evil of people given 

over to all the severity of justice and who lack for the most part the expectation of graces from 

Him who wipes out the crime in the act of pardoning it.’65 

Captivated by the challenges he also found joy in spending himself in the ministry to 

the poor: ‘I have not had what is called a minute of time to myself. New blood having been 

put into this work with a view to regenerating an establishment that is so precious for 

                                                             
63 Mazenod to Charles-Antoine de Mazenod, 7 December 1814, in Mazenod, Ecrits, vol. 2. 
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suffering humanity… I had to devote my time and efforts entirely and uniquely to that 

restoration, all the more as on entering I was chosen to be on duty in the first week.’66 

While occupied with providing basic necessities like clothing or food the young man 

also exhibited compassion which left him being the one charged with ‘listening to their 

complaints so as to be able to inform and solicit their judges, a task I find the most painful and 

that my colleagues have for the most part entrusted to me.’67 The fulfilment of that 

undesirable duty didn’t leave Eugene with resentment. On the contrary, apart from the 

recognition of his fellow administrators, he was applying the principles of faith which 

indicated his witness to the compassion of Christ: ‘Believe me, dear friend, the man who is 

fulfilling this ministry of charity does not see in these criminals whose advocate he has in a 

sense become, anything but unfortunates in need of help.’68 The ministry he exercised until 

October continued shaping his identity as evangeliser.  

The resignation he submitted after ten months can be based on the developing tension 

between Napoleon and Pius VII. Rey understood the step taken by the young man as an 

apprehension regarding his connection to the Napoleonic government which began 

persecuting the Pope and the Church.69 However the growing awareness of his ecclesiastical 

vocation was also a factor as he revealed in his letter to Emmanuel Gaultier de Claubry a 

couple of months later:  

And now, shall I speak of myself? Yes, but only to ask for your prayers, to give 
you the charge expressly to persevere in asking God to accomplish in my regard 
the adorable designs whose outcome I impede by my infidelities; that he might 
knock, prune, reduce me to desiring only what He wills, that He might overturn 
all the obstacles standing in the way of my arriving at a more perfect state to 
which I strongly believe I am called. May he give me the grace of recognizing 
ever more clearly the vanities of this miserable earth, so that I see only those 
heavenly goods that the moth cannot corrupt. In a word, may he make me worthy 
of the communion of saints and have me assume the place among them that he 
seems to have destined me for, but which it seems to me I am still far from 
deserving.70 

                                                             
66 Mazenod to Charles-Antoine de Mazenod, 19 January 1807, in Mazenod, Ecrits, vol. 2. 
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69  Rey, Histoire, vol. 1, 81. 
70 "Mazenod to Claubry, 23 December 1807," quoted  in Rey, Histoire, vol. 1, 73. 
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 However the main focus of the letter was to support Emmanuel in his witnessing to his 

army comrades: 

Thus I share in your sufferings, my dear friend, but I also bless God for your 
victory, as I beg him that he will sustain you in those sentiments which work for 
your glory, and mine and that of the whole Church. So do not be at all shaken by 
the persecutions that come your way, for you know that that is our destiny, the 
Master having told us that ‘we will be hated universally on account of his name.’ 
That is why we must look for our joy solely in the various afflictions that befall us 
and the persecutions to which we are exposed, knowing that the testing of our 
faith produces patience. Let us turn to God with fervour and we shall not be 
deceived, for the Lord’s eyes are on the just and his ears hearken to their 
prayers.71 

 
 Eugene shared Emmanuel’s sentiments, as his integrity had led him to resign from his 

post at the Aix prison. He was a man formed by the Church, attached to the Church’s mission 

and furthering his evangelising identity towards embracing the priestly vocation. However he 

had also experienced an affectionate nature of the Church, that communion of the children of 

the same God, which he expressed in the following passage: 

I want to know everything about your combat, I mean the life you lead surrounded 
by the enemies of your salvation, what you are doing for God, but especially what 
God is doing for you; for I will not conceal from you that for lack of any others I 
often read over for my edification the letters you wrote me on your arrival at the 
army, in which you recount the miracles that the grace of Almighty God worked 
in you and the victories you won over the world and pleasure-seekers, the noble 
courage with which you carried the standard of the Cross rising above all human 
respect, braving the sarcasm and slights that your fidelity to this God, unknown 
today even amongst Christians, drew down on you.72 

 
 Edified by Emmanuel, Eugene was entering ever deeper into the idiosyncratic reality 

of the Church, which shaped his growing conviction of being called to the priesthood. That 

personal discovery found its advancement in the relationship he established with the Little 

Oratory founded by Father Magy in Marseilles. A member of that community, Julie de 

Glandevès, thanking Eugene for sending her a copy of Recueil de lettres édifiantes by 

Reimonet, exposed the friendship grounded in their commitment to faith: ‘I bless the Lord, 

and I am pleased, to have come to know you, finding in you one of his faithful servants and it 
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is really a great satisfaction in the century where our God is so little known and served.’73 

Although de Mazenod’s letters to Julie de Glandevès haven’t been preserved, from her letters 

Eugene emerges as an instructor of faith to the peasants at Saint Julien, who interacted with 

the poor in a lively and relaxed way. Referring to those experiences de Glandevès wrote: ‘I 

am convinced that instead of cooling you down, these adventures ignite you more.’74 Her 

prediction materialised when Eugene returned to Aix in July, and after receiving support of 

the Archbishop, proceeded with organising a public devotion to the Sacred Heart.75 Sending 

her apology for not being able to attend Julie, exposed an important piece of Eugene’s 

discernment: ‘I must admit that the practices of this devotion well directed can change the 

face of this old capital that you love not only because it is the place where you have been 

regenerated in the saving waters of Baptism but you are still interested in it because in this 

city still reigns too much indifference for the exercises of the Religion.’76 

 That attachment to the local diocese is echoed in the difficult letter Eugene wrote to 

inform his mother of his decision to enter the seminary: 

There aren’t going to be any heartrending partings, departures without coming 
back. As the Lord is my witness, what he wants of me is that I renounce a world 
where it is almost impossible to find salvation, such is the power of apostasy 
there; that I devote myself especially to his service and try to reawaken the faith 
that is becoming extinct amongst the poor; in a word, that I make myself available 
to carry out any orders he may wish to give me for his glory and the salvation of 
souls he has redeemed by his precious blood. You can see from what I say, dear 
mother that all these things can be done in our own countryside.77 

 
 The lively town of Aix where Eugene struggled to settle had become for him a 

mission field attracting him to address the need for evangelising. Although foreseeing the 

difficulties related to Napoleon’s ever growing antagonism to the Pope, de Mazenod out of 

his love for the Church, rather than as opposition to the regime, entered Saint Sulpice 

seminary in October 1808. Six years later he explained to his father: 
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I devoted myself to the Church because she was suffering persecution, was 
abandoned, because, after 25 years, she could no longer confide the divine 
ministry, which before had been sought after by the highest in the land, to any but 
poor workers, wretched peasants, because, seeing us heading pell-mell towards a 
schism that I believed was inevitable, I feared it would find but few generous 
souls with the capacity to sacrifice their comfort and even their lives to preserve 
the integrity of the faith, and because it seemed to me that God would give me 
strength enough to dare to brave all these dangers… Here you have the motives 
that moved me, there are no others, no others can even be conceivable given the 
character God has been pleased to favour me with.78 

 
The vocation he discerned and committed himself to in the midst of his local Church 

was a part of his developing character as an evangeliser which was to take the form of a priest 

evangeliser. 

 

 

Conclusion 

  

Eugene’s growing relationship with Jesus in the context of the ecclesial community 

led him to discover a means of responding to the needs of the Church of his time. He was 

instilled with the fundamental mission of evangelising with which Jesus Christ identified 

himself when, as in Nazareth he commented on the Prophet Isaiah: ‘The spirit of the Lord has 

been given to me, for he has anointed me. He has sent me to bring the good news to the poor, 

to proclaim liberty to captives and to the blind new sight, to set the downtrodden free, to 

proclaim the Lord’s year of favour.’ (Lk 4: 18-19) 

This chapter studied the period of de Mazenod’s life, which was the milieu from 

which emerged a total commitment to evangelising.  That commitment reflects Eugene 

personal renewal in the light of the Gospel. Although it culminated in Eugene’s decision to 

begin his formation for the priesthood it was profoundly grounded in his Christian lay identity 

and his empathy with the Church. Such grounding opened Eugene to appreciating the Church 

in her relation to the mission of Jesus Christ and his participation in that mission. The 
                                                             
78 Mazenod to Charles-Antoine de Mazenod, 7 December 1814, in Mazenod, Ecrits Spirituels, 1812-1856, vol. 
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primeval origins of his ‘adult vocation’ to the priesthood lay in what John Paul II described as 

‘commitment to a new evangelisation’ which is shared equally though differently by the laity 

and the clergy. Eugene’s involvements and decisions at that time were not some isolated 

philanthropic activates but rather an expression of his believing and acting with and within a 

Church community of Aix. The decision to enter the seminary of Saint Sulpice in Paris needs 

to be understood and appreciated in the light of the Eugene’s total commitment to 

evangelising. 

His charism of evangelising formulated during those years became the driving force of 

his ‘restless heart’ in the years to come. It reflected the directions given by Paul to the 

Romans: ‘Think of God’s mercy, my brothers, and worship him, I beg you, in a way that is 

worthy of thinking beings (λογικὴν), by offering your living bodies as a holy sacrifice, truly 

pleasing to God.’ (Rom 12: 1) Cranfield wrote that such a worship, λογικὴν, is ‘consonant 

with the truth of the Gospel… indeed nothing less than the offering one’s whole self in the 

course of one’s concrete living, in one’s inward thought, feelings and aspirations, but also in 

one’s words and deeds.’79  Entering Saint Sulpice was a statement of de Mazenod’s offering 

his whole self to the evangelisation in a different but not a new way. He was already 

committed to it as a layman as it was shown in this chapter. 

Continuing examining his personal and ecclesial journey in the light of the New 

Evangelisation the next chapter will study the period of his seminary formation.
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Chapter 5 

Constructing an identity of an evangeliser. 

Experience of Saint Sulpice Seminary 

 

 

Introduction 

 

The process of the initial ecclesial conversion of Eugene de Mazenod, which was 

examined in the previous chapter, resulted in Eugene joining the seminary of Saint Sulpice in 

Paris. After six years of immersion in the post-Revolutionary Church and society the 26 year 

old aristocrat committed himself to formation for the priesthood in order to address the needs 

of the Church which he felt called to serve after returning to France in October 1802. On 

leaving Aix-en-Provence for Paris in October 1808 he embraced a new experience resembling 

his voyage six years earlier from Italy to France. However by 1808 he had a sense of purpose 

drawn from his commitment to evangelising. Therefore his constructing priestly identity will 

be also examined in the light of John Paul II’s insight regarding clergy and faithful accepting 

their commitment to a new evangelisation. 

His choice of a faraway institution in Paris demonstrated careful discernment in view 

of his future mission in the Aix Archdiocese and subsequent commitment to be formed for 

serving the people of the Archdiocese as an evangeliser. 

His openness to the ecclesial, spiritual and pastoral expertise of the Sulpician 

formators defined this period. During his seminary formation de Mazenod reacted to the 

Sulpician charism transmitting the uniqueness of the prophetic mystical and missionary 

tradition of the figures of the French School. 

To enable the aim of evaluating the completeness of Eugene’s experience of Saint 

Sulpice the time frame for this chapter will extend beyond de Mazenod’s priestly ordination 
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and will include the half-year period when as a priest he himself exercised the ministry of 

formator in place of the expelled Sulpicians. Respecting the dynamic of formation he chose, 

the methodology of this chapter will be similar to the method of meditation developed by 

Jean-Jacque Olier. The Founder of the Sulpicians described it thus: ‘It consists in having our 

Lord before our eyes, in our heart and in our hands… The first point leads us to acts of respect 

and religion. The second leads us to union and unity with him. The third leads to action.’1 

This triple stage meditation reinforced the vision of the priesthood he was promoting through 

the seminary system: ‘The Spirit of God also fulfils his particular role in priests by continuing 

in them what he accomplished in Jesus Christ.’2 This method of meditation not only shaped 

Eugene’s daily prayer but also his mentality and spirituality. Following this three point 

structure the study will begin with de Mazenod’s exposure to the Church on the grand scale as 

well as the Church’s realisation in the seminary community: Christ before one’s eyes. Then it 

will focus on its impact on his spirituality: Christ in one’s heart and finally it will investigate 

the application of the experience to his developing ministry: Christ in one’s hands. 

 

 

5.1. Having Jesus before one’s eyes: contemplating Christ in the Church 

  

The Sulpicians’ activity in post-Revolutionary France, which Eugene observed and 

admired during his trip to Paris in 1805,3 corresponded with his own searching for ways of 

involvement in the contemporary Church in order to evangelise. He had brought to the 

seminary his attachment to the Church as a community. He voiced it again during his 

formation in his reflection on the Solemnity of All Saints when he wrote: ‘One of the thoughts 

                                                             
1 Olier, "Introduction à la vie et aux vertus chrétiennes," in Oeuvres complètes de M. Olier, fondateur de la 
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3 Mazenod to Charles-Antoine de Mazenod, 16 August 1805, in Mazenod, Ecrits, vol. 2. 
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that strikes me most about our holy religion is the thought of its catholicity; in my mind’s eye 

I scan the whole world and everywhere it numbers men as brothers.’4 

The seminary, which was to be his home for the next four years, was situated in the 

capital of the nation and exposed its seminarians to the current religious, social and political 

developments. The Provencal candidate was not to be exempted from such exposure; 

furthermore it was to be intensified through his close interaction with Jacques André Émery, 

the Superior General of Sulpicians and the Superior of Saint Sulpice Seminary in Paris. In 

1842 reminiscing his seminary time Eugene wrote: ‘I used to drop into his room for a visit 

every day even if only for a moment and he always gave me a cordial reception.’5 The same 

letter also reveals the dynamic of those interactions: ‘Father Émery always treated me as a 

man of mature judgment. He made it easy for me to approach him and through our close 

association I was able to appreciate not only his kind heartedness but also his deep wisdom, 

his keen discernment, his priestly virtues, and over and above all else, his love for the Church, 

which at this time was being so cruelly persecuted.’6 

The trust of the Superior, which de Mazenod enjoyed, allowed him to obtain firsthand 

observation and interpretation of the Church’s situation from a man who although didn’t seek 

attention didn’t refuse being drawn into matters regarding the Church. Eugene was able to 

witness it already at the beginning of his seminary formation when on 16 October 1808 the 

Sulpicians and the seminarians participated in the opening Mass for the Imperial University 

established by Napoleon.7 The solemn celebration was a testimony to Emery’s inconspicuous 

but diligent participation in the mission of the Church. Already at the beginning of 1808 

Cardinal Joseph Fesch sought the advice of the Rector of Saint Sulpice before presenting his 

opinion regarding the University to the Emperor.8 Commenting on the authority of the Grand 

Master of the new institution regarding appointments of professors to the Theology Faculty 
                                                             
4 Mazenod, Pensées sur la fête de tous les saints, 1808-1812, Rome, DM IV-5a, cahier. 2, (17), OMI Archives. 
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7  Leflon, Monsieur Émery: L'Église Concordataire et Impériale, vol. 2, 2 vols. (Paris: Bonne Presse, 1947), 341. 
8  Gosselin, Vie de M. Émery, vol. 2, 199. 
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the Rector of Saint Sulpice observed that the position could be held by ‘a man of the world’9 

who wouldn’t necessarily have any appreciation of the faith. Emery’s insight corresponded 

with that of Cardinal Consalvi: ‘You have to consider things as if we were in the first three 

centuries’10 acknowledging the dramatic shift in the religiosity of the post-Revolutionary 

France. 

A more dramatic assessment was voiced in regards to the necessity of the Grand 

Master’s approval to establish any education institution in the empire, including seminaries. 

Emery saw in this proposal a threat to bishops’ rights to oversee the formation of their clergy. 

In strong words he cautioned Cardinal Fesch that ‘the Church in France would then envy the 

fate of churches which exist under domination of the Turks; because they are fully mistresses 

of their teaching.’11 His perception of living in a society departing from its Christian heritage 

inspired him to discern some ways in which the Church could remain a dialogue partner with 

this new society while preserving the autonomy necessary for continuing the mission of 

Christ. Emery’s openness and integrity was even acknowledged by Napoleon who personally 

insisted on having him on the Council of the Imperial University.12  

 The growing tension between the Emperor and the Pope eventually drove the Superior 

of Saint Sulpice out into the open. He participated in Ecclesiastical Commissions both in 1809 

and 1811 where he persisted in presenting the Church’s faith in a constructive and engaging 

manner. Even Napoleon admitted: ‘I am not angry with M. Emery; he speaks like a man who 

knows his business... True, he and I do not think alike, but each must hold freely his own 

conviction.’13 

If Emery’s conduct impressed the Emperor, who sought to use the Church for his own 

policies, Eugene de Mazenod, who sought to serve the Church, found in the old priest a 
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mentor capable of equipping him to be constructively engaged with the contemporary milieu 

while preserving the Church identity. In 1810 he wrote about Emery: ‘His sole concern was 

for what was good, and without passion and prejudice he often found ways of achieving it 

where many other clever men had given up hope.’14 

Eugene de Mazenod who observed the shift in the religiosity of the French wrote to his 

mother: ‘People are only too ready to scorn our holy religion’15 but he also exhibited the 

accommodating wisdom of Emery as he wrote: ‘Let us yield to circumstances but not 

abandon the tradition of our fathers.’16 Furthermore the difficult circumstances the Church 

was experiencing led him to recognise the purification of the intentions of his contemporary 

Catholics. Acknowledging the scarcity of vocations to the ministerial priesthood he was able 

to construct a theological interpretation: ‘The Church in her poverty no longer offers those 

who devote themselves to her service anything except what was the lot, the glory, the riches 

and the happiness of the first disciples of the Gospel.’17 

When he wrote this letter Eugene for more than three months had actively cooperated 

with Emery’s inner circle of trustworthy seminarians copying and distributing Papal 

documents and news regarding Pius VII.18 The task with which he was entrusted enabled him 

to acquire knowledge of the situation surrounding the Pope19 who was removed from Rome 

on 6 July 180920 and confined in Savona from 17 August 1809.21 After the Papal States were 

annexed by the French, the Pope, on 10 June 1809, in firm words excommunicated the 

invaders of Rome.22 At the time of his abduction he wrote to the faithful in a fatherly manner 
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that ‘they imitate the conduct of the faithful of the first century, in an era where Saint Peter 

was locked in a prison, and when the Church constantly prayed for him to the Lord.’23 

Applying to himself the words of Christ addressed to Saint Peter: ‘When you are in an 

advanced age, you will extend the hands; another will gird you and lead you where you won't 

want to go to’24 he not only submitted to the invaders but sent a strong message of faith to the 

world. Owen Chadwick analysing the consequences of the kidnap wrote: ‘Though not a clever 

man, or a subtle politician, he was a quiet man of prayer, more of the stuff of martyrs. It had 

been said that Napoleon could probably have broken high Popes of the Middle Ages a 

Gregory VII or a Boniface VIII. Pius VII was too humble or too unpretentious a character to 

make a thunderous duel of sovereign authorities in which he must fall.’25 

Cardinal Pacca recalled that during the forced departure when the Pope Pius VII 

discovered he had only a small coin in his possession he commented with a smile to the 

escorting general: ‘See what I have in my entire sovereignty.’26 The Cardinal, reminiscing 

about their abduction, also interwove it with the account of Christ sending his disciples on 

mission: ‘Nothing for your journey, neither bread, we were leaving without any provisions; 

neither have two coats, without other clothes, than those covering us, and they were even very 

inconvenient, because the Pope was in mozette and stole, and I was in ratchet and mozette, 

without even a shirt to change; no money, with thirty-five baïocs.’27 

The vulnerability of the stateless Pope took a more dramatic turn when first the French 

cardinals28 and later all cardinals in Rome29 were ordered to relocate to France. The following 

year Napoleon continued his policy of diminishing the significance of the Holy See. On 10 
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January, it was decided that the archives of the Holy See were to be transferred to Paris30 and 

a few day later the Emperor had the ring of the fisherman, the seals of the Pope and the tiara 

brought to his capital.31 In February 1810 Napoleon insisted that all the documents of the 

Apostolic Penitentiary should be stored in Paris as well.32 Deprived of temporal powers and 

even of the means to exercise his ecclesial authority Pius VII however benefited enormously 

from being freed from the golden prison inherited from his predecessors.33 The journey from 

Rome to Savona reignited the personal and spiritual veneration the papacy enjoyed among 

Catholics.34 Eugene de Mazenod gained a sense of the loving reception extended to the Pope 

who passed through Aix where his mother was among the well-wishers.35 The government 

censorship of news regarding Pius VII36 was a desperate measure to combat the influence of 

the Pope. However it didn’t prevent Saint Sulpice from following and spreading the news 

about the Pontiff and from cultivating a filial attachment to the Successor of Saint Peter in 

organising correspondence between Pius VII and his cardinals.37 

Father Emery who never ceased to contribute to the unity of the Church in France was 

convinced of the importance of unity with the Pope. Having received in November 1809, an 

apology from an Italian cardinal, Antonio Dugnani, who feared that his visit to the seminary 

could compromise the situation of the institution Emery responded: ‘If the home of Saint 

Sulpice had to be destroyed, it could not perish for a more beautiful cause than the Roman 

Church.’38 

The sentiments of the Sulpicians towards the Pope eventually resulted in their expulsion 

from the seminary. Father Emery was the first to leave the seminary on 18 June 1810. The 
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following day Eugene wrote: ‘The Government intentions are no mystery, the only reason the 

Sulpicians are being destroyed is their heart-felt devotion, one that every Catholic must share, 

to the Holy See, the Holy Roman Church, mother and mistress of all churches.’39 

Nevertheless the expelled Superior didn’t refuse contributing to the deliberations of the 

1811 Ecclesial Commission. Cardinal Consalvi reported: ‘Although the discourse of the 

Emperor was nothing but a fabric of erroneous principles, falsities, atrocious calumnies, anti-

Catholic maxims, yet not a bishop, not even a cardinal, had the courage to defend the truth in 

the face of such vehemence and power; all forgot their duty and kept scandalously silent. A 

simple priest arose to save the honour of his estate and dared to speak the truth to the most 

formidable of Caesars. This priest was Father Emery, a moderate Gallican, who adhered to the 

principles of the Declaration of 1682.’40 

The input of Emery not only challenged the Emperor’s interpretation of the prerogatives 

of the Gallican Church but it also set out the tradition of the Church in France in relation to 

the Holy See: 

Sire, I cannot be of any other opinion than that contained in your catechism and 
taught by your order in all the churches in the Empire… We are obliged in France 
to adhere to the Four Articles of 1682; but it is necessary to receive this doctrine 
in its entirety; it is said in the preamble of this Declaration that the primacy of 
Peter and the Roman Pontiffs was instituted by Jesus Christ, and that all 
Christians must pay respect to the Holy See. Furthermore, one must add that the 
Four Articles were decreed in order to prevent, under the pretext of the liberties of 
the Gallican Church, injury being done to the primacy of the Roman See.41 
 
Upon Emery’s death, Eugene acknowledged his firmness of principle together with his 

willingness to conciliate. He was ‘incapable of betraying his duty, unshakable in his 

principles, he yet had the talent of conciliation to a supreme degree... He was the only one 

able to bond people together in unity.’42 Although Eugene didn’t need motivation for his 

veneration to the Pope, he inherited from his seminary master, (whom he never called a 
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Gallican), the perception of the Papacy as a means to the unity of the Church, ‘the large 

family, whose interests are common, needs are similar, helps are mutual.’43 

 

5.2. Having Jesus before one’s eyes: contemplating Christ in a community 

 

 Eugene’s sense of the Church as a family echoed his sentiments concerning his own 

family. Writing a self-evaluation for his spiritual director at the beginning of his seminary 

formation he disclosed: ‘I would let myself be cut up into little pieces for some members of 

my family, and that stretches out to quite a long way for I would give my life without 

hesitation for my father, mother, grandmother, my sister and my father’s two brothers. 

Generally speaking I love with passion everybody I believe loves me, but theirs must be a 

passionate love too. So gratitude is the final constituent that goes to make up my heart’s 

passion.’44 

 In view of his early Seminary writings it appears that apart from his openness to the 

guidance of the Sulpicians he was also prepared to embrace the seminary community in a 

personal and fraternal manner. During his retreat at the beginning of his Seminary formation 

he wrote about ‘the saints who form this truly heavenly house… who are willing to abase 

themselves so far as to call me their brother.’45 The excitement of the seminarian, who had 

lived only for a few days at Saint Sulpice, and thus had had a limited lived experience of the 

seminary, was a part of his searching to fulfil the will of God. Voicing his happiness Eugene 

acknowledged his sense of being exactly where God was calling him. That is why the 

enthusiastic description of the community he had become part of was a theological insight 

rather than simply the naivety of a novice. Furthermore the notes taken during that retreat also 
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shed the light on his realistic attitude and astuteness regarding his new home: ‘I must politely 

and joyfully put up with the little vulgarities, lack of respect etc.’46 

Apart from the usual interpersonal challenges arising from personality differences 

within the seminary he was also crossing the boundaries of the social classes by living in a 

community made up of people coming from all walks of life. After a year in formation de 

Mazenod wrote to his mother that despite the growing number of seminarians those coming 

from the noble families were still very few.47 However as Leflon observed the new Saint 

Sulpice Seminary was ‘the community whose membership had long since been reduced and 

unified.’48 Analysing the situation historically, Leflon recognised the impact of the 

Revolution in both the scarcity of vocations but also in the unity of those called to the priestly 

life. ‘There was no longer a division between clergy of the aristocracy and that of the 

commoners, which introduced class distinction and class antagonism into the one priesthood 

of Christ.’49 Even Eugene was able to perceive the change in the clergy: ‘Today’s priests are 

not like those of old; we are priests for the Church alone and so every moment of our time is 

hers.’50 On this unexpected outcome of the Revolution, Father Emery began building the 

seminary community. Jean-Edme-Auguste Gosselin, an author of a two volume publication 

on the life of Emery and also a fellow seminarian of Eugene,51 summarised that community in 

the following words: ‘Never perhaps we had seen in the seminary a happy gathering of 

remarkable vocations, than during the years which followed the Concordat. Among these 

vocations, some were already old, and more solid as they had been tested by the storms of the 

Revolution. The others were marked, therefore to say, by the seal of a particular providence 

                                                             
46 Mazenod, Résolutions prises pendant la retraite faite en entrant au séminaire les premiers jours d'octobre 
1808, Paris, between 12 and 19 October 1808, DM IV-1, OMI Archives. 
47 Mazenod to Marie-Rose de Mazenod, 11 October 1809, in Mazenod, Ecrits Spirituels, 1794-1811, vol. 14, 
162. 
48 Leflon, Eugene de Mazenod, vol. 1, 291. 
49 Leflon, Eugene de Mazenod, vol. 1, 292. 
50 Mazenod to Marie-Rose de Mazenod, 22 April 1812, FB I-8, OMI Archives. 
51 "Notice sur M. Gosselin Auteur de la Vie M. Emery" in Gosselin, Vie de M. Émery, vol. 1, VI-VII. 



116 

on subjects of choice, already exercised in the world, practices of piety and of high 

perfection.’52 

The opinion of Gosselin was reinforced by Eugene himself who wrote to his 

grandmother: ‘What a life we have here! The days simply fly by, yet despite their shortness 

they are full in the eyes of the Lord. Here everything brings us to him; there is not a single 

moment of the day that is not his. The least thing we do has its value as everything is done 

with an eye to the obedience we owe him. In a word, the seminary, when one enters into it in 

the spirit that everyone who is called to the clerical state ought to have, is a veritable paradise 

on earth.’53 

Likewise the links the Sulpicians worked to establish between themselves and their 

seminarians contributed to creating a strong community which had also a long term vision. 

Gosselin quoted the words of Father Emery who addressed the graduates: ‘Perhaps you will 

you say to yourself: My director is busy; I do not want to disturb him. Gentlemen, this would 

ignore the feelings of the directors of the seminary. They are the men of the clergy, only 

devoted to your service; they are only working for you... We never forget those whom we 

have formed. The ties that bind us to you are indissoluble.’54 

The formation vision and methodology of Emery, which drew from the experience of 

Acarie’s circle, the Oratory of Jesus and the origins of the Sulpicians, cultivated the 

realisation of the Church in a community. Moreover it also actualised the ideal of an apostolic 

community expressed by Olier: ‘All those who enter the Seminary of Saint Sulpice will 

consider it an apostolic college where people come together under the protection of the holy 

apostles to study their words, to invoke their spirit, to imitate their conduct, and to live 

according to the Gospel which they preached to us.’55 
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Immersed in such an environment Eugene absorbed this vision: ‘Let us pray to the Lord 

to grant his Church, not so much a larger number of priests, as a small but well-chosen 

number. Twelve Apostles were enough to correct the world.’56 Already at the beginning of his 

formation he acknowledged the work of God in his soul: ‘the generous Master… has willed to 

choose for it a home, to call it to a state which, in bringing it close to J.C., places it in the 

happy necessity of centring its thoughts solely on this divine Saviour.’57 In the seminary he 

found not only ‘attachment to the holy, catholic, Roman church and sound teaching,’58 not 

only, a house to form his character59 but predominately a community defined by its Christ 

centeredness. Living in such a community Eugene experienced a realisation of Jesus Christ’s 

vision for the gathering of his disciples: ‘By this love you have for one another, everyone will 

know that you are my disciples.’ (Jn 13:35) In a spiritual conference in March 1809 de 

Mazenod was able to voice a prayer that captured what he had already experienced in the 

seminary: ‘Can I doubt that at this very moment you (Jesus) are receiving the tribute of as 

many hearts as I count here brothers. Sweet effects of that intimate charity that unites 

disciples of one and the same Master, gives us a common interest, and so discharges through 

that wonderful harmony.’60 

The dynamic of charity and unity he acknowledged to exist in the midst of Saint Sulpice 

complemented and actualised his belief regarding the Church: ‘How wonderful this 

communion which turns the whole universe into one single, large family, whose interests are 

common, needs are similar, helps are mutual. How I love to dwell on this concert of ardent 

prayers directed up to heaven where dwells the Father, the bond, object and centre.’61 
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His perception of the community gained a new perspective at the end of 1810 following 

an invitation to join a highly secretive Association Aa operating in the Seminary62 for the sake 

of influencing the seminary in a very discreet way without drawing attention to the members 

of the group. 

By entering the Aa of Saint Sulpice Eugene was given an opportunity to participate in 

the seminary community by belonging to a smaller and inconspicuous group, ‘a body of pious 

clerics in the seminary who are perfect observers of the rules and who by their examples, their 

counsels and their prayers contribute to preserving a great fervor in the community.’63 

Santucci drew the conclusion that ‘it gave Eugene a formation in a dynamic and a method that 

successfully formed an elite corps to be an instrument of change of a larger group.’64 Even 

though the observation corresponds with the reality Eugene experienced in the seminary it 

still needs a further examination of its application by the young priest upon his return to Aix. 

It will be conducted in the next chapter. Suffice to say here that the dynamic of the Aa was a 

significant communitarian contributor to de Mazenod’s formation as an evangelizer. 

The decision of the Association to entrust Eugene with studying the minute-book and 

preparing a recommendation for their future endeavours in the light of the tradition of the 

Association gave him an opportunity to familiarize himself with the spirit and practices of the 

Aa.65 More importantly however were his interactions with the seminarians belonging to the 

Aa who ‘pray unceasingly for each other and will be intimately united as souls.’66 The ideal 

of the small community echoed Eugene’s own longings for friendship: ‘I aim at a friendship 

which, to sum it all up in a word, would make but one being where there were two.’67 The 
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relationships he entered into were not however aiming at exclusivity or separation but at unity 

in order to be of service for the wider seminary community. 

This service which was much needed after the expulsion of Fr Emery from the 

seminary68 for supporting the rights of the Holy See, appeared to be a prudent move of the 

Sulpician formators who foresaw the further action of Napoleon. On 14 October 1810 Eugene 

informed his mother of the departure of the directors and his responsibility to replace them: ‘I 

could not leave the seminary without creating serious problems… I am one of the key people 

in the house, and in some respect the key person.’69 Upon accepting the new responsibility he 

also took to a new level his communitarian engagement. The Founder of the Sulpicians, Jean-

Jacque Olier, defined the role of the formators predominantly as a vibrant community within 

the seminary: ‘We must never stray from the plan with which God was pleased to inspire us: 

that we join together for his service as an organism.’70 After the removal of the seminary’s 

directors, the Sulpicians found continuity in a new leadership group made up of the members 

of the Aa71 which gave Eugene not only a conspicuous role as a formator, even though he was 

only a deacon, but also a new way of interacting with the seminary community through the 

community of formators. 

 

 

5.3. Having Jesus in one’s heart: Eugene’s unity and union with Christ 

 

 The sense of the Church evident in the conduct of Fr Emery was translated into his 

way of forming the future priests. Gosselin recorded the Rector’s reaction to a group of 

seminarians persisting in praying in an adjoining room instead of joining the community: 

I perceived that there were people in the house so modest and humble that they 
did not consider themselves worthy to pray with us, and kept themselves 

                                                             
68 Mazenod to Marie-Rose de Mazenod, 19 June 1810, FB I-7, OMI Archives. 
69 Mazenod to Marie-Rose de Mazenod, 14 October 1811, FB I-7, OMI Archives. 
70 Olier, "Mémoires autographes," quoted in Constitutions de la Compagnie des prêtres de St-Sulpice, 8. 
71 Leflon, Eugene de Mazenod, vol. 1, 386. 



120 

concealed during the prayer in the adjoining room. I would greatly approve of 
their humility, if it did not turn to the detriment of charity, depriving us of the 
edification that would give us the example of their fervour. I declare to them that 
if they persist in this practice of humility, I shall be compelled to go to them and 
say to them, like the father of the family of the parable: Amice, ascende 
superiùs.72 
 
His charitable and community orientated vision influenced the seminary. Eugene in the 

first months of his formation acknowledged: ‘I think the Church’s way of doing things is 

much to be preferred to individualistic ways.’73 Immersed in the seminary community he was 

also able to discover a new dimension to his relationship with his own family as he elaborated 

in a letter to his grandmother, who feared a possibility of disconnection: ‘Are you really ready 

to believe that when I give myself wholly to him (God) to receive him wholly in return, I do 

not include you too in my offering, so you can have a share in my bargain?’74 

As he remained connected to his own family so he remained connected to his personal 

history. The notes from the first seminary retreat reveal the healthy foundation of his 

spirituality. While bringing honestly into focus his past lapses he also attributed to God the 

trust he had in his mercy.75 He dwelt on this thought further in 1809 while writing to his 

mother: ‘There is nothing at all for the man to fear who knows his weakness, places all his 

trust in God, and leans on him as he strides along the way he has laid out for him.’76 Detecting 

the presence of God on the way of his own life journey Eugene responded to it with the sense 

of gratitude. Drawing his spiritual portrait for Fr Duclaux he admitted that in his relations 

with people ‘gratitude is one of the things I like best.’77 A few months later he articulated his 

own gratitude for ‘that ever memorable act of mercy by which this powerful God snatched me 

with sweetest violence from a corrupting world.’78 It moved him to: ‘the expression, all too 
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imperfect, of the feelings of gratitude with which my heart is penetrated at the sight of the 

great mercies the Lord has bestowed upon me.’79 This sense of gratitude characterised his 

formation journey as he summed it up during his retreat prior to the priestly ordination: 

‘gratitude filled me as I admired the wholly merciful plan he (God) has followed in my 

regard.’80 

The developing realisation of the active presence of Jesus in his own history led Eugene 

to a more personal and intimate relationship with Christ. God, in whom de Mazenod believed 

and trusted, was not an abstract deity but ‘our good Master… the tender friend… adorable 

Saviour.’81 Elaborating on the necessity of frequent Holy Communion he did not hesitate to 

put it as an invitation from Christ alone: ‘Come to me, cries out the Bridegroom 

continually.’82 Captivated by his approaching ordination in 1811 he voiced his own desire: 

‘My Lord, my Father, my love, bring me to love you; this only do I ask, for I know very well 

that that is everything. Give me your love.’83 Ordained a priest he planned ‘to live as if on 

retreat… wholly taken up with the Spouse of my soul who deigns to make of it his permanent 

dwelling.’84 

A personal and intimate relationship with Christ became the constituting factor of de 

Mazenod’s identity. The belongingness to Jesus present in his personal history was 

subsequently placed in the context of the community. 

Firstly it was defined by the dynamic of liturgy around which Eugene structured his 

own spiritual schedule.85 The profundity of the ceremonies and their recurrence was to bridge 

his personal experience of Christ with the experience of Christ being celebrated by the Church 

community. At his first Easter at Saint Sulpice, deeply moved by the ceremonies, he felt 
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‘joined with the whole Church of heaven and earth to celebrate the glorious Resurrection of 

our Saviour.’86 It was by internalizing the spirit of the liturgy that he entered ‘effortlessly into 

the Church’s way of seeing things.’87 While delivering a talk to the Association of the Blessed 

Sacrament and listing the sequence of solemnities he marvelled at their ‘abundance’ and 

‘profusion.’88 However pondering the mystery of Pentecost he also pointed out its 

actualisation: ‘You must have felt that it was not just a question of celebrating the memory of 

a glorious moment of the past, for you certainly shared in the same favours that were poured 

out on the assembled disciples; the Holy Spirit, ever fecund and infinitely multiplying his 

benefactions, comes down anew today as then.’89 

 Secondly the Pentecost grounded his response and cooperation with his priestly 

vocation in the reality of a concrete community, which was Saint Sulpice Seminary. 

The preserved writings of de Mazenod shed light on both his conviction and 

commitment to the call he was convinced to have originated in God90 and his response to it in 

the light of the needs of the community. The application, only a couple of months after 

joining the seminary, to receive tonsure91 triggered some anxiety in his mother who feared 

that Eugene was proceeding with his formation too fast.92 However Eugene’s response was to 

pray ‘for those whose faith is not big enough to form a balanced judgment on the step I have 

taken which seemed to many to be taken in haste.’93 Furthermore he pondered ‘whether most 

of them know there is a Lord at all.’94 For him his advancement to ordination was determined 

by his relationship with Christ. Addressing the growing uneasiness of his mother concerning 

his receiving subdiaconate so quickly he wrote: ‘It is not the subdiaconate that binds me to the 

clerical state; it is my full, entire, voluntary and well-thought-out decision. This properly 
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speaking is what binds me; the subdiaconate is but the means I employ to arrive at the 

accomplishment of this decision.’95 The determination he voiced was also mixed with joy. Six 

months later upon receiving the diaconate he needed to restrain himself from elaborating on ‘a 

subject so close to my heart as I won’t know when to stop.’96 Although ‘gloom has descended 

on the seminary’97 following the expulsion of Fr Emery, Eugene expressed his determination 

to persevere: ‘This succession of setbacks will not make me change my plans. I am not going 

to leave Paris a moment sooner or later.’98 In spite of unfortunate circumstances the new 

deacon still orientated his life towards Jesus Christ. 

 This orientation was given a fresh framework after joining the Aa in December 1810. 

Following the tradition of the Association Eugene consecrated himself to the Sacred Hearts of 

Jesus and Mary. The purpose of the act was to bind the members together for the sake of the 

wider community of the seminary. ‘It is my intention to offer to you (God) for myself and for 

all my confreres of the association… all the good works which I will have the good fortune to 

do in the course of my life.’99 With this fresh and strongly communitarian framework for his 

vocation and his relationship with Christ Eugene re-evaluated his path to the priesthood and 

decided to postpone it for a year.100 The decision however was still an expression of his 

primary goal: ‘the glory of God, being of use to my neighbour, service to the Church.’101 In 

the same letter he revealed the motivation behind the unexpected change of plans: ‘Far from 

intimidating me, current events encourage me, and certainly they would have me change my 

mind and not postpone any longer the reception of the priesthood which affords me my only 
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opportunity of being able to be of service to the Church, if on the other hand, I were not 

convinced that I will be more useful still by delaying it.’102 

 It can be argued that this new development came from his participation in the Aa and 

the contribution he was making through the association to the seminary, and ultimately to the 

Church, at this difficult time of uncertainty. Additionally Eugene’s perception of his own 

unworthiness was not a sign of his preoccupation with himself but the awareness of his 

responsibility ‘to sanctify others’103 which echoed the purpose of the Aa. 

 When drawn out of the inconspicuous activity of the Aa into the formal work within 

the body of new formators replacing the expelled Sulpicians, he again reinforced his decision 

to stay in the seminary because ‘everything points to that: God’s glory, the good of the 

Church, edification of neighbour, my own advantage.’104 

 Although in the letter of 14 October 1811 he announced the need for more time to 

prepare himself for ordination105 on 21 December 1811 he wrote to his mother from Amiens: 

‘Dear, darling mother, the miracle has been wrought: your Eugene is a priest of Jesus 

Christ.’106 Pielorz suggested that ‘Because it would have been difficult for Abbé de Mazenod 

to suitably carry out his task of director without being a priest, he resigned himself to accept 

the ‘dreaded priesthood.’107 This decision, in the light of Eugene’s diverse involvements in 

the seminary community, meant placing his own plans and desires regarding his vocation at 

the service and the needs of the community. With faith Eugene embraced it as he confessed: 

‘As it seems to be the Lord’s will for me to stay on this year in the seminary and the purpose 

of my remaining on is to assist in maintaining in the house the spirit our Fathers sought 
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assiduously to create, I will submit to what seems to be the design of Providence in my 

regard.’108 

 Nonetheless his final months at St Sulpice were a further experience of vitality of the 

Church expressed in the new formators’ reciprocal responsibility but also in their 

interconnectedness which was motivated by their passion for Christ. ‘Tharin, and Teysseyrre, 

and Gosselin, with whom I was associated in the direction of this seminary when our Fathers 

were taken from us… we were students together, we grew up in the shadow of the same 

protecting wings, received the same instructions, shared the same advantages and 

examples.’109 

 

 

5.4. Having Jesus in one’s hands: Eugene’s involvements in ministry 

 

 Taché in his study of the spirituality of Eugene de Mazenod noted that ‘If Saint 

Sulpice insists precisely on prayer and study; it does not open sufficiently to the apostolic 

life.’110 He further argued that it resulted in ‘a lack of pastoral orientation’111 in the spirituality 

of de Mazenod. Although his work was one of the first contemporary critical studies, a 

significant gap was created by the omission of Eugene’s ministerial engagements during his 

seminary time. Taché, in the first chapter of his dissertation, setting the stage for an 

investigation of the initial years of Eugene’s priesthood, focused only on his intellectual and 

spiritual formation.112 Similarly Morabito and Leflon did not include the pastoral activities of 

the young seminarian in their works despite Eugene’s writings revealing a rich spectrum of 
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pastoral activities during his time at Saint Sulpice. This was in contrast to the early 

biographers of de Mazenod: Ray and Rambert. In fact Ray described his work as an 

apostolate.113 That early tradition appreciating the significance of Eugene’s ministerial 

outreach found its place in the work of Pielorz114 and more recently of Santucci.115 The latter 

ascribed the term of ‘apostle’ to Eugene anew, though only from his priestly ordination in 

1811.116 

This section will study the pastoral ministry of de Mazenod in its unique framework of 

the Sulpician Seminary which was defined by Olier in the following words: ‘I realized that I 

was given the responsibility for this work and the parish which was annexed to the seminary 

in order to make public the ecclesiastical spirit of the seminary, which otherwise would be 

hidden without giving example to the church or putting the virtues and graces received there 

into practice.’117 

 
The most fundamental means of putting virtues and graces received at the seminary into 

practice was liturgy. Eugene, who had a profound appreciation of Church celebrations, 

acknowledged also the impact of the internalized rituals on others. In 1809 he wrote about 

Good Friday: ‘imagine the striking effect produced by eighty clerics… with a group of 

venerable elders at their head… all on their knees and absorbed for the whole hour in 

meditation of the Passion of our Lord.’118 Similarly he reported on the reception of Holy 

Communion by the seminarians in the parish church: ‘It is a superb sight, but how much more 

beautiful when seen with the eyes of faith.’119 The missionary orientation of priesthood 

inherited from the masters of the French School found its implementation in the missionary 

approach to liturgical celebrations. A deepening realisation about the missionary character of 
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the Church protected Eugene from developing an isolated ritualism. In fact one finds in him a 

sense of spiritual satisfaction from shared celebrations like the one which marked the annual 

pilgrimage to Mont Valérien in 1809: ‘We set out in procession, the sign of our redemption at 

the head, the people singing canticles and ourselves the Miserere, then the Vexilla Regis 

which it was really moving to sing as we went up the mountain side… What could be more 

ravishing in effect than to see the flower of the capital’s Christians dragging themselves along 

with faith and compunction in the sorrowful footsteps of the Saviour, receiving in exchange, 

from their generous Master, such an abundance of consolation.’120 

 The accounts of his participation in the liturgy correlated with his perception of 

priesthood when he pondered as to whether: ‘there is any happiness like that of sharing in the 

divine mission of the Son of God.’121 That joy cannot be simply limited to one’s pastoral 

activism. It is rather a shared experience of God. It was summarised by de Mazenod’s 

recollection of the outcome of the pilgrimage to Mont Valérien: ‘At Suresne we parted, and 

each went his own way, blessing God for the graces and consolations he had willed to bestow 

on us, and echoing in the joys of our hearts that a day spent in the tabernacles of the Lord in 

the midst of his holy solemnities is incomparably better than a thousand, what am I saying, 

than a thousand million days spent in the false joys of the world’s foolish children.’122 

 However the welcoming and familiar space of committed Catholics he encountered 

did not become a means of escapism from the reality of the irreligious milieu of the post-

Revolutionary France. Eugene was conscious of ‘malicious times’123 for Christians. The 

capital itself he described as ‘our scarcely Christian city.’124 In a letter to his mother in 

January 1809 he reported invectives he and his fellow seminarians heard in Paris: ‘lazybones,’ 

‘rolling black stone,’ ‘O, sorry breed of men,’ ‘crow.’125 Far from discouragement he drew a 

                                                             
120 Mazenod to Catherine-Elisabeth Joannis, 15 September 1809, FB I-6, OMI Archives. 
121 Mazenod to Marie-Rose de Mazenod, 28 February 1809, 117. 
122 Mazenod, Eugene de Mazenod to Catherine-Elisabeth Joannis, 15 September 1809, FB I-6, OMI Archives. 
123 Mazenod to Eugénie de Boisgelin, 4 December 1808, in Mazenod, Ecrits Spirituels, 1794-1811, vol. 14, 91. 
124 Mazenod to Marie-Rose de Mazenod, 18 December 1808, FB I-7, OMI Archives. 
125 Mazenod to Marie-Rose de Mazenod, 4 January 1809, FB I-7, OMI Archives. 



128 

theological insight explaining his determination to become a priest: ‘If you really grasped a 

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

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

they have by way of talents, wealth and life, it would still be time well, nay admirably well 

spent.’126 

Nevertheless before he was to search for souls to save he embraced opportunities to 

evangelise the people with whom he was already in contact. His correspondence with his 

family shows his attentiveness to their situation and his desire to cultivate in them the spirit of 

Christianity. Aware of the influence of Jansenism he continually insisted on the necessity of 

receiving Sacraments frequently.127 As he himself wasn’t drawn to passivity and 

defensiveness he was inspiring his relations to be disciples of Christ. Writing about his newly 

married sister he calmed the concerns of his mother: ‘Let her go into the world, she is cut out 

for that, but once there let her be Christian and very much the Christian.’128 His letters he 

considered as a ‘ministry of charity’ hoping ‘that the Lord will give his blessing more and 

more to a correspondence that tends to make him loved and served better.’129 In spite of his 

intimacy with regard to his family Eugene included his fellow seminarians in the ministry to 

his relatives. In view of his sister’s wedding he wrote: “Not only have I been praying… but 

still have had others pray that the Lord will uphold her and help her to walk in this new 

way… I assure you that we have among us a large number of powerful intercessors.’130 The 

following year he also wrote: ‘Our fervent friends in the seminary, to whom I read out the bits 

that are of interest to all who are lovers of God’s glory, will be offering many prayers for that 

dear child’s perseverance in the path of goodness.’131 
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Similarly he embraced the opportunities presented in Paris. In February 1809 Eugene 

wrote about Paul de Magalon, a man of his age, who captivated by the religious enthusiasm of 

the seminarian started visiting him daily planning to join the seminary. ‘The happiness he had 

seen in me had for a moment tempted him and perhaps the lively way I expressed my vivid 

feelings swept him off his feet without my even trying.’132 Although de Magalon discerned 

that the clerical state was not his calling, his interactions with Eugene reveal the naturalness 

and authenticity of the seminarian’s apostolate, which at that time took a fresh turn. 

On 5 February 1809 Eugene began ministering as a catechist at Saint Sulpice parish.133 

His description of the classes echoed faithfully the vison of Olier: ‘I begin, to understand the 

purpose of God, which will reform this church. He wishes that youth should first be secured 

by giving them the Christian principles, and instilling in them the fundamental maxims of 

salvation, by means of the young clerics of the seminary who will carry this instruction 

throughout the suburb.’134 

Writing to his mother he explained that one of the classes made of ‘the poorest in the 

parish, children of tavern keepers, in a word a vermin-ridden lot’ was not going well. ‘It has 

been decided that perhaps I might breathe some life into this ailing body.’135 Preparing 

himself meticulously for the new ministry he hoped ‘to be good friends’136 with the 

participants. Searching for ways to present the truths of faith he revealed that: ‘I give them a 

good chew myself before passing them on to the children.’137 
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In November 1810 Eugene de Mazenod together with Louis de Bonald and Charles de 

Janson138 was entrusted with teaching ‘the major catechism… where the pupils are well-

educated, very pious adults whom it is difficult to speak to without preparation.’139 

Alongside his external ministries Eugene also demonstrated his responsibility for the 

growth in faith of his confreres. As early as February 1809 in a discreet way he inspired some 

fellow seminarians to undertake additional fasting and prayer as reparation for the abuses of 

the carnival. While being pleased with the participation of others he also acknowledged, in a 

letter to his mother, his satisfaction that no one was aware that he initiated it.140 That initial 

undertaking for the benefit of the community was intensified by Eugene’s joining of the Aa. 

Pielorz noted that it gave Eugene an opportunity to ‘exercise his apostolic zeal.’141 This 

observation finds support in the minutes of the first sessions attended by the new member: 

‘M. de Mazenod remarked to the members of the assembly that there was not enough zeal in 

the association for the maintenance of fervour in the seminary that we were just to see the 

abuse without taking the means which can make remedy it.’142 

Subsequently his inconspicuous but committed ministry to his fellow seminarians was 

continued by accepting the role of a formator. It was in the context of this unexpected 

ministry that Eugene identified and committed himself to ‘a scrupulous fidelity to the least 

movements of the Holy Spirit.’143 The fidelity which he exhibited during the time at Saint 

Sulpice, particularly in relation to his pastoral engagements, broadened his subjective 

perception of means to address the needs of the Church. 
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Conclusion 

 

The four years Eugene lived at Saint Sulpice gave him a profound experience of the 

Church and her mission. As he never articulated doubts regarding his vocation so he never 

voiced any regrets regarding his choice of the seminary. Although the institution didn’t aim at 

training seminarians for innovative spiritual and pastoral projects it formed pastors who 

would guide their local parish communities in the spirit of Trent. The Catechism of the 

Council persistently stressed the obligation of the parish priests ‘to teach.’144 As a newly 

ordained priest Eugene also added: ‘I will strive to live in such a way that my deeds will 

speak more loudly than my words and suggestions.’145 

While he never expressed plans to become a parish priest Eugene found himself at 

home among the men whose aspiration was to work in parishes. Was it simply because of his 

character and openness to others or was it an early indication of the complementarity of his 

call to evangelising in relation to the ministry of the local clergy?  

Eugene’s journey toward the priesthood also involved unexpected turns determined by 

the situation of the community of which he was a part. While accepting them he exhibited 

interior and exterior peace. 

Moving beyond the seminary experience he left the spiritual, communitarian and 

pastoral structures which determined his development between 1808 and 1812. The next 

chapter will examine how he implemented his seminary experience in the context of the local 

Church in Aix. 
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Chapter 6 

Fragmented evangelizer. First years of the priestly ministry in Aix 

 

 

Introduction 

 

 After four years of seminary formation at Saint Sulpice Eugene de Mazenod, as a 

priest, eventually returned to Provence where he would spend the rest of his life. Austin 

Gough wrote that ‘France since the Revolution was a mission country.’1 The Church had to 

face the challenge presented by this new situation which was made increasingly difficult by 

the interference of the Napoleonic government attempting to subdue the Church to its own 

agenda. Eugene, with his astute sense of the Church, was to share in the dilemma of his 

contemporary ecclesial community about the ways of embracing the mission of evangelising. 

 This chapter will study Eugene’s involvement in the Church of Aix from his return in 

October 1812 until March 1814. It will be examined in light of the advice of Fr Duclaux, 

Eugene’s spiritual director from Saint Sulpice. Fr Duclaux wrote: ‘do not present yourself as a 

reformer, but a very good priest, one zealous for all the rules of ecclesiastical discipline; look 

neither right nor left, but see God and religion in all your actions.’2 Thus Fr Duclaux provided 

Eugene with a method of discerning which was profoundly ecclesial, theological and 

personalist. In order to appreciate the dynamic of de Mazenod’s involvement in the local 

Church of Aix, the Sulpician method of meditation will be applied again allowing the 

discernment Eugene undertook to surface. 
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6.1. Having Jesus before one’s eyes: contemplating Christ in the Church 

 

In the middle of 1812, Napoleon’s appointee to the See of Aix, Bp Jauffret replying to 

Eugene’s letter, in which the new ordained priest announced his soon return to Aix, wrote: 

‘The principals and sentiments you manifest assure me that in the present state of things you 

can be of real service to the Church of Aix.’3 

Although Eugene’s letter hasn’t been preserved the sentiments for his home diocese 

were articulated from the early days at Saint Sulpice. Away from Provence he still identified 

Aix as ‘our diocese’4 or ‘our Church of Aix.’5 In the midst of his local Church he wanted to 

be ordained a priest6 and continuously saw his formation in view of his service for his 

diocese.7 However his connection with the diocese wasn’t abstract or simply ministry related. 

His writings reveal a personal relationship with the Archbishop Cicé8 and a number of people 

from his local Church. He articulated it before receiving minor orders as he asked for the 

prayers of his family and ‘those of all the saints of our Church of Aix, people like the splendid 

Isnardon, Denis, the Grey Sisters.’9 A few months later preparing himself for subdiaconate he 

again sought support among the people of Aix: ‘Remind for me Sister Hylarion, of our 

communion of prayer, and ask her and her Sisters to make a novena and receive communion 

for me on the day of the ordination. Ask Father Denis to remember me in a special way, and 

all good souls who seek God’s glory.’10 In the first months of his time in Aix he expressed his 

perception of the Church in a relational dynamic when he reflected on the examination of 

conscience: ‘By this examination one settles so to speak one’s accounts every day with the 
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Father of the family.’11 Thus Eugene’s appreciation of the Church was grounded in his filial 

commitment to the diocese to which he related and perceived as a family. 

 However his sentiments for the local Church complemented his principles which were 

orientated by the direction of the Sulpicians and particularly that of Fr Emery. Rey preserved 

an event from the early days of Eugene in Aix when the young priest firmly opposed 

addressing Bishop Jauffret as Archbishop: ‘I protest the use of this title; and I feel sure that 

you do also. If not, I shall feel obliged to leave the table and withdraw, for I cannot be a party 

to schism.’12 The statement echoed the division inflicted on the Church by the Civil 

Constitution but also it indicated the complex situation of the diocese at the time. 

The imprisoned Pius VII by refusing canonical recognition of new bishops had created 

the peculiar situation of an increasing number of vacant episcopal sees. Chadwick commented 

that ‘from Savona Pius VII exercised an invisible influence which Pius VI never possessed.’13 

The Archdiocese of Aix from the death of Archbishop Cicé in August 1810 was without its 

Ordinary, even though Bishop Jauffret, was believed to obtain an appointment from the Pope 

soon. The bishop’s eventual departure in early 1813 left the administration of the local Church 

with two capitular vicars. 

 Eugene’s departure from the capital happened a few months after the captive Pope was 

transferred from Savona to Fontainebleau in close proximity to Paris, in June 1812.14 There 

the Pope, subjected to an interrogation of Napoleon, provisionally signed a new agreement 

regulating the situation between the State and the Church.15 Napoleon however published it 

on 25 January 1813 as the new concordat of Fontainebleau16 though it was rejected by the 

Pope. Costigan studying the circumstances surrounding the Pope’s situation observed that: 

‘This hardship and humiliation of Pius VII was to have, in the estimation of both Nineteenth 
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and Twentieth century authors, an ecclesiological significance of great moment.’17 In fact 

Costigan, analysing the years of the Pope’s captivity, summarized them as ‘France re-

discovers the Holy Father.’18 

 On 22 January 1814 Pius VII was informed about Napoleon’s orders for his return to 

Rome the following day.19 Though unsure about the real intentions of the Emperor and 

separated from his cardinals again20 the Pope witnessed the veneration of the people for his 

person along the journey. Eugene had also observed the excitement of people of Aix at the 

passage of the Pope on 7 February 1814. In a letter to Forbin-Janson he reported: 

At 8am we were alerted that the Holy Father would arrive at noon. The rumour 
spread like wildfire and immediately all shops closed down… everyone ran out to 
meet him… The fact remains that only the dying remained behind. As soon as the 
Holy Father appeared, a great shout went up from all sides: ‘Long live the Pope; 
Long live the Saintly Pope.’ They took hold of the bridle, stopped the carriage and 
then practically carried both the carriage and the horses. The joy, love and respect 
expressed with all the warmth typical of the Southern temperaments were so 
clearly portrayed on all faces that the Holy Father wept as he kept watching them 
and blessing them… What a picture that carriage made, bearing the most precious 
person in the world and moving along through fifteen or twenty thousand people 
who kept shouting words of affection.21 
 
The veneration for the Pope which de Mazenod already had was this time matched by 

that of the people of his own town. What he witnessed was an expression of affection for the 

religious leader who though still stateless and under control of the Emperor met with faith 

based recognition and connectedness on the part of the people. The Pontiff who in winter 

months of 1814 was making his way from Fontainebleau to Rome was a figure of 

vulnerability, who although deprived of the medieval power of his predecessors, resembled 

the temporal powerlessness of the post-revolutionary Church. Costigan studying the reality of 

Pius VII’s imprisonment observed that the outcome ‘was not simply a matter of pious 

acclamation at the sight of the religious leader but a graphic confrontation of two principles: 
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the temporal power of the modern nation-state and the spiritual power resting only on 

religious convictions.22 

Eugene de Mazenod immersed in the local Church of Aix, faithful to the advice of his 

spiritual director, also observed and contemplated the vulnerability of his ecclesial community 

which resembled the theandric nature of Christ. Eugene’s commitment to the Church inspired 

him not to rush into a particular ministry but first to see ‘in the eyes of faith’23 the community 

to which he returned. 

His very first documented public appearance revealed the depth of his contemplation 

regarding the Church when he said: ‘The poor, a precious portion of the Christian family.’24 

Concerned about the condition of the Church and searching for the ways to contribute to her 

mission, Eugene was inspired to turn his attention to the people who were not only on the 

peripheries of society but also of the Church. He elaborated on the topic further: ‘You are 

God’s children, the brothers of Jesus Christ, heirs to his eternal kingdom, chosen portion of 

his inheritance; you are, in the words of St. Peter, a holy nation, you are kings, you are priests, 

you are in some way gods.’25 Experiencing the vulnerability of the Church in her 

confrontation with the Napoleonic government and in the outcome of the systematic de-

Christianisation initiated by the Revolution, which was continued, in a more subtle way by the 

new regime, de Mazenod identified the poor as the yeast which could leaven the Church. 

Therefore the insight he had gained identified the poor not as passive recipients of the 

Church’s ministry but her protagonists. 

For that reason Eugene was further inspired in his contemplation of the reality of Christ 

present in the Church as he articulated: ‘We will begin with teaching you what you are, your 
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noble origin, what rights it gives you, and what obligations too it imposes on you, etc.’26 The 

message de Mazenod offered to the poor gathered in the church of the Madelaine evoked that 

of his own vocation: ‘My soul is an emanation from the divinity… my body equally is formed 

only for his service, to give glory and homage to God. All that exists was made to bring men 

to God.’27 Although it would be an over interpretation to identify in Eugene’s reflections the 

role of the laity as it was to be described by Vatican II it can be stated that his observation of 

the Church and his interactions with the poor of Aix were paving the way for the common 

responsibility for evangelising. 

The origin of that perception Eugene extracted from the life of Jesus Christ: ‘Our divine 

Saviour attached such importance to this that he took on himself the responsibility of 

instructing them and he cited as proof of the divinity of his mission the fact that the poor were 

being evangelized, pauperes evangelizantur.’28 Reaching out to the poor of his time de 

Mazenod saw as an authentication of the mission of his contemporary Church. Such an 

approach in conjunction with his passion for the Church realised in the local ecclesial 

community prevented Eugene from isolating the poor from the rest of the community. In fact 

Eugene’s determination to serve the poor cannot be understood without his determination to 

serve the Church. Therefore he felt at home among the poor as he felt at home in the Church. 

‘We place ourselves therefore at the disposition of the simplest among the ignorant. Like the 

father of a family… we will gather together our children to uncover for them a treasure.’29 

 The family like sentiments he expressed in the following sermons as he described the 

interactions between him and his listeners: 

Called by my vocation to be the servant and priest of the poor to whose service I 
would like to be able to devote my whole life, I cannot help being touched when I 
see the eagerness of the poor to hear my voice; but what fills my cup of joy to 
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overflowing is that this abundant concourse is clear proof that there are still in our 
town a considerable number of true Israelites who have not bent the knee to Baal, 
Christians who still love their religion, love to receive instruction, want to practise 
it, for it is quite evident that only love of your holy Law brings you to our 
presence.30 

 

 

6.2. Having Jesus before one’s eyes: contemplating Christ a community 

 

 The appreciation of the community life in the seminary of Saint Sulpice was to be 

continued by Eugene’s relations with his formators and some of his fellow seminarians. 

Nevertheless the Provencal seminarian realized the approaching end of day to day community 

life with them. In the months preceding his priestly ordination and subsequent return to 

Southern France he informed his mother of his plans to bring with him a former Trappist 

brother Maur (Pierre-Martin Bardeau). Although he introduced him as his potential 

manservant capable of doing ‘work of two maids, do things even that no woman could do’31 

he drew Maur into his spiritual life. In his resolutions he wrote: ‘to oblige Maur to accuse me 

of my faults in the morning at oraison.’32 The expectation correlated with Eugene’s earlier 

recognition of the spiritual qualities of Maur: ‘discreet, gentle, of outstanding piety… a 

fervent religious.’33 The occasional remarks on Maur found in the writings of de Mazenod 

indicate that the young priest perceived the former monk more as his companion than a 

domestic. Eugene’s hope was further expressed by involving Maur in all activities of the 

Youth Association34 he established in 1813. Despite Eugene’s efforts to attach his companion 

to his vision for evangelisation the connection was overshadowed by Maur’s existing 

commitment to the monastic life. The falling apart of the hopes for Maur must have been 

verbalised by Eugene in a lost letter to his seminary director who in response reminded his 
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directee: ‘when you chose him you were aware that he was a Trappist by his desire and 

profession, and that he had made irrevocable commitment to attach himself to a greater 

master.’35 

 The initial plans for his return to Aix also involved the Joannis country house, the 

Enclos, which Eugene envisaged as his ministry base. Additionally he invited his mother to 

join him.36 Although the plans for the country base were not carried out de Mazenod 

established himself in the city apartment of his mother37 where his association with his family 

was woven into his expression of priestly vocation. Determined on his freedom to discern the 

best way to serve Jesus Christ he accepted the lay environment of his mother’s apartment and 

requested not to have an official appointment in the archdiocese. The house setting resembled 

the Zinelli family with whom Eugene associated himself during his time in Venice from 1794 

– 1797. Camilla Brighenti and her six sons38 created a Christian household which welcomed 

Italian and French clergy for discussions and prayers.39 Two of Camilla Brighenti sons living 

with her were also clerics: Bartolo Zinelli, a priest, and his younger brother deacon Pietro 

Zinelli. Bartolo Zinelli, known for his piety and passion for learning didn’t have an official 

ministry in Venice.40 Both men provided the Provencal teenager with spiritual and humane 

support when he experienced isolation and loneliness of exile.41 Pielorz in his study of the 

developing spirituality of de Mazenod argued that in the Venetian family ‘Eugene found an 

exemplary life of work, piety, charity and a warm affection that left him in awe and did him a 

world of good.’42 Eugene’s decision to reside with his mother appeared to recreate that 

Venetian environment for which he was grateful. Despite his fond memories of the Zinellis 
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Eugene however didn’t limit his priestly outreach to the apartment of his mother, nor did it 

restrict his communitarian experiences to it. 

 One of the first such experiences after his return to Aix was his interaction with the 

local diocesan Seminary where he established an association, similar to the Aa at Saint 

Sulpice, to address ‘an alarming laxity.’43 In May 1813 writing to his friend Charles Forbin-

Janson about the development of his ministry in Aix Eugene was already able to acknowledge 

that ‘nothing could be more consoling than to see how this house progresses since this useful 

foundation.’44 ‘The converts,’ as he described the members of the association, not only 

contributed to the new vigour in the Aix Seminary but also inspired de Mazenod himself. ‘I 

assure you that I never leave these little meetings without feeling filled myself with the desire 

for my perfection, by the odour exhaled by the example of these angels.’45 Despite the 

edifying outcome the Association couldn’t offer Eugene the community experience he 

remembered as a member of the Aa at Saint Sulpice, as he wasn’t a seminarian among fellow 

seminarians any longer. His role was rather an informal formator guiding the candidates for 

the priesthood which to some extent resembled his ministry as a seminary director at Saint 

Sulpice. 

 A more promising initiative was his outreach to some local priests. As early as in 

February 1813 Fr Duclaux was commenting on the report he received from Eugene: ‘I am 

very happy to hear that you have joined with some holy priests for conferences and 

conversation on the duties of the priesthood. Take the life of St Vincent de Paul, read the 

Saint Lazarus Conferences which were held every Tuesday.’46 This early undertaking 

presented an opportunity for a platform of prayer, reflection and mutual support of likeminded 

priests and had a potential of evolving into a form of community of diocesan priests. Fr 

Duclaux recognised such an opportunity himself as he advised Eugene: ‘If you can make 
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these conferences a regular thing, you will have rendered the greatest of all services to the city 

of Aix.’47 

However the meetings didn’t endure and Eugene never mentioned them again. 

 A substantial portion of his writings from the studied period however exhibits a 

community reality realised in the Association of Christian Youth. The Association was 

founded by Eugene on 25 April 1813.48 In the opening lines of the Regulations and Statutes 

from 1813, the earliest document referring to the Association, Eugene already articulated his 

vision for the new undertaking: ‘The main purpose of this association is to form in the city a 

group of pious young men, who by their example, their advice and prayers, help to curb the 

license and general apostasy that every day makes such rapid and scary progress, as at the 

same time they work effectively for their own sanctification.’49 

 The wording closely resembling the Aa from Saint Sulpice also indicated a creative 

application of its ethos to a lay environment. Aware of a different context and thereby the 

importance of a good foundation, Eugene personally invited the first seven members, whereas 

he retained the role of the director.50 This select initial group was further invited to make a 

faith inspired commitment: 

We, the undersigned members of the Congregation of Christian Youth, 
established under the patronage of the Immaculate Conception of the Blessed 
Virgin, do hereby certify that, as members of that Congregation, in order to 
strengthen more and more the bonds that unite us to God, our Creator, Saviour 
and Sanctifier, and to separate ourselves as far as it is possible from the corruption 
of the world and the people among whom we are obliged to live, we consecrate 
ourselves in perpetuity to the Most Holy Trinity, offering it this homage we make 
with all our being through the hands of the Blessed Virgin and Immaculate Mary, 
our Mother and Patroness, to whose service we also dedicate ourselves with all 
our heart.51 
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 The commitment of the members corresponded also with that of the director who apart 

from participating in the weekly meetings worked on designing some rule for the Association. 

Even before he held the first meeting Eugene sought some feedback on the project from his 

Seminary spiritual director who in February 1813 wrote back to him: ‘I say the same for the 

lay young people to whom you wish to give instructions every Sunday. This is also the work 

of the works: give all your care to it, demonstrate all your zeal to train them well. Give them a 

rule.’52 On 2 February 1814 Eugene presented the rule he had conceived in the course of his 

ten-month-interactions with the members of the Association. In the Diary it was recorded that: 

The Rev. Director judged the time to be ripe for drawing up a regulation to 
include all the duties that they have to fulfil, both as Christians and as congregants 
and to furnish them with the means of sustaining their piety, to study as they 
should, in a word to achieve their salvation amidst all the dangers that surround 
them on every side. This regulation was read out to the assembled congregants 
and approved by them and with common accord was adopted and approved as the 
law of the Association which all the congregants present and future are and will 
be bound.53 

 

‘The little masterpiece’54 as Eugene described the Rule, drew the members into a 

community which, as Santucci described it, ‘was not an informal attempt at keeping the youth 

occupied within a church environment, but a serious association whose purpose was the 

achievement of sanctification.’55 At the end of 1813 when the Association numbered only 25 

members56 Eugene drew for it a substantial rule indicated the importance of the Association 

in his responding to the needs of the local Church. 

A crucial element of the Association was a Christian relationship between the members, 

who first and furthermore were responsible for each other’s growth in holiness: ‘the 

associates, who should be interested in their mutual perfection, will have for each other, the 
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great charity to warn of the shortcomings which they may have noticed in their confreres.’57 It 

was further sanctioned and articulated in the act of the consecration they made at the time of 

joining the Association: ‘We furthermore agree, as a sign of the perfect union which exists 

between us and to help each other mutually to work for our salvation, to offer to the Most 

Holy Trinity for our common sanctification, the prayers, fasting, almsgiving, vigils, 

communions, and generally all the good works that each of us can do during the course of his 

life, so that there is a full communion of all these good works, as a common treasure where 

each member either during his life or even after his death will have equal rights.’58 

The communitarian vision for the Association echoed strongly Jesus’ vision for the 

dynamism of the community of his disciples: ‘May they be so completely one that the world 

will realise that it was you who sent me.’ (John 17: 23) ‘I give you a new commandment: love 

one another; just as I have loved you, you also must love one another. By this love you have 

for one another, everyone will know that you are my disciples.’ (John 13: 14-15) Eugene’s 

determination to place within the city of Aix a vibrant Christian community couldn’t be 

compromised by the quality of participants. In the Diary of the Association it was recorded 

that a number of members were expelled for failing to live up to its standards.59 

Aiming at establishing lively bonds between his protégés Eugene exhibited his own 

profound attachment to the small community. At the end of the Abridgement to the Rule 

Eugene expressed his feelings toward the members of the Association: ‘He who wrote this 

regulations to procure them these benefits, beseeches the congregationists, his dear sons in 

Jesus Christ, never to forget him in their prayers, and to ask God insistently to deign to pardon 

him his sins; on his part, he will not grow weary in offering continually to the Lord most 

pressing supplications to obtain their perseverance, and every day he mentions them in the 
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holy Sacrifice, with all the fervour he can, so as to draw down upon those he cherishes so 

tenderly in Our Lord.60 

 Although the establishment of the Association gave Eugene an experience of 

community life, however it wasn’t a community of co-evangelisers. Michael Courvoisier 

wrote about the associates from that time: ‘They are teenagers, students of the College of 

Aix.’61 Hence it would be unrealistic to expect a 31 year old priest treating 14 or 15 year old 

boys as his equal: both in his spirituality, evangelising and community. Therefore it needs to 

be noted that while de Mazenod had a number of community experiences in the studied period 

those who had a potential of developing into a community of co-evangelisers didn’t advance. 

On the contrary the vibrant Associations both in the Seminary of Aix and the Christian Youth 

couldn’t offer a peer evangelising experience for Eugene. 

 

 

6.3. Having Jesus in one’s heart: Eugene’s unity and union with Christ 

  

Within a few weeks of his return to Aix Eugene withdrew to the local seminary for a 

retreat. The outcome of that retreat was a rule of life. The reasoning for the need of such a rule 

he identified in the tradition sanctioned by the Church. ‘It has always been recognized in the 

Church, and by people wishing to reach perfection, that if one would reach and maintain 

oneself in it, one must submit to a fixed and invariable rule.’62 

His sensitivity to the tradition of the Church was further actualised in his searching for 

advice from Fr Duclaux. Though Eugene’s letter hasn’t been preserved, the response of the 

Suplician testifies to the ecclesial nature of the Rule. Moreover the Rule itself was perceived 
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by Eugene in a personified way: ‘like a strict and rigorous Pedagogue who in his unbending 

strictness never permits his disciple to depart on frivolous pretexts from the rules that an 

enlightened wisdom has dictated to him.’63 The personification of the Rule can be seen in 

Eugene’s determination to preserve a profound identification with the Church of which voice 

the Rule was meant to be. At the same time it revealed the early signs of his longing for co-

operators in evangelising. In the same Rule he articulated it in relation to his spiritual life: ‘I 

would wish to have near me a faithful friend who would remind me of my beloved in times 

when occupations cause me to lose sight of him.’64 The spirituality which emerged from such 

understanding, and furthered by his contemplation of the present-day Church, was 

characterized by its relationality. The paramount aspect of it Eugene already expressed during 

his retreat prior to the priestly ordination in December 1811: ‘I adored God the Creator. I 

imagined him forming man in his image, after creating this whole beautiful universe; He 

wished to give nature a priest, he wanted to create a being who would enter into relations with 

him, to be able to lift up his thoughts to him, perform actions both worthy of and pleasing to 

him, able to serve him, ale to love him. This being, I told myself, this being is me.’65 

 This conviction was to determine his life as a priest. Subsequently he envisaged the 

expression of his relationship with God, whom he loved, in the Rule drawn at the end of 1812. 

This document has puzzled the researchers of the life of de Mazenod. The timetable66 shows 

the day planned in detail from the rising at 4.30am until night prayers and rest at 10pm. 

Hubenig described it as ‘a severe monastic timetable.’67 It was further promoted by Yves 

Beaudoin, who preparing a collection of Eugene’s writings for publication, accompanied the 

Rule of 1812 with his comment that ‘Fr Duclaux unreservedly approved this regulation’ 

                                                             
63 Mazenod, Règlement fait à Aix, December 1812, DM IV-2, (1), OMI Archives. 
64 Mazenod, Règlement fait à Aix, December 1812, DM IV-2, (14-15), OMI Archives. 
65 Mazenod, [Notes prises] pendant la retraite faite à Amiens, 1-21 December 1811, DM V-1, OMI Archives. 
66 Alfred Hubenig, Living in the Spirit's Fire: Saint Eugene de Mazenod, Founder of the Missionary Oblates of 
Mary Immaculate (Rome: O.M.I. General Postulation, 2004), 50. 
67 Hubenig, Living in the Spirit's Fire, 50. 



146 

despite being ‘probably unfinished’68 as it didn’t include ministry engagements. This view 

was also supported by Francis Santucci who wrote that ‘the timetable could be that of a 

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

pastoral work.’69 

The mentioned researchers appeared to have evaluated the Rule of 1812 and Eugene’s 

spirituality during the first year in Aix, from the point of view what he should have done 

ministry wise or even applying their own expectations for his pastoral undertakings. The 

present study will situate the Rule, and Eugene’s spirituality, in the context of his relationship 

with Christ realised in the priesthood and lived in the Church. Eugene himself identified his 

obligations as a priest as ‘a collection of duties towards God whose holiness he must depict in 

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

towards the Church whose minister he is.’70 In another document he returned to the ecclesial 

nature of his life when reflecting on the value of sacrifices he wrote: ‘The priest… must do 

battle not only for himself, but for others and even for the Church.’71 

 The Rule was further envisaged by de Mazenod as a continuation of an intense 

spiritual experience: ‘A rule of life is for every Christian like the witness and guarantor of 

holy resolutions and promises made to the Lord during the blessed time of retreat.’72 The 

result of such an experience was not abstract because ‘by the excessive mercies of its God, the 

soul in the profound consciousness of its gratitude made an oath of eternal fidelity to him,’73 

and it evoked in de Mazenod a desire to search for a way to concretise his gratitude. The 

climax of his searching was reached at discovering the advice of St Paul for Timothy: ‘Exerce 

autem teipsum ad pietatem… Pietas... ad omnia utilis est.’ (1 Tim 4:7-8) Quoting from the 

Vulgate Eugene referred to the piety (la piété) which he placed in the context of his living in 
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the midst of the society. It corresponded with the ancient Romans understanding of what 

pietas meant: ‘that sense of duty to the family, state and gods which rises, in spite of trial and 

danger, superior to the enticements of individual passion and selfish ease.’74 

 Determined on preserving the genuineness of his role as a priest de Mazenod further 

elaborated: ‘Piety alone, and the most extensive piety that can help me to reach my end. 

Without piety all will be sterile in me; piety on the contrary will give life to all my actions, 

will fertilize everything.’75 In the way he envisaged pietas Eugene also appeared to be close 

to the Greek εὐσέβεια, which was translated as pietas in the Vulgate. William Barclay noted 

that εὐσέβεια ‘is one of the great and almost untranslatable Greek words.’76 It integrates all 

dimensions of one’s life: ‘It never forgets the reverence due to God; it never forgets the rights 

due to others; it never forgets the respect due to self.’77 It also ‘consists of a genuine 

knowledge of God and the corresponding lifestyle.’78  

In Eugene’s case it led him to embrace a Christocentric attitude. He wrote: ‘I will take 

as model of this worship that I owe God, his adorable Son Jesus Christ our lovable Saviour, 

for whom I will try to have the tenderest of devotions and the most ardent love, having in my 

mind and even more in my heart the memory of his generosity.’79 The source of the 

inspiration was to be the historical Christ-event: ‘I will meditate on Jesus my love in his 

incarnation, his hidden life, his mission, his passion and his death.’80 In the Resolutions 

written in those early months of his ministry in Aix he returned to the importance of the 

historical aspect of Christ again: ‘Take Jesus Christ as model in his interior and exterior, in 

his hidden life and in his public life.’81 Moreover the Christocentric attitude was to be 
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nurtured sacramentally by the meditation on ‘Jesus… in his sacrament and sacrifice’82 which 

concretised the historic Christ-event in the reality of Eugene’s contemporary Church. 

 The fascination with Jesus Christ was drawing Eugene out of his own ego. Aware of 

his temperament he admitted that it was hard for him to say: ‘I am wrong, I have made a 

mistake.’83 However meditating on the mysteries of Jesus he was already moving the focus 

point to others: ‘Ask what is his (Jesus) mind, the way he would have judged etc., so as to 

conform our own with his and judge like him… loving only what he would have loved, etc.’84 

The desire articulated in the Resolutions corresponded with that of his 1812 Rule: ‘My chief 

occupation will be to love him, my chief concern to make him loved. To this I will bend all 

my efforts, time, strength.’85 Even arising indignities were situated in his determination to 

actualise the Christ-event in the midst of the local Church: ‘One must, if one wishes to live 

the life of Jesus Christ, following the advice of the Apostle, carrying always about oneself the 

mortification of Jesus Christ.’86 

 Centring his existence on Jesus Christ, Eugene dramatically admitted his sins which 

he called crimes, though he acknowledged that ‘they were committed in the secrecy of my 

conscience.’87 His evaluation of his morality needs to be however read in view of the 

reflections written a year earlier during the retreat prior to his ordination. In his retreat diary 

he also described himself as ‘the greatest sinner’88 which was drawn from his contemplation 

of ‘the excessive goodness of the Master.’89 However the recollection of his sins did not lead 

him to pessimism or despair. On the contrary he wrote: ‘Hell raises less fear in me than does 

lack of love for my adorable Master, my good Jesus.’90 A few pages later he returned to this 
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thought again: ‘The language of terror no longer speaks to me. Love alone has power over 

me. I must prepare a dwelling for my well-beloved. It is love, love alone that must bear the 

entire cost.’91 Reflecting on his personal faith journey he confessed: ‘I have never needed the 

idea of hell to bring me to God… I have come back to him (by a quite different road than fear 

of hell). Even were there no hell I would want to love my God and serve him all my life.’92 

 The impact of his relational living of faith found its expression in the Rule given to the 

Youth Association. The Abridgment summarized Christian life ‘as avoiding evil and doing 

good.’93 Placed in the context of Eugen’s perception of faith in God, the Abridgment and the 

Rule with its 544 articles appear not as legalistic documents but rather theological 

manifestation of the relationship with God. The language of the Abridgment evoked that of de 

Mazenod’s own Rule drawn in December 1812: ‘They will love God above all things, for his 

divine son our Lord Jesus Christ they will have the tenderest gratitude for all the benefactions 

he has heaped upon them every day.’94 Even when the document referred to sins it built on a 

sense of relationship with God: ‘to give proof to God that these feelings are firmly engraved 

and uppermost in their hearts, they will always have a very great horror of mortal sin… Their 

love for God and desire for their soul’s salvation will carry them still further, for they will be 

very vigilant over themselves, to avoid committing, with deliberate intention, the least venial 

sin.’95 

 Both Rules indicated Eugene’s determination to preserve and cultivate his pietas, as 

well as in those with whom he came in touch. Additionally his pietas became the sphere of 

discerning the ways to participate in the mission of the local Church. Thus evaluating his first 

year in Aix he wrote: ‘The fact is that I have no other means of escaping from the deplorable 

state of languor into which I have fallen, than to bind myself to the exact observance of my 
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rule. So it is in all seriousness that I commit myself to follow it, and if this promise that I 

make with myself were still insufficient and I perceived that I was beginning to fall away, I 

will not hesitate to oblige myself to the principal articles such as meditation, scripture reading, 

visit to the Blessed Sacrament, etc., by a vow in the strict sense.’96 

 The retreat notes from 1813 indicate the paramount importance of spiritual exercises 

in Eugene’s perception of pietas which served as authentication of his mission of 

evangelising. What Philip Towner wrote about εὐσέβεια: ‘This observable Christian lifestyle 

has become possible because of the historical Christ-event’97 can be applied to Eugene’s 

conduct to bear witness in the midst of the church of Aix. 

 

6.4. Having Jesus in one’s hands: Eugene’s involvements in ministry 

 

 Eugene’s commitment to cultivate pietas found support in Fr Duclaux who wrote to 

Eugene on 23 February 1813. The letter of the Sulpician revealed that the Rule de Mazenod 

composed for himself a few months ago was accompanied by a letter, or two letters, listing 

his plans for his ministry in Aix. As those letters from Aix have not been preserved the 1812 

Rule has been read and analysed on its own by the scholars. Michael Courvoisier stated that 

in the Rule: ‘everything is set: prayer, study of literature and theology… It is unclear how this 

rule leaves room for the work of ministry.’98 However such an approach seems to contradict 

the original intention of de Mazenod who presented both the Rule and the letters with his 

ministry plans together for evaluation by his seminary spiritual director. Thus to appreciate 

the studied period of de Mazenod’s life it appears that the Rule and the lost letters need to be 

read in conjunction. Although the void left by the loss of the letters is apparent it can be still 

complemented to some extent by the letter of Fr Duclaux from 23 February 1813 in which the 

Sulpician made his observations and referred to what Eugene wrote to him. 
                                                             
96 Mazenod, Notes de retraite, December 1813, DM IV-2, OMI Archives. 
97 Towner, The Goal of Our Instruction: The Structure of Theology and Ethics in the Pastoral Epistles, 150. 
98 Courvoisier, The Origins of the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate 1812-1818, vol. 5, 27. 



151 

 The first reaction of Fr Duclaux to Eugene’s conduct in Aix was to reaffirm his 

directee in his actualization of pietas. Commenting on Eugene’s first personal retreat in the 

Aix seminary Fr Duclaux, aware of the zeal of his former seminarian, acknowledged first and 

furthermore the impact which, in his belief, it had not simply on Eugene but on others: ‘You 

first gave a great example to all the priests of Aix and the diocese, then you edified the 

Seminarians and the Directors and you have been able to suggest to all of them ways of 

perfection. You have had the consolation to see that your presence has been very useful and 

that many have had the good spirit to take advantage of it.’99 

 The approval of the 1812 Rule was expressed in a similar way: 

I am delighted with what you told me about your manner of life. Do not change a 
comma, unless it is necessary. This is how all priests, who want to earn the trust 
of the people, must do. Let us be seen in exercising our office and be convinced 
that the rest of our time is spend on prayer and study, then all priests will have the 
respect that is due to their priestly character. Thank God for the good effect of 
your way of life. It will bring you many graces and will give you great authority 
when you speak and instruct.100 
 

 The researchers of de Mazenod’s charism have agreed that Eugene, at the time of his 

return to Aix was not decided on the type of ministry to perform.101 However from the very 

outset of his time back in the diocese the new priest aimed at contributing to the mission of 

the local Church. As it was confirmed by the letter of Fr Duclaux from November 1812, the 

principal aspect of Eugene’s priesthood was to place in the midst of the local Church: ‘a very 

good priest, one zealous for all the rules of ecclesiastical discipline.’102 Eugene was to first 

and furthermore minister by his personality transformed by Jesus Christ. Thus his presence in 

the diocese needs to be viewed primarily theologically and anthropologically, as well as in an 

integral relation to the dynamic of the local ecclesial community. Isolating this aspect from 

other forms of ministry leads to impoverishment of the perception of his religious experience. 
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 In view of this theological and anthropological dynamism characterising his response 

to the needs of the diocese his rule already exhibited anchoring of his priesthood in the service 

of the Church’s mission. Francis Santucci initiated this argument by writing that ‘the element 

of his (Eugene) relationship with others could not have been absent from his mind because on 

several occasions Eugene showed that his duties towards God exist for the welfare of 

others.’103 However the cautious observation of Santucci needs to be broadened beyond some 

‘several occasions.’ Eugene’s own retrospective memories of that period of his life revealed 

that the way he perceived his priesthood and his role in the diocese was far from 

individualistic piety. In 1839 he recalled his reaction to an offer from the Bishop of Amiens to 

join the administration of the diocese: ‘I refused to give in… so as not to be turned away from 

the vocation that called me to devote myself to the service and to the happiness of my 

neighbour whom I loved with the love of Jesus Christ for all people.’104 Similar response was 

given to the administrator of the Aix diocese, Bishop Jauffret: ‘I thus responded… that my 

whole ambition was to consecrate myself to the service of the poor and the youth.’105 In 1847 

he returned to the origins of his ministry in Aix and reconfirmed his initial plans: ‘I then 

returned to the diocese of Aix where I requested that I not be given any position, wishing to 

consecrate myself to the service of the poor, of prisoners and of young people.’106 The ways 

to concretise his consecration to the people was to be yet discerned based on his interactions 

with the diocese and his observations of concrete situations. However the Rule was already 

providing prayerful space for this discernment. 

Although beginning to discern the ways to minister Eugene exemplified the compelling 

force to serve the people. It was already expressed by his perception of Mass: ‘Mass is 

unquestionably the most excellent of all prayers… that’s why I must have for this holy 
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Sacrifice the tenderest of devotions, and say it always with the dispositions, and in sentiments 

of heart imbued with a sense of the greatness of the action.’107 However it wasn’t a private 

religious exercise as he wrote: ‘I will never be less than half an hour, and I will try not to take 

longer, unless I am alone with my server and can without causing inconvenience yield a little 

more to my devotion.’108 His personal spiritual preferences were already subjected to the 

reality of saying Mass for others not just for himself. ‘Until such time as someone proves that 

there exists in this world an action that gives more glory to God, is more advantageous to 

souls, to the sanctification of the priest, the confronting of our brothers who are suffering in 

purgatory, I will say Mass every day.’109 Subsequently the encounter with Jesus Christ present 

in the Sacrifice inspired him to connect the whole day to what he celebrated on the altar: ‘My 

way of life will be of kind so in conformity with the Law and even evangelical Counsels, that 

all the actions of my day may be so many preparatory acts, or thanksgiving.’110 

 His day which was to ‘be full in the eyes of the Lord’ was also determined by his 

liturgical responsibility for the welfare of the people in his commitment to the Divine Office 

which ‘after the sacrifice of the altar… is one of the most important functions of my ministry. 

In making me responsible for this office, the Church wishes that several times a day her 

minster be present before the throne of his God’s mercies to draw down heavenly blessings on 

her children.’111 The importance of this ministry was highlighted by the need to prepare 

himself well to celebrate it.112 

 By committing himself to the ministry which was already imbedded in his priestly 

character and prayerfully reflecting on the needs of the local Church Eugene was a ‘man of 

Advent’ as John Paul II described him at the canonisation Mass in 1995: ‘a man of the 

Coming. He not only looked forward to that Coming, but… he dedicated his whole life to 
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preparing for it.’113 Such discernment was further reaffirmed by Fr Duclaux who wrote to 

Eugene: ‘In your relations with ecclesiastical superiors, act with honesty in all respect and 

with all the deference that you can. If they were to offer you a post, say that you are disposed 

to do what your superiors will prescribe because you look upon them as the instruments of 

God’s will for you, but that you ask them to give you some time to think before Go on what 

they offer, then you will share your comments, but once you have made your observations 

you will obey.’114 

The preserved documents do not indicate any recommendations of the diocesan 

authorities however it did not prevent de Mazenod from discerning and responding. In 

February 1813 Fr Duclaux was already commenting on some initial undertakings, like 

meetings with the local priests for spiritual reflections and Eugene’s plans for ministry to be 

yet undertaken like preaching Lenten sermons for the poor and working with the youth. Even 

in those early ideas the ecclesial orientation was apparent: ‘you will convince the priests and 

the faithful that your intention is not to be idle, but that you propose to work when you can 

and as best you can.’115 

Beginning the series of Lenten sermons for the poor de Mazenod acknowledged the 

universality of Jesus’ Good News: ‘The knowledge of the truth that he (Jesus) came to bring 

to men being necessary to obtain eternal life, to save oneself, it was necessary that it be put 

within reach of all, a big difference from the ancient philosophers who taught only a small 

number of pupils, and repulsed the multitude, and which thus carried within itself the mark of 

error as the truth must be known to all, all having an equal right to its possession.’116 
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 The truth which Eugene was communicating to ‘poor of Jesus Christ, afflicted, 

wretched, suffering, sick, covered with sores… whom misery oppresses’117 and whom he 

called his ‘brothers, dear brothers, respected brothers’118 was calling them to rediscover their 

relationship with God: ‘After God had created this beautiful universe… he wished to form a 

creature more perfect still who would serve as the interpreter of all his works… and repay in a 

freely given act of homage the glory and honour due to his sovereign Majesty.’119 The 

rediscovery was to be actualised sacramentally in the confession: ‘The first gain, one truly 

beyond price that the sinner derives from a good confession, is that returning to God’s grace. 

One would have to grasp all that the friendship of its God means to a soul to have a just idea 

of this precious gain… the love of the tenderest mother for the dear babe at her breast is still 

not to be compared to the love he has for us.’120 

 Alongside his Lenten preaching he embarked on prison ministry. In the letter to 

Charles de Forbin-Janson he wrote: ‘On Sunday too, I used to go to the prisons to give an 

instruction to those unfortunate in French, after which  I went to the confessional to hear the 

confessions until 6pm… I finish up by giving them evening prayer.’121 His determination to 

reach out to the poor continued over Easter in Le Puy-Sainte-Reparde where he was ‘walking, 

and climbing over the hills in search of the sick, and preaching, teaching, confessing, 

baptising, and carrying out the Holy Week and Easter ceremonies.’122 

 In the midst of the busy 1813 Lent Eugene also began gathering some young boys in 

his mother’s apartment. He wrote: ‘after various exercises, I again give a small instruction, 
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quite simple, in conversational vain, which God in his goodness sees to seasoning.’123 A few 

weeks after Easter, the gathering became the Association of Christian Youth. It was an 

outcome of his observation of the policies of the Government: ‘It is not difficult to grasp that 

the design of an impious Bonaparte and his infamous government is the entire destruction of 

the Catholic religion… of all the means the one he counts on is the demoralisation of 

youth.’124 Recognising the efforts of the Government to corrupt the young people Eugene 

discerned in the situation a call for himself: ‘I too will work on youth; I will make the attempt 

and strive to preserve them from the evils that menace them… inspiring them in good time 

with a love of virtue, respect for religion, a taste for piety, a horror for vice.’125 The 

Association was Eugene’s concrete way of responding to the needs of the youth exposed to 

‘establishments where impiety is encouraged, evil ways at least tolerated, materialism 

promoted and praised.’126 The environment he was creating was to promote growth in faith 

stimulated by belonging to a community of like-minded peers. Eugene’s vision incorporated 

the current situation of the members who, as college students, were to be committed to ‘piety 

and study.’127 The Association was not to be a ghetto isolating the members but a community 

equipping them with means to operate in the unfavourable circumstances. Therefore the piety 

promoted in the Association included both ‘God and neighbour.’128 Apart from obvious 

respect owed to their priests and parents the members were infused with Eugene’s particular 

sensitivity: ‘They will have a compassionate charity for the misery of the poor and they will 

count themselves happy to be able to relieve, in their needs, these suffering members of Jesus 

Christ.’129 
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 Retiring for his annual retreat in December 1813 Eugene was a priest who in no way 

resembled ‘a contemplative monk or of an enclosed seminarian.’ Reflecting on the past 

twelve months he identified a tension growing in him: ‘I think I have discerned what most 

harmed my progress during the course of this year, namely, an excessive inconstancy in my 

resolutions, and a total lack of discipline in my exercises occasioned by my relations with my 

neighbour, and by dissipation consequent on it.’130 The faithfulness to his personal Rule he 

understood as the nurturer of his relationship with Christ: ‘All that is laid there is necessary to 

sustain my fervour. So as not to forget what is contained in it, I will reread it every first 

Friday of the month.’131 Struggling to content himself with the balance between interior life 

and external ministry he wrote: ‘In the year that is ending, I have been too much at the 

disposition of the first comer; this is a misunderstood charity, my time has been wasted, it is 

my fault; this must be dealt with.’132 The following paragraphs expounding the restrictions to 

his availability in order to cultivate his interior life133 still grounded pietas in his personal 

perfection. Faced with the needs of the people and convinced of necessity of his sanctity to 

minister Eugene appeared to identify even stronger his Rule as the means of his spiritual 

progress. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

 In the current chapter the initial period of Eugene de Mazenod’s priestly life in Aix 

was studied. His persevering determination to serve the Church in combination with his 

profound veneration for the priesthood was confronted with the reality of the local ecclesial 

community. Although free from official appointments in the diocesan structures, Eugene 
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remained in the centre of the Church by his prayerful observation of her dynamism and the 

needs of the community. 

His Sulpician formation led him to appreciate his status of a diocesan priest and as 

such he also attempted to create some forms of community experiences of which he could be 

part. Nevertheless none of these could offer him a community of co-evangelisers. 

Subsequently his spirituality had to be determined by his personal spirituality. Concerned 

about the integrity of his witnessing Eugene searched for ways to be accountable for his 

interior life which resulted in the 1812 Rule and his commitment to remain faithful to it. 

Drawing from his contemplation of the situation of the Church and furthered by his personal 

relationship with Christ he was discerning the ways to address the needs of the Church. The 

fundamental response was his priesthood as following the advice of Fr Duclaux he aspired to 

be ‘a very good priest’ in the midst of Aix. However it did not restrict his vision for 

evangelising and within a few months he was presenting to Fr Duclaux his ministry plans. 

The first ministry to the Aix seminary was drawing from his recent experience of 

being a seminary formator in Paris. Then he reached out to the poor by preaching Lenten 

Sermons and ministering in the countryside over Easter. Finally he addressed the need to 

support the youth exposed to the influences of the post-Revolutionary propaganda by 

establishing the association of Christian Youth. Although responding to the recommendation 

of Fr Duclaux ‘not to be idle’ Eugene experience of some discomfort as he realised the 

dichotomy between his interior life and his ministry. Eugene’s initial reaction was to intensify 

his observation of his personal Rule. However by doing that he created a further contrast 

between his interior life and exterior activity. It did not lead to reconciling both aspects of his 

life but rather kept it fragmented. He was yet to realise the meaning of St Vincent de Paul 

message: ‘If, at the time of your prayer, in the morning, you have to give medicine to 

someone, then go in peace… don't become upset, nor think you've failed, for it's not lost when 

you leave it for a legitimate reason. And if there is ever a legitimate reason… it's the service 
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of the neighbour. To leave God for God is not leaving God at all, that is, to leave one work of 

God to do another, either of greater obligation or of greater merit.’134
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Chapter 7 

Towards integrity of an evangeliser. Experience of Paschal Mystery 

 

 

Introduction 

 

  The variety of Eugene’s pastoral engagements, his dedication to the priesthood and 

his searching for ways to nurture his spirituality defined the first period of his ministry in the 

local Church of Aix. However as it was observed in the previous chapter all those components 

were disconnected from each other leading to fragmentation of de Mazenod’s life. His ever 

increasing response to the needs of the local Church was eventually abruptly halted after 

contracting typhus from imprisoned Austrian soldiers whose voluntary chaplain he became. 

 The current chapter will study the two years, from March 1814 to January 1816, which 

followed the near death experience of the young priest. Fabio Ciardi describes Eugene’s 

convalescence as ‘the experience of conversion that opened the way for the foundation of the 

Missionaries of Provence.’1 This insight initiates a fresh discussion which moves attention 

from the hypothetical speculations regarding the conversion of the young aristocrat. However 

the Italian Oblate appears still hesitant to appreciate the full nature of the conversion 

following the 1814 illness, as he cautiously applies to it the adjective ‘new.’2 

While appreciating the originality of Ciardi’s research this investigation will follow 

the mentioned conversion as the fundamental ‘metanoia’ which transformed a solo priest into 

a missionary determinedly searching for co-evangelisers in order to accomplish his mission. 

The near death experience followed by the ambiguity regarding his ministry and the 

final emergence of new life in the form of a community resembles the Paschal Triduum: Good 
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2 Ciardi, Starting Afresh from Aix, 7. 
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Friday, Holy Saturday and Easter Sunday. This structure will be applied in the current chapter 

as it respects the interconnectivity of those dynamics in the studied period. 

 

 

7.1. Good Friday. Realisation of loneliness 

 

Writing to Charles Forbin-Janson in the middle of 1814 Eugene informed his friend of 

the unexpected course of events which unfolded in March: ‘It was at the barracks where some 

2000 Austrian prisoners were held that I contracted what they call jail fever.’3 The seriousness 

of his condition was recorded in the Journal of the Youth Association: ‘This long interruption 

was due to the very dangerous illness which brought the director to death’s door. He was 

confined to his bed on 10 March having had a fever for some days; on the 14th he received 

Holy Viaticum and Extreme Unction.’4 The same Journal also reveals that it took Eugene a 

month to be able to say Mass at home and two more weeks to celebrate publically with the 

youth attending.5 

The illness triggered the outpouring of affection from the members of the Youth 

Association which Eugene did not hesitate to acknowledge in the Journal of the Association: 

As it is he who is drawing up these minutes, how could he fail to record here the 
testimonies of the tender interest that these dear children showed him in this 
situation Ah! They are indelibly engraved on his heart, and never will what they 
did for him be erased from his memory. The affection he will always keep in their 
regard, the prayers he will not cease to make for their salvation, and all the 
attention he will continue to lavish on them to facilitate their having the means to 
attain it, will be proof of his thanks. Dear children, allow me also to write down in 
this register, which must serve for the instruction of those who have the happiness 
of following in your footsteps, the feelings of love, esteem, thanks, admiration 
that you have inspired me with by your behaviour in my regard. How could I not 
have for you a father’s heart after you have proved that you love me as if you 
were my children? It is true that I loved you first, but is it not a merit at your age 
to be able to appreciate a feeling that was principally directed towards your souls 

                                                             
3 Mazenod to Charles-Antoine de Mazenod, 17 June 1814, in Mazenod, Ecrits Spirituels, 1812-1856, vol. 15, 87. 
4 Mazenod, Journal des délibérations, lois et coutumes de l'Association de la Jeunesse Chrétienne, May 1814, 
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5 Mazenod, Journal des délibérations, lois et coutumes de l'Association de la Jeunesse Chrétienne, May 1814, 
APR DM VIII 2a, (10), OMI Archives. 
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for the salvation of which I would gladly have contributed with the price of all my 
blood.6 
 
The connectedness he managed to establish with his youth was proved by the public 

display of their affection for the ill Director: ‘The whole town has told me that one could read 

on their faces what was going on in their hearts at that moment when they saw themselves as 

being in danger of losing the best and dearest friend they had. I attribute to their recollection 

and to the touching spectacle they presented at that moment of their piety towards God and 

their affection for me, as much as the interest of my fellow citizens, this extraordinary 

affluence of people that took place.’7 

A similar tone can be found in the Eugene’s letter to his father, in which the 

convalescent revealed that the support he was given was not limited to the members of the 

Association but came from the residents of Aix as well: 

I recovered only through the countless and very fervent prayers that were made 
for me to the good God in every quarter of the town. The extent of the interest that 
was taken in me was nothing short of amazing; I am abashed and humbled 
whenever it comes back to me, and I could never repay it except by the most 
complete devotion to the salvation and edification of all my dear compatriots. 
Their solicitude on my behalf was all the more generous in that it was not in 
service to them that I contracted the disease that would certainly have carried me 
off were it not for the unlooked for help of prayers which, even if not public, 
although they were that in some measure, were general.8 
 
The reaction of the people of Aix to Eugene’s illness and the expression of his 

appreciation of it could have led to a further validation of his commitment to the ministry he 

undertook, particularly in the sphere of his relationships with fellow Provencals. He became a 

known and esteemed priest.  

Furthermore Eugene’s illness coincided with the demise of Napoleon Bonaparte who 

while facing the invasion of the allied armies, attempted in March 1814 to inspire a national 

insurrection. However as a contemporary historian recorded: ‘France was silent and 

                                                             
6 Mazenod, Journal des délibérations, lois et coutumes de l'Association de la Jeunesse Chrétienne, May, 1814, 
APR DM VIII 2a, (8), OMI Archives. 
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8 Mazenod to Charles-Antoine de Mazenod, 17 June 1814, 87. 
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motionless… The mass of the people were so weary of his yoke, that they dreaded the return 

of his power almost as much as they detested the foreign invasion.’9 The succession of events 

which led to Napoleon’s abdication10 and to ‘summon to the throne of France Louis-Stanislas-

Xavier’11 as Louis XVIII was welcomed by de Mazenod who had an aversion towards ‘the 

impious Bonaparte and his infamous government’ who had usurped France.12  

However, the hope for the future of the country was rather dictated by the removal of 

Napoleon than by the return of the Bourbons. This hope can be found in the Proclamation of 

the Municipal Council of Paris which was distributed to all departments of France. The 

Council, addressing their fellow citizens, contributed all misfortunes inflicting France to 

Napoleon: “Your magistrates would be traitors towards you and our country, if, by vile 

personal considerations, they repressed the voice of their conscience for a longer period of 

time. It cries out to them that you owe all the evils that overwhelm you to one man alone.’13 

Then the members of the City Council itemised those evils which were understood as 

adequate reason to relinquish their loyalty to the Emperor. The final act of the Proclamation 

was filling the vacant throne by expressing ‘the most ardent wish that the monarchical 

government should be re-established, in the person of Louis XVIII, and of his legitimate 

successors.’14 However, as Pamela Pilbeam argued, ‘there was only modest and localised 

support in France for a monarchist restoration, chiefly in the Midi and the West.’15 

The steps taken by the City Council led to the Senate issuing the Decree Deposing 

Napoleon: 

                                                             
9 Alphonse de Lamartine, The History of the Restoration of Monarchy in France, trans. Captain Rafter, vol. 1, 4 
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1813, OMI General Administration Archives, Rome, APR DM VIII 2a, (1). 
13 Conseil Municipal de Paris,  Proclamation du Conseil général du département de la Seine, 1 April 1814 in 
Pièces sur les grands événemens arrivés en France, depuis 1813 jusqu'a l'époque de l'abdication de Napoléon 
Buonaparte, et le retour de la famille des Bourbons (Paris: Bureau du Lavater, 1814), 84. 
14 Conseil Municipal de Paris,  Proclamation du Conseil général du département de la Seine, 1 April 1814 in 
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Considering that instead of reigning with a sole view to the interest, welfare and 
glory of the French people, according to the terms of his oath, Napoleon has put 
the capstone to the misfortunes of the fatherland by his refusal to treat for 
conditions which the national interest would oblige him to accept and which did 
not compromise French honour…Considering that by all these causes the imperial 
government… has ceased to exist, and that the express wish of all Frenchmen 
calls for an order of things of which the first result may be the re-establishment of 
the general peace, and which may be also the epoch of a solemn reconciliation 
among all the states of the great European family; 
The Senate declares and decrees as follows: 
1. Napoleon Bonaparte has forfeited the throne, and the right of inheritance 

established in his family is abolished. 
2. The French people and army are absolved from the oath of fidelity to 

Napoleon Bonaparte.16 
 

The acts of legislation received support of the Church. Cardinal Jean-Sifrein Maury, the 

administrator capitular of the Archdiocese of Paris, together with the Metropolitan Chapter, 

wrote after their meeting on 5 April 1814: ‘We, the undersigned, affirm and declare that we 

adhere fully, formally and unanimously, to the decrees of the Conservative Senate, dated the 

2nd of this month, to the decree of the Legislative Body of the 3rd, to the Act of Accession of 

the Court of Cassation of the 3rd, to the declaration of the General Council of the department 

of the Seine by the Paris municipal council, of the 1st of this month, and to that of the 

municipal council of the 4th of this month.’17 

Recovering from his illness Eugene wrote: ‘The face of France had changed… our 

fathers’ holy faith regained all its rights under the peaceful rule of our legitimate Sovereign.’18 

His opposition to the dethroned Emperor was also matched by the sentiments of his Provençal 

compatriots. Describing Napoleon’s journey to his exile in Elba Lamartine remarked: 

‘Insulting cries reproached him… and these maledictions increased from city to city, and from 

stage to stage, in proportion as he advanced towards the South.’19 The public entry of Louis 

XVIII to Paris which occurred on 3 May 1814, the same day when Eugene celebrated his first 
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public Mass after falling ill in March, could also be perceived by Eugene as a new potential 

for his ministry. 

However in spite of the mentioned circumstances which presented a fresh validation and 

development in his way of engaging in evangelization, Eugene, after having experienced his 

own fragility and mortality, began to realize a missing component in his ministry. 

His near death experience faced him with his physical weakness and he struggled to 

accept it at first: ‘I am so weak! So incapable of applying myself to anything! … And on top 

of that the unavoidable precautions against a relapse! Ah, do not get sick I beg you! I was 

counting like you, and with more reason than you, on my strong constitution.’20 However it 

also brought up restlessness as to the way he was grasping at the mission of evangelisation. 

Despite the admiration of the people around him he was growing uncomfortable with his 

conduct. 

Already on 23 April 1814 while still weak from the typhus he contracted some weeks 

earlier Eugene wrote a personal letter to Charles de Forbin-Janson in which he shared his 

happiness at being informed that: ‘in my delirium… I was busy in talking non-stop of the 

good God, preaching, etc.…, and talking of you… I am dishonouring my ministry; for the life 

of me, I will not be able to show my face to my friend de Janson; what do you think he will 

say, a man who never considers himself and sacrifices himself for the good of the Church.’21 

 Eugene’s own commitment to evangelising surfaced not only his admiration for the 

ministry efforts of Charles de Forbin-Janson but also his desire to relate to the fellow priest in 

their common pursuit of evangelisation. Despite being surrounded by gratitude and affection 

of his youth and residents of Aix Eugene was emerging out of his grave illness with an 

awareness of being alone. In fact a few months later he expressed it explicitly: 

In the midst of all this turmoil, I am alone. You are my only friend – I mean in the 
fullest sense of the word – for I am not lacking in those friends who are indeed 
kind and virtuous but who are lacking in many other respects. But what use are 

                                                             
20 Mazenod to Forbin-Janson, 23 April 1814, in Mazenod, "Letters du Fondateur à Charles de Forbin-Janson," 
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they? Can they soften a grief? Can one discourse with them on the good even that 
one would like to do? For what! All one would get of it would be complements or 
discouragement. In the end, though with sadness, I go my way placing my trust in 
God alone.22 
 
The disclosure of his sentiments in the letter to Charles de Forbin-Janson needs to be 

perceived in the broader context rather than only affectionately or socially. The growing 

awareness of his loneliness appears as an outcome of his discernment of ways of addressing 

the evangelisation needs of the Church. At the end of 1814 during his annual retreat Eugene 

was able to evaluate theologically this new development in his evangelisation pursuit. While 

reflecting on the obedience of Jesus, both to his Father and to Mary and Joseph, he applied it 

to his own situation as he recognised a need ‘to submit myself willingly, not only to events, 

but also to the wishes of others even when they are opposed to my own. It is not enough to 

submit oneself to superiors: perfection would lie in giving way to one’s equals or inferiors.’23 

In light of this new discovery he returned again to the March events and wrote down a 

confession of what he had carried within himself over the months following his illness: ‘I 

must certainly not forget that what made me suffer most at the time I was ill was finding 

myself in a position where I was acting wholly autonomously, in such a way that I did not 

know if my works, which lacked the merit of obedience, were agreeable to God.’24 

Faced with the challenges posed to Christianity by the twenty five years of the 

Revolution and Napoleonic regime Eugene was maturing in an awareness and application of 

the model of evangelisation he contemplated in Jesus Christ. 

Thirty nine years later writing to one of his missionaries in America, Jean Fleury 

Baudrand, Eugene again recalled the events of March 1814 to shed some light on the situation 

of the ill priest: ‘I know what epidemics are, for I was struck down by one in the first years of 

my ministry. It was prison typhus, and all who were stuck by it died except me, whom God 

did not want, although ever since I had been a priest I had prayed to die that death, every day 
                                                             
22 Mazenod to Forbin-Janson, 12 September 1814, in Mazenod, "Letters choisies de Mgr de Mazenod," 198-
199. 
23 Mazenod, Retraite faite au séminaire d'Aix, December 1814, DM IV-2, (35), OMI Archives. 
24 Mazenod, Retraite faite au séminaire d'Aix, December 1814, DM IV-2, (35), OMI Archives. 
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at Mass. In those days I was alone, and could make such a vow; you must not do such a thing, 

for you do not belong to yourself any longer.’25 

 Although the quoted confession came from his mature retrospective reflection in light 

of many years of living the ideal of the community life it preserved Eugene’s memories and 

emotions of the complex and challenging period impacted by his near death experience. 

 

 

7.2. Holy Saturday. Ministerial ambiguity 

 

 Frustrated by his inactivity caused by the typhus Eugene articulated his determination 

to return to his ministry. As soon as his health allowed him, he returned to the familiar 

environment of the Youth Association. In fact his whole time would be occupied with the 

youth26 while the realisation of his loneliness intensified. Even the festivities celebrating the 

return of the King, which, as Courvoisier noted, for several months dominated the life of the 

city of Aix,27 did not excite Eugene. The only echo of the atmosphere of the first months of 

the First Restoration was the mentioned note in the Diary of the Youth Association about the 

‘changed face of France.’28 Though a royalist Eugene did not articulate the excitement of 

Lamartine who wrote: ‘Scarcely the Empire overturned, when people began to think, to write 

and to sing in France… The age of Francis I is full of originality and that of Louis XIV is full 

of glory, but neither the one nor the other had more of enthusiasm and animation than the first 

years of the Restoration.’29  
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Although pleased with the new political development Eugene ‘stayed clear of all 

political arenas and remained on priestly terrain.’30 From that perspective he observed ‘the 

changed face of France’ but at the same time he also recognised a change which had 

penetrated the religious mentality of his compatriots. It was articulated in the application to 

Pius VII requesting a papal approval of the Youth Association. De Mazenod was able to 

identify some deeper roots of the problem the Church was facing: ‘Charles Joseph Eugene de 

Mazenod, priest, having sorrowfully discerned that by a deplorable effect of the baneful 

influence of philosophism the Christian faith was in danger of perishing in France conceived 

the plan of combating with all his strength such a frightful disorder. To succeed in this 

enterprise, he formed a Congregation composed of young men to whom he gave the necessary 

means to keep them in the fear of the Lord, to know and practise virtue.’31 

Eugene’s evaluation correlated with the insight of a contemporary philosopher Charles 

Augustin Sainte-Beuve who from his research of the literature works of the time wrote: ‘The 

philosophy of the eighteenth century, in spite of the Catholic revival of 1803, seemed firmly 

established: this philosophy which had traversed all its phases and penetrated all spheres, 

ousted from the political world by the Empire, was irritated rather than afraid of the 

restoration of the altars.’32 

Processing the situation in light of faith de Mazenod did not shun the challenges. His 

approach can be summarized by the insight of Amadeo Cencini who wrote: ‘If a human being 

is the way of the Church, it means that the way of evangelising must follow his unsure 

footsteps because only there the Church can meet the human being. The location of the crisis 

is always the location of preaching.’33 
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In a letter to Charles de Forbin-Janson, Eugene allowed himself to express his view 

more personally: ‘You know what my intention is in setting up this association: it is to form 

Christians worthy of bearing the name, to give instruction to those young people who, without 

my help would never have got beyond the letter of their catechism.’34 The aim of the 

Association echoed his own experience he explained in the letter to Fr Duclaux on the day he 

was ordained a priest: ‘Starting with the days preceding ordination and especially after 

ordination, I think I know our Lord Jesus Christ better. What would it be like to know him as 

he is! Dear Father, please pray that I do not make myself unworthy of so many graces. I am 

receiving more than enough to make a great saint, pray that I shall become one.’35 

The better knowledge of Christ, which made an impact on him, he desired to implant in 

his youth. In June 1814 Eugene observed the situation of the Association in a letter to Charles 

de Forbin-Janson: ‘The change that takes place in most of the young people who come to my 

place (that is what distinguishes them from the other young people in the town: ‘he goes to M. 

de Mazenod’s’) has been so striking that Christian parents, all of them, would like me to take 

charge of their children.’36 

Seeing the change not only pleased him but predominantly inspired him to see it 

theologically: ‘I can really perceive the good that the Lord does them through my ministry.’37 

Eugene’s approach to awaken faith in the people can be paralleled with the work of 

François-René de Chateaubriand who worked to connect the post-Napoleonic France with the 

Bourbons. The author of Génie du christianisme in which he promoted the beauty of 

Christianity, in 1814 published De Buonaparte et des Bourbons in which he presented the 

unknown Bourbons in such a captivating manner that as de Lamartine wrote: ‘France was 

wonderstruck, delighted and affected by these pictures. Every journal, every pamphlet, every 

conversation coloured them with tints appropriate to the opinions of the different classes of 
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the nation: warm for the South, heroic for La Vendeé, patriotic for the East, liberal and 

reflective for the North and Paris.’38 

 The new excitement, which was inspired by the rediscovery of the Bourbons, did not 

change however Eugene’s perception of the need for evangelisation. In spite of the favourable 

political and religious modifications brought by the First Restoration the dynamic of the 

Youth Association, which became his predominant ministry in 1814, was not altered and 

neither were its activates.39 In fact the expectations for the new members were raised: ‘They 

have to pass some tests etc. No one can enrol just at will.’40 However, Eugene’s involvement 

in the youth ministry cannot be understood in isolation from the diocese but in integral 

connection to the mission of that local Church. 

With the deposition of Napoleon the Church found freedom to address constrains 

imposed by the Emperor. Still recovering from typhus, de Mazenod on 14 and 15 April 

witnessed the first signs of the new freedom during the discussions of the chapter of Aix 

Archdiocese which led to revocation of the jurisdiction they granted to the Napoleon nominee 

bp Gaspard Jauffer.41 Eugene applauded ‘The great debates!’ and ‘the unanimous deliberation 

to retract anything that has been done since the first election of the vicars, which took place 

within 8 days of the death of bp Cicé.’42 The conviction he upheld and expressed was 

predominantly motivated by the position of Pius VII who ‘made it clearly known what he 

thought about second and, for greater reason, third and fourth elections.’43 Michael 

Courvoisier argued that with the Restoration of the monarchy ‘the Church thought that the 

only way forward was to return to the Ancient Regime.’44 Eugene’s royalism, in conjunction 

with the proceeding of the Aix chapter, which also followed a similar decision of the chapter 
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of Paris revoking the jurisdiction of Cardinal Jean Siffrein Maury,45 can be seen as a creative 

way of discerning the place and mission of the Church in the novel situation. Eugene was not 

uncritically looking back to the model of the Ancient Regime with its Gallicanism. As Adrien 

Dansette argued, it was the vision of ‘the extremists among the aristocracy and clergy’ who 

‘considered that the Ancient Regime should be brought back exactly as it was with its three 

orders.’46 Rather he supported the prophetic role of the pope in the Church, the role which 

was, in various ways and to certain degrees, contested by the advocates of the Gallican 

Articles.  

 Eugene’s personal conviction about the role of the pope and the way the Church in 

France should orientate herself to Rome inspired him not only to participate in the disputes at 

the local level but also to instruct Charles de Forbin-Janson to offer some advice to the 

Roman Curia on dealings with the new situation: 

In your dialogue with the Sovereign Pontiff, how is it you did not speak of the 
Jesuits? How is it you did not insist on the necessity of pronouncing on all the 
outrages that people have permitted themselves against the discipline of the 
Church and the rights of the Holy See, standing on so-called freedoms that 
everyone claims to interpret according to the inspirations of his fear, ambition, or 
avarice… Tell them clearly that the time is ripe to bring about the triumph of true 
principles. There is no more place in the Church for an episcopal aristocracy than 
there is for a Presbyterian democracy. All should submit to the Head according to 
the institution of Our Saviour Jesus Christ. Compromises undermine discipline; 
advantage is taken of silence when duty called for speaking out. Let us determine, 
if we cannot destroy outright, these detestable so-called freedoms, dangerous 
haunts where impiety, constitutional schism, insubordination and the revolt of our 
Bonapartists have ever sought refuge. In this gloomy lair one ends up being a 
Catholic only in name; at least one often adopts the heterodox stance… it is one of 
the present wounds of the Church, which it must cure with steel and fire, if more 
gentle remedies should not work effectively. As to myself, I am quite resolved to 
defend the Church’s discipline with as much zeal and passion as dogma itself.47 
 
The impatience of the Director of the Youth Association to see the Holy See taking 

action together with the clarity of his conviction fuelled by his southern temperament led him 
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to ‘the point of lecturing Roman cardinals, and even Pius VII’48 as Jean Leflon observed. A 

strongly worded letter which, within a few weeks, followed the quoted June letter, also gives 

an insight into the firm stance of Eugene in the discussed matter and his personal 

involvement: 

At the risk of being repetitious, if there is still time, exert pressure in the 
appropriate place and ensure the Holy See does not weaken. It owes it to 
Christendom to make an example of all those rebels who helped humiliate her, all 
those ignorant Gallicans who, seeing the Roman Church enslaved, not only did 
nothing to free her, to console her, but made common cause with the cruel 
oppressor, entered in a sense into the league with him to despoil her of the 
prerogatives she held of her divine Founder; in a word, who seeking or believing 
the lion to be at bay, added the ass’s kick. Let there be no mistake that there can 
be no question here of saving appearances for the sake of public opinion; the latter 
favours justice. The desire is abroad both to see true principles restored to their 
vigour and all these ambitious time-servers humiliated! Say it, repeat it ad 
nauseam! If there are those who will say the contrary, it is because they are 
thinking of their own interests, because they have been paid to deceive.49 
 
It is not clear whether Charles made use of the arguments of his friend during his 

meetings with Pius VII and the Roman cardinals. However Eugene was paying a close 

attention to the outcomes of de Forbin-Janson’s visit to the Eternal City. 

The severe measures Eugene was recommending to combat Gallicanism, which was 

gaining a new momentum during the Restoration,50 appeared confrontational and in 

opposition to the overall policies of the King Louis XVIII and his Government. The approach 

of the Monarchy in 1814 ‘was guided by the spirit of oubli – oblivion, disregard, or forgetting 

– with regard to the past.’51 Already in May 1814 the King indicated his vision for governing 

the post-Napoleonic France: ‘Recalled by the love of our people to the throne of our fathers, 

enlightened by the misfortunes of the nation, which we are destined to govern, our first 

thought is to invoke that mutual confidence so necessary to our repose and to its welfare.’52 In 
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order to cultivate mutual confidence the Constitutional Charter granted by the King 

recommended the following: ‘All investigations of opinions and votes given prior to the 

restoration are forbidden. The same oblivion is required of tribunals and of citizens.’53 Roger 

Price argued that for the Restoration: ‘the essential objective was stability and reconciliation 

rather than a return to the past.’54 It was to be sustained by an intentional ignorance about the 

Revolution and its impact on the society.  

In this complex situation Eugene’s approach exemplified an attempt to reconcile the 

sacred and profane. Raised in a tradition where the Church and the State were irrevocably 

connected he sought for new ways the Church could be present in the society. His opposition 

to Gallicanism in the Restoration meant such a search. Supporting the rights of the Holy See 

was an acknowledgment of a prophetic voice of the Pope which he first accepted personally: 

Before coming to Rome Charles Janson had the opportunity to meet the Holy 
Father and present his intentions to him: in his zeal, he offered to embark upon 
foreign missions, the most remote and the most difficult, to go even to China. The 
Pope was not interested in his project and answered with these memorable words: 
‘Your project is good, no doubt, but it is more appropriate to come to the aid of 
the people around us: maxime autem ad domesticos fidei. France needs especially 
missions for the people and retreats for the clergy.’ These are the very words of 
the Holy Pontiff.55 
 
The recommendation of the Pope correlated with his own conviction, which he 

expressed prior to learning of the outcome of Charles’ visit to Rome: ‘Poor France, if 

everybody who can convince themselves that they have no other desire than the glory of the 

Sovereign Master and the salvation of souls which have wandered far from the true way, 

should abandon her, she will be thus delivered over to the plotters of every kind.’56 Similarly 

Charles de Forbin-Janson became impacted by Pius VII’s insight. However, while Charles 

began implementing it straightaway by founding the Missionaries of France, Eugene appeared 
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hesitant. In September 1814 de Mazenod recommended some candidates for the Missionaries 

of France while at the same time refusing the idea of himself joining.57 

Eugene’s resistance to join the Missionaries of France indicated his unique way of 

discerning the needs of the Church. The recommendation of the Pope served de Mazenod as 

the foundation to building his vision of evangelisation. The de-Christianisation which was 

inherited from the French Revolution wasn’t an abstract problem for Eugene but rather an 

existential reality he recognised in the people of his diocese. The impact of that reality was 

further strengthened by his pastoral and personal involvement: ‘When I do not have before 

my eyes the extreme needs of my poor sinners, I will not be so upset at not going to help 

them. It could well be too that I am fooling myself that I am more useful to them than I am in 

reality. In the meantime, however, my time and my attentions are theirs.’58 

The following month, in a letter to Charles, de Mazenod returned to the issue of ‘the 

dreadful plight to which the people have been reduced’59 in Southern France. It led him to 

form a strong opinion that: ‘what must be remembered is that our regions are without any 

help, that their peoples offer hopeful signs of being converted and must not therefore be 

abandoned. Yet abandon them we would if we joined you because we alone, and not you, can 

help them. We have to speak in their own tongue in order to be understood by them. We have 

to preach in Provençal.’60 

 
The differentiation in the vision of the two friends was still considered by Charles de 

Forbin-Janson as an issue to be overcome. At the beginning of 1815 he again attempted to 

convince de Mazenod to join him: ‘This is not a local work: it must extend throughout France 

and soon we will make a foundation in Aix… You will make an excellent superior for the 

establishment in Aix and Marseilles. Fr Duclaux thinks so. Pray and examine yourself. ’61 By 
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making a provision for Eugene to remain in Provence upon joining the new missionary 

enterprise Charles was removing what seemed to be the final obstacle for the Provence 

focused friend. However the new provision did not lead Eugene to the Missionaries of France. 

Achille Rey argued that Eugene’s refusal was motivated by the abundance of the benefits 

which the Missionaries of France were to enjoy: ‘the King’s protection, the support enjoyed 

by the Father de Janson from the Father Montesguiu, Minister of the Interior, who promised 

legal recognition of the new society, the resources assured to the nascent work, in a word, all 

the guarantees of a bright and happy future from all points of view.’62 

The triumphalism of the Restoration transferred to the religious sphere made Eugene 

uncomfortable too. It did not resonate with his vision of ministry. Already in the July letter to 

de Forbin-Janson he made plain his conviction: ‘In ever greater fidelity to the plan it has 

pleased God in his goodness to inspire me with, I hide myself in the backwoods of my 

province to remain for ever unknown.’63 Reflecting, during his annual retreat in December 

1814, on his place in the contemporary Church Eugene continued the theme: ‘True grandeurs 

is in humiliations. The creature’s glory will always be the Creator’s glory, now Jesus Christ 

having chosen humiliations precisely to give glory to God, it is certain that it is by 

humiliations, etc. Again Our Lord being the principle of the whole glory of a Christian, we 

can only be truly great when we draw near to him, and try to be like him.’64 

 
The above acknowledgment confirms the insight of Rey about the abundance of 

recourses at the disposal of Charles de Forbin-Janson which frightened de Mazenod. It was 

further deliberated in the context of poverty: ‘He (the Son of God) is omnipotent, so he is 

born poor only because he wanted it. He is infinitely wise, so he could only choose the best. 

Poverty is preferable to riches… If one is rich, one must detach from riches, one must joyfully 
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strip oneself, reduce oneself in spite of opulence to interior poverty, namely in the midst of 

abundance deprive oneself of more than what is superfluous.’65 

He returned again to the topic at the end of the retreat: ‘if by an ordinance of Providence 

one were obliged to live in a state of grandeur and abundance of all goods, one would always 

have a secret and continual inclination that would bring us towards the state of humility and 

poverty. Here we have what is called having the mind of Jesus Christ.’66 

In view of Charles’ endeavours to establish the Missionaries of France Eugene’s 

hesitation to join the forming enterprise can be seen as a sign of a different approach to 

evangelisation. While de Forbin-Janson’s original plan to obtain Pope’s blessing for going to 

foreign missions67 met a strong disapproval of de Mazenod,68 the implementation of the 

Pope’s recommendation to conduct parish missions and retreats for clergy in France in the 

form proposed by his friend did not inspire Eugene to join the forming community either, 

though it triggered some initial reflection about community. 

Those who might be able to join me have nothing at all and I myself have little… 
my servant… will soon leave me and return to the Trappist monastery. That’s a 
new inconvenience because I was counting on him for our mission house. The 
community, which in any event, only exists in my head, would be set up in my 
house. Mother, as far as I can see, would not be loath to yield to me, for the time 
being, the house by the city gate in which I live at present. There is enough room 
to lodge eight missionaries.69 
 
Following with interest the founding process of the Missionaries of France, despite his 

hesitation to join them, de Mazenod was enriching his vision from the experience of the 

establishment already taking its shape in the Church. In the quoted letter from 28 October he 

wrote:  

I am happy, my dear friend, to see your project going so well. It is up to us now to 
pray the Lord to give growth and success to this excellent work. Even though you 
were not able to do it yourself I wish you had charged one of your people to give 
me the smallest details of everything that happens on this matter, the rules that 
you follow, the kind of life you lead, etc.,… Apart from the keen interest that I 

                                                             
65 Mazenod, Retraite faite au séminaire d'Aix, December 1814, DM IV-2, (29), OMI Archives. 
66 Mazenod, Retraite faite au séminaire d'Aix, December 1814, DM IV-2, (39), OMI Archives. 
67 "Forbin-Janson to Mazenod, 21 August 1814," quoted in Rey, Histoire, vol. 1, 169. 
68 Mazenod to Forbin-Janson, 19 July 1814, 193-194. 
69 Mazenod to Forbin-Janson, 28 October 1814, 201. 



177 

take in the thing and that makes me want to track its progresses etc., it is 
unpleasant for me to hear news that I ignore about what you are doing; no one 
should be better and earlier informed than me… I keenly desire to know your 
Constitutions, not that I think I will probably come to join you.70 
 
In November he further supported Charles in the work he saw beneficial to the Church: 

‘The details are satisfactory, and I see with real consolation the great work that is being done. 

If you meet with a few obstacles, unpleasantness, frustration, the opposition even of those 

who, by state, should assist your effort, I would consider the matter well advanced. This may 

happen. In meantime, enjoy the calm to sail the boat. I would willingly row with you, except 

for the reasons that stop me here; they are of a nature not to be despised.’71 

While absorbing various insights which resonated with him Eugene was undergoing a 

‘state of perplexity’72 as he described this period of time from a perspective of five years. His 

loneliness in the sphere of the evangelisation mission in conjunction with the insights he was 

gaining without a vision how to apply them contributed to a further puzzlement. 

Corresponding with Charles de Forbin-Janson he allowed himself to express it a couple of 

times in the autumn of 1814. 

Up to now and for a long time I am everyone’s servant and at the disposition of 
the first-comer. This is apparently God’s will. I have little taste for this work; I do 
not know if I will not have to change my vocation. I yearn sometimes for solitude; 
and the religious Orders that limit themselves to the sanctification of the 
individuals who follow their Rule and attend to that of others only by prayer, 
begin to offer me certain attractions. I would not be averse to spending in this 
fashion the rest of my days; in all truth, it would be a lot different from what I am 
doing now. Who knows! Perhaps I will finish up there!73 
 
The following month he returned to it again: ‘I am hesitating between two plans: either 

to go off and bury myself in some well-regulated community of an Order that I have always 

loved; or do in my diocese exactly what you have done so successfully in Paris.’74 The 

dichotomy between his personal spirituality and the demands of mission, which he had 

already experienced upon returning to Aix in 1812, surfaced in 1814 in the midst of his 
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perplexity as a tension of choosing between a monastic and missionary life. However it was 

also paralleled by the growing sense of responsibility for the Church both on the personal and 

communal level: 

In all truth, never was there a vocation more free of self-interest than mine… I 
devoted myself to the Church because she was suffering persecution, was 
abandoned, because, after 25 years, she could no longer entrust the divine 
ministry, which before had been sought after by the highest in the land, to any but 
poor workers, wretched peasants, because, seeing us heading pell-mell towards a 
schism that I believed was inevitable, I feared it would find but few generous 
souls with the capacity to sacrifice their comfort and even their lives to preserve 
the integrity of the faith, and because it seemed to me that God would give me 
strength enough to dare to brave all these dangers.75 
 

  Furthermore Eugene also articulated his determination to search for the will of God: ‘I 

still do not know what God wants of me but I am so resolved to do his will that as soon as it is 

known to me I will leave tomorrow for the moon, if I have to.’76 The desire to do God’s will 

had prevailed through the months of perplexity and was expressed again during the retreat at 

the end of 1814 when reviewing his actions he assessed them in light of ‘the purity of 

intention.’77 On the sixth day of the retreat, inspired by the obedience of Jesus, he reached a 

new insight: ‘Our perfection does not consist only in doing great things for God, but 

especially in doing his will; and so when it is his will that we cannot perform certain works, 

etc., this very impotence, properly directed, can have a greater value in God’s eyes that those 

brilliant works, etc., that long prayers, etc.’78 

The above acknowledgment not only indicates the progressive change in Eugene’s 

comprehension of spiritual life and mission but also the growing awareness of God being at 

work in both human activity and passivity. It was made evident in his perception of the 

limitations he experienced: ‘Always do all that depends on me for the success in the 

undertakings I believe good, but when I have done everything I can, when I have turned to 

both God and men, when I have made use of all the means that faith and my mind and 
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position provide me with, if the outcome does not come up to my expectation, re-enter as 

soon as possible into my inner-self and not lose one ounce of that precious peace which is the 

greatest of goods.’79 

The retreat of 1814 can confuse readers. Despite Eugene’s previous discernment 

regarding the course of his ministry, the resistance to join Charles de Forbin-Janson and the 

appearance of the initial thoughts about a potential community he could establish in Aix the 

retreat notes don’t make a reference to these burning issues. In fact Eugene heavily focused 

on his spirituality and particularly on his shortcomings. Taken out of the context of his 

perplexity prevalent in the preceding months these thoughts can result in incorrect 

conclusions. An example of such a misunderstanding can be seen in the perception of Good 

Friday experience which de Mazenod recorded at that time: 

I looked for happiness outside of God and for too long with resulting unhappiness. 
How often in my past life had my wounded, tormented heart taken wings for God 
from whom it had turned away! Can I forget the bitter tears that the sight of the 
cross brought streaming from my eyes one Good Friday? Indeed they welled up 
from the heart, there was no checking them, they were too abundant for me to be 
able to hide them from those who like myself were assisting at that moving 
ceremony. I was in a state of mortal sin and it was precisely this that made me 
grieve. I could then, and also on some other instance, perceive the difference. 
Never was my soul more satisfied, never did it feel such happiness; for in the 
midst of this flood of tears, despite my grief, or rather through my grief, my soul 
took wings for its last end, towards God its only good whose loss it felt so keenly. 
Why say more? Could I ever express what I experienced then? Just the memory of 
it fills my heart with a sweet satisfaction.80 
 
Kazimierz Lubowicki analysing the Good Friday experience and critiquing the debate 

around the nature of the event81 first argued that the passage describing the experience needs 

to be read in the context of other texts from Eugene’s young adulthood82 in order to 

appreciate it. It led him to question the extent of Eugene’s crisis presented by Morabito as a 

background to what Morabito saw as a conversion taken place on ‘one Good Friday.’83 
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Furthermore in the footnote 220 Lubowicki indicated his method of studying the Good Friday 

experience in light of Eugene’s writing from the initial years of his priesthood.84 Although his 

intuition regarding the time framework was correct, as the only timing which can be applied 

with certainty to the experience is the time when it was recorded in December 1814, the 

weakness of Lubowicki’s analysis lays in ignoring the wider context of Eugene’s life and 

ministry. Thus he accepted the magnitude and significance of the experience as an axiom 

defining the whole life of de Mazenod. In contrast, the analysis proposed in this study, by 

situating the 1814 retreat in the complexity of the months following Eugene’s near death 

experience, offers a fresh reading of the Good Friday experience, as well as the whole of the 

1814 retreat, through the lenses of that complexity rather than looking at the complexity from 

the perspective of Good Friday. 

In the context of the preceding months, when Eugene underwent a painful personal 

ambiguity, while confronted with various realities and insights, this self-focus, evident in the 

retreat notes, can be seen as a re-examination of motives drawing him to evangelising. The 

opening pages of his retreat notes situated from the outset the retreat in relation to his 

ministry.85 However his focus was not on what he did ministry wise but who he was as a 

priest bringing Good News to the people. The close proximity of the retreat to the quoted 

letter to his father from 7 December 1814, in which Eugene passionately but also with a sense 

of hurt, defended the genuineness of his vocation and the sincerity of his response to it cannot 

be overlook either. In the solitude of the Aix seminary de Mazenod in light of the Church’s 

teaching, which determined the course of his meditation, undertook a process of evaluating 

his way of living his ministry: ‘to work for the salvation of souls, I must be holy, very holy.’86 

However his perception of holiness was irrevocably connected to his priestly identity which 

he saw in relation to serving others for their salvation: “Once again it is the state of perfection; 

it is not enough to do what has to be done, with ‘what has to be done’ souls will be lost, and if 
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by doing more than what had to be done I could have saved them who is God going to call to 

account for this loss? Me! Have I really grasped this?”87 

Reflecting on various articles of faith, as treasured and proclaimed by the Church, he 

exhibited sensitivity to the Church’s teaching. It paralleled his experience of ‘one Good 

Friday’ when he responded with spiritual, emotional and moral sentiments to the message of 

the Paschal mystery proclaimed and celebrated by the Church. In both events the ecclesial 

character was predominant and thus it defined Eugene’s relationship with Jesus Christ. The 

ecclesial orientation of his relationship with Jesus contributed to his perseverance in the 

service of the Church despite interior and exterior conflicts and tensions. The memoir of ‘one 

Good Friday,’ which he reserved for his personal diary without an intention of publishing it, 

revealed his growing sensitivity to the movements of the Spirit in his life as he placed it not in 

isolation but in relation to ‘some other instance’ when he ‘perceived the difference.’ In the 

more immediate past he recognised the presence of that sensitivity as he wrote about the early 

months of 1814: ‘And communion on Holy Thursday during my convalescence, and those 

other communions made also in bed with that abundance of graces, where love, thanksgiving, 

compunction so deliciously filled my soul. And that reading that was done for me on Palm 

Sunday, of the Passion of our good, excellent, excessively excellent Master, did it leave no 

trace in my heart? It did, it did.’88 

 

7.3. Easter Sunday. Emergence of the evangelising community 

 

 Writing to Charles de Forbin-Janson on 23 October 1815 Eugene revealed a 

transformation which resulted in him working to establish a community of missionaries in 

Aix. ‘It is nearly two months now that I fight on at my own expense, sometimes openly, 
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sometimes discreetly.’89 Although Eugene didn’t indicate a precise date when he reached the 

decision the new development can be traced back to the turbulent the One Hundred Days 

which followed Napoleon landing in the Golfe-Juan on 1 March 1815 on his return from 

Elba.90 Although accompanied by only 1150 people91 the former Emperor brought a message 

which challenged the right of Louis XVIII to rule: 

Raised to the throne by your choice, all that has been done without you is 
illegitimate. For twenty-five years France has had new interests, new institutions 
and new glory, which could only be secured by a national government, and by a 
dynasty created under these new circumstances. A prince who should feign over 
you, who should be seated on my throne by the power of those very armies which 
ravaged our territory, would in vain attempt to support himself with the principles 
of feudal law: he would not be able to recover the honour and the rights of more 
than a small number of individuals, enemies of the people.92 
 
Napoleon also touched a sensitive issue of re-introduction of the Bourbons to France by 

the foreign governments rather than the will of the French people. 

Eugene articulated his dissatisfaction with the course of the events of the first half of 

1815. A couple of days after the Napoleon’s Proclamation was published he wrote to his 

father: 

However low my opinion of the human race is, I would never have gone so far as 
to suppose it could sink as low as we see it now. What a nation we are! Along 
with faith, it has lost all sense of honour, probity, etc. One group openly betrays 
the most sacred of causes; they give their oath only the better to deceive an all too 
generous Prince, who had heaped these traitors with favours and benefactions; the 
rest would almost be tempted to stand by as unruffled spectators of a struggle that 
scarcely seems to interest them, although their happiness depends on it. Egoism 
has led to total aridity; national honour has gone by the board along with 
religion.93 
 

 The return of the exiled Emperor brought turmoil to the nation and the continent but it 

also confronted Eugene with the state of social, political and religious affairs which despite 
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the conciliation attitude of the restored Bourbons revealed the fragility of the post-Napoleon 

France. Robert Alexander studying the Restoration period noted that “the prospect of a 

successful Restoration ‘experiment’ looked dim after the first two years of Bourbon rule.”94 

De Mazenod’s view about legitimacy of the Bourbon monarchy95 wasn’t a paradigm 

generally accepted in the society. The new challenge posed by Napoleon surfaced a necessity 

for rebuilding of the position of the monarchy in France but it also indicated a similar 

necessity for the Church. Neither the Monarchy nor the Church could simply claim the 

legitimacy by referring to the past. Towards the end of the One Hundred Days Eugene wrote 

to his father about ‘the disease’ which was discovered in the society upon Napoleon’s return. 

According to his perception it was the existing support for the dethroned Emperor and 

revolutionary ethos.96 De Mazenod himself was appalled but at the same time acknowledged: 

‘Many other things that are astonishing and incomprehensible unless one examines them from 

the supernatural viewpoint.’97 

It became evident in light of the eventual return of Louis XVIII to France. The King 

was restored to the throne for the second time not because of efforts of the French but because 

of the foreign powers that ‘ensured that Napoleon’s second reign should last but a hundred 

days.’98 

Eugene, who was prepared to serve in the royal army99 to overthrow the Emperor, 

witnessed a limited response to the cause of the King. Therefore in the days following 

Napoleon’s second abdication he wrote: ‘I am a royalist, in the same way that I am a Catholic; 

by principle. By means, therefore, it is for the King personally, that I am ever-ready to risk 
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being cut to ribbons rather than to apostatize.’100 Jean Leflon commenting the aftermath of the 

One Hundred Days recognised in Eugene the influence of ‘the feverish atmosphere of 

Provence, pushed to extremes’ and ‘the confusion and chaos which befogged perspectives at 

that time.’101 However Michael Courvoisier argued that although Eugene did not hide his 

allegiance to Louis XVIII he limited his involvement to expressing his views.102 

As de Mazenod was searching for an evangelisation direction he didn’t have a romantic 

view of the French population.103 However the realisation of divisions in the society and the 

Church presented an opportunity for an implementation of his retreat reflection: ‘This 

neighbour whom I must love, whom I wish to serve in soul and body, dissipates me, upsets 

my arrangements; when I go back home after being with him, I am no longer good for 

anything.’104 Furthermore the retreat conviction that he ‘must live in the midst of the 

world’105 was paralleled by the March confession: ‘I am the calmest of men and the one least 

alarmed. My trust in Providence in unlimited.’106 

A few weeks after Napoleon was defeated at Waterloo Eugene wrote again to his father 

to inform him that he ‘was the only one standing in the middle of a bent multitude, crushed 

under the weight of circumstances that were really disastrous.’107 In the context of the 

turbulent and distressing events of the first month of 1815 de Mazenod examined and 

evaluated his reactions and was able to identify that: 

When the malice of men, aided by all that is most refined among the infernal 
spirits, manages to thwart my plans by upsetting everything around me, I try to 
find within my character the recourses against this misfortune; and far from 
getting discouraged, by a special grace of God, I redouble my means, and the 
energy of my soul increases in proportion to the danger. It seems that I strengthen 
myself with all the courage that abandons most of those around me, or who I meet 
on my way. I suspect that; I had a secret sense of those inner resources that 
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Providence had given me, and that blossom as needed, but I have become 
convinced of them in the misfortunes that come to overwhelm us, and of which 
we are still feeling the sad effects.108 
 

 The testimony in the letter from the beginning of August 1815 about Eugene’s 

determination and perseverance in the midst of conflicts resembles the one from the letter to 

Charles de Forbin-Janson from 28 October 1815 about the inspiration to establish a 

community of missionaries: ‘I ask myself how I… suddenly find myself setting wheels in 

motion, renouncing my comfort and risking my fortune by launching an enterprise of which I 

know the worth but for which I only have a liking negated by other and diametrically opposed 

views! This is a riddle to me and it is the second time in my life that I see myself moved to 

resolve something of the utmost seriousness as if by a strong impulse from without.’109 

 The strong impulse from without which he experienced within the proximity of the 

One Hundred Days was to determine his activities in the following months when Provence 

experienced the White Terror, the royalist reaction to the defeat of Napoleon, that ‘released 

bitter passions’110 and resulted in a ‘period of chaos.’111 Pierre Triomphe argued that the 

regime of the returned Emperor and the Second Restoration ‘were the catalysts of political 

radicalisation.’112 Furthermore he identified the predominant feeling in both groups as ‘the 

fear of the other’113 which was fuelled by a mutual understanding of the temporality of one’s 

dominant position. De Mazenod’s letters114 from the period of the White Terror reflect the 

turbulent events of the summer and the autumn of 1815. Those months were furthermore 

marked by a new government policy in dealing with the imperial and revolutionary past. 

Sheryl Kroen studying the Second Restoration wrote about ‘an ambitious campaign… to root 

out every symbol or practice that carried some reminder of any regime other than that of the 
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present king.’115 Kroen’s analysis of various reactions of the public to the destruction of 

Revolutionary and Imperial artefacts further supports the reality of an ideological division in 

the French society.116  

When the mentioned campaign was gaining its momentum Eugene explained to his 

father his new undertaking: ‘It is a foundation of the missionaries whose duty it will be to 

cover the countryside and bring people back to the religious sense that they have lost. We will 

establish ourselves in the former Carmelite monastery and go out from there on our apostolic 

travels.’117 The condition of the home of the new community reflected the spiritual condition 

of France: ‘In a single interview the affair was settled and I found myself proprietor of the 

major part of the old Carmelite convent situated at the top of the Cours with a charming 

church attached, somewhat the worse for wear, to tell the truth.’118 

The purchase of the Carmelite monastery indicated Eugene’s conviction that the plan 

which was conceived in him was God’s will: ‘When I reflect on it, I am convinced that it so 

pleases God to put an end to my irresolution.’119 The recognition of its supernatural character 

motivated him to put all his energy into in: ‘You would no longer call me a stick-in-the mud if 

you were to see how I fly around. I am well-nigh up to your standard in acting with so much 

authority, I move carefully though, I have not a moment of respite and yet proceed 

nonetheless with a will… With trowel in one hand and sword in the other, I am like the good 

Israelites rebuilding the city of Jerusalem. And my pen is busy. I dare not tell you how much I 

have written since being involved in this affair, which you are right in calling ours.’120 

The conviction of doing God’s will however cultivated in de Mazenod a sense of 

interior peace despite his increased activity and the obstacles he faced. In the same letter to 
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Charles de Forbin-Janson Eugene admitted that due to the difficulties he was at his wits 

end.121 Furthermore he revealed to his friend: ‘Never has anything given me more trouble 

than this undertaking. Every moment some new difficulty crops up; it is the death of me… I 

myself am at the end of my tether. If I had foreseen all the nuisance, worry, anxiety and 

disarray this establishment would throw me into, I believe I never would have had the zeal to 

undertake it. I ask God every day to sustain me in my anguish of heart and commend myself 

over this to all the holy missionaries in whose steps we wish to follow.’122 

The perplexity he was undergoing in the autumn 1815 was different in nature. It didn’t 

question his undertakings. This time de Mazenod was startled at some people’s objection to 

what he recognised as God’s work. Moreover his determination to see it carried out didn’t 

make his oblivious to the circumstances surrounding the Second Restoration; rather it enabled 

him to work in the midst of them. His seminary director Fr Duclaux recognised the change in 

Eugene as at the end of October 1815 wrote: 

Preach, teach and enlighten the French on the cause of the evils that overwhelm 
them. May your voice be heard in all parts of Provence. The good God is waiting 
for our conversion to fill us with his graces. Above all, keep the ecclesiastical 
spirit among the priests. You will do very little good until there are excellent 
priests at the head of the parishes. So, urge all clergymen to be saints, to read the 
lives of Saint Charles and Saint Vincent de Paul, and they will see whether it is 
permissible for a priest to live in lukewarmness and without zeal. I assure you that 
I keep thinking of you and thank God for the courage he gives you. I hope you 
will do a lot because you sincerely love God and the Church.123 
 

In the first of the preserved letters, in which de Mazenod was inviting potential 

candidates to join him, he explicated his vision for the missionary establishment: ‘It is a 

matter of some priests banding together and continually preaching missions in all sectors of 

this vast diocese and surroundings. We wish to do modestly, but not less effectively, what 
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they are striving to do at Paris on a larger scale. We would want to act without commotion but 

what blows we would strike at hell!’124 

 Amidst the social ferment evident during the autumn of 1815 de Mazenod’s approach 

embraced Jesus Christ’s parable of the seed growing in the filed: ‘A man throws seed on the 

land. Night and day, while he sleeps, when he is awake, the seed is sprouting and growing.’ 

(Mark 4: 26-27) His initial focus on a way to conduct missionary ministry was in an 

opposition to the confrontational and abrupt royalist campaign spreading across France. 

Furthermore he succinctly made an application of the parable of the yeast (Matt 13: 33) when 

he wrote about the nature of the community to be yet established: ‘Ah! If we could form a 

nucleus, there would soon cluster round it the most zealous elements in the diocese.’125 

 A number of researchers saw the community focus of de Mazenod in light of his 

realism and pragmatism ensuring that the initiative could last.126 However his writings from 

the period challenge such a preconception as they indicate the contribution of ‘the strong 

impulse from without’ not only to Eugene’s determination but also his comprehension of the 

missionary enterprise. 

It can be seen in the first letter to Henry Tempier. At the beginning of the letter he 

asked the young priest: ‘My dear friend, read this letter at the foot of your crucifix with a 

mind to heed only God and what is demanded in the interests of his glory and of the salvation 

of souls from a priest like yourself.’127 Then Eugene plucked up courage to open his soul to 

the addressee. Sharing the vision inspired by ‘the strong impulse from without’ he hoped it 

would resonate with Tempier, contemplating the crucifix, as a contemporary actualisation of 

the mission of the Saviour. 
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First he presented the situation of ‘the plight of our country people, their religious 

situation, the apostasy that daily spreads wider with dreadfully ravaging effects.’128 Then he 

proposed missions as a means to remedy it and supported the idea of missions by referring to 

the wish of Pius VII expressed to Charles de Forbin-Janson.129 

Finally he introduced a component conceived and shaped in his own spiritual and 

ecclesial experience. It was a missionary establishment for which he and three others had 

already laid down foundations. However on those foundations Eugene still desired to build a 

community of the missionaries who ‘will ceaselessly engage in destroying the empire of the 

demon, at the same time as providing the example of a life worthy of the Church in the 

community which they will form.’130 The succinct concept of the nucleus from the letter to 

Hilaire Aubert was further elaborated as a necessary theological principle of the community. 

De Mazenod built his appreciation of the community principle on the Scriptures highlighting 

the apostolic character131 of the Society ‘which will have but one heart and soul’132 in order to 

‘reproduce the perfection of the first disciples of the apostles.’133 

Additionally he had accepted into his vision a lived experience of saints like Ignatius 

Loyola, Charles Borromeo, Philip Neri, Vincent de Paul and Alphonsus Liguori whom he 

called Blessed even before the formal beatification.134 

 Upon reading the letter Tempier, in spite of his oratory shortcomings, identified 

himself with the vision presented to him by de Mazenod: ‘It is true I do not see in myself 

speaking ability required for a missionary… What I cannot do in outstanding speeches, I will 

do in catechetical classes, conferences, in the confessional and by all other means to establish 

the kingdom of Jesus Christ in souls.’135 The vulnerability Eugene dared when he opened his 
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heart in writing to Tempier established a relational dynamism between the two priests for the 

sake of the community which was taking its shape. Responding to Tempier Eugene expressed 

in the following words: ‘You would not believe the joy I felt on reading your letter. I opened 

it anxiously but soon was comforted. Be sure that I regard it as most important that you be 

one of us for the work of God. I count on you more than on myself for the regularity of a 

house.136 As the enterprise was advancing, a month later de Mazenod wrote with similar 

sentiments: 

My heart felt a presentiment, my dear, good friend and brother, that you were the 
man the good God had set aside to be my consolation. How can I show you all the 
happiness conferred on me by the holy state of resolve at which you have arrived? 
How great the promise I have made to myself to do all that depends on me to 
contribute to yours! Let me say that as soon as I read your first letter, I 
surrendered to the sweetest of hopes: that I had found the man who lays hold of 
good, latches on thereto and consequently with the help of grace, succeeds 
perfectly in effecting it. Your second and third letters confirmed me in the opinion 
that I had formed and now the thought that we shall succeed, in spite of obstacles, 
in working together for the glory of God and for our sanctification, sustains me in 
the midst of all the sorrows that hell has brought upon me since I have positioned 
strong batteries to destroy its empire.137 
 
The growing relationality between the two priests in the context of the missionary 

establishment inspired Eugene to further develop his vision: ‘I base my hopes on that much 

more than on eloquent discourses. Have they ever converted anyone?’138 It wasn’t 

professional religious oratory de Mazenod was searching for but a new realisation of the 

nature of the Church in the nucleus he was building within the archdiocese of Aix: ‘How 

sweet the bonds of perfect charity!’139 

 The theological principle of the community was finally offered to the archdiocese in 

the request for a formal approval of missionaries in the former Carmelite monastery in Aix: 

‘If they preferred to form a regular community of Missionaries, it is in an effort to be useful to 

the diocese, while at the same time working at their own sanctification in conformity with 
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their vocation.’140 Only in the context of the theological principle of the community one can 

appreciate the determination of Eugene de Mazenod and his first companions to evangelise.141 

 

Conclusion 

 

 The two years which followed Eugene’s near death experience coincided with the 

raising and collapsing of two governments and their respective ideologies. The volatility 

which they exposed in the French society contributed to insecurity and subsequence fear. 

Eugene de Mazenod, while immersed in the social and political reality, experienced his own 

fragility and ministry wise isolation. The state of perplexity which emerged from his illness 

challenged his perception of ministry he wanted to offer to the Church. However it was also 

the time of spiritual and mission generation in his life which finally were cemented together 

by ‘the strong impulse from without.’ Therefore as the Paschal mystery comprised 

simultaneously of Good Friday, Holy Saturday and Easter Sunday becomes one reality as the 

experience of aloneness, perplexity and emergence of the theological principle of the 

community life which occurred to Eugene de Mazenod between 1814 and 1816 appears as 

one in its interconnectivity and complementarity. 

 The ultimate fruit of that experience was the community of the Missionaries of 

Provence. In the petition to the diocesan authorities to have the community recognised as an 

ecclesial reality within the archdiocese of Aix the first six missionaries drew an initial simple 

rule which were to shape the growth of the enterprise. While they recognised that future 

members would need some time of initial formation in the novitiate142 their own ‘novitiate’ 

formation can be attributed to the ecclesial dynamism of the local Church which formed 

Eugene de Mazenod to the maturity needed to identify within himself ‘the strong impulse 

from without’ and to commit himself to it. The initial responsiveness of five other priests of 
                                                             
140 Mazenod et al., Suplica aux vicaires généraux capitulaires d'Aix, 25 January 1816, DM IX-1, OMI Archives. 
141 Mazenod, Suplica aux vicaires généraux capitulaires d'Aix, 25 January 1816, Rome, DM IX-1, OMI Archives. 
142 Mazenod, Suplica aux vicaires généraux capitulaires d'Aix, 25 January 1816, DM IX-1, OMI Archives. 



192 

the archdiocese testified to the ever new youthfulness of the Church despite being caught in 

the polemic of the conflicting ideologies of the Revolutionary and Monarchy heritage. 

 The following and final chapter will follow Eugene de Mazenod’s responsiveness to 

the need of evangelising of the Southern France within the context of the Missionaries of 

Provence.
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Chapter 8 

New evangeliser 

 

 

Introduction 

  

While the turbulent years of 1814-1815 had created havoc in France Eugene de 

Mazenod had experienced a personal confusion which had challenged his perception of the 

evangelising to which he was committed.  The state of perplexity which he had acknowledged 

in himself paralleled the national perplexity which impacted upon and permeated the Catholic 

Church too. The conflicting views of the faithful who sided alternatively with the 

Revolutionary legacy or the Bourbon heritage reflected the division lines in the society. 

This final chapter, still concerned with the second Restoration, will explore the period 

between the foundation of the Missionaries of Provence in 1816 and the pontifical approval of 

the community as the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate in 1826. 

Adrien Dansette acknowledged the difficulty in fairly assessing the people of the 

Restoration and particularly in differentiating between the policy of the restoration of the 

State and the restoration of the Church. The first policy, with its noise, ‘inspired hatred among 

adversaries and distrust even among the friends of the regime.’ The second aspect of that 

policy, the restoration of the Church ‘was carried out quietly in the shadows, sheltered from 

controversy. Little was said about it but the results were there to show its value.’1 

Eugene’s commitment to evangelising places him in this quiet development in the 

shadows of the Provencal countryside. His intuition as to how to go about the task of 

evangelising was expressed in an apostolic threefold way as being called, being formed into a 

community and being sent forth to others. He articulated that insight in the first Rule he 
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composed 1818: ‘Use the same means our Saviour employed when he tried to convert the 

world; you will get the same results. What did our Lord Jesus Christ do? He chose a number 

of apostles and disciples whom he himself trained in piety, and he filled them with his Spirit. 

These men he sent forth, once they had been schooled in his teaching and the practice of 

virtue, to conquer the world which, before long, was to bow to his holy laws.’2 

This threefold way which he applied to the Missionaries of Provence in their 

evangelisation of Midi will be paralleled with John Paul II’s description of the New 

Evangelisation as ‘new in its ardour, methods and expression.’3 As the Pope did not explain 

the meaning of these three components their interpretation has been left open to those who 

would put them into practice. This study structured on the mentioned three part theological 

framework will attempt to enhance the discussion by contributing Eugene’s experiential 

insights as a Missionary of Provence into the task of evangelising. 

 

 

8.1. ‘New ardour’ 

 

 The first characteristic of the new evangelisation mentioned by John Paul II is its ‘new 

ardour’. How this new ardour manifested itself de Mazenod’s work from 1816 to 1826 will be 

the focus of this first section. 

Upon his return to France in 1814 Louis XVIII granted a Constitutional Charter which 

was to direct the rebuilding of the country in the spirit of the Restoration. The Charter had 

reinstated the Catholic Church as ‘the religion of the State.’4 Analysing the said period, Nigel 

Aston described it as ‘an Indian summer of the throne and altar.’5 However the new 
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‘Restoration’ also articulated the equality before the law of all citizens, regardless of religious 

allegiance,6 and subsequent guarantee of freedom of worship7 which preceded the article 

declaring the Catholic Church as the religion of the State. In fact the Charter was an attempt 

to bring together elements of postrevolutionary change with the monarchical past.8  

John Bodley summarised the prevailing impact of those implementations: ‘every 

institution which a law-abiding Frenchman respects, from the Legion of Honour to the Bank 

of France and the Comédie Française, was either formed or reorganised by Napoleon.9 

When John Paul II spoke about the New Evangelisation for the first time during his 

visit to Poland in 1979 he connected it to ‘new times’ and ‘new conditions of life’ which the 

Gospel was entering anew.10 The Restoration period was also defined by new times and new 

conditions of life the Church encountered. Louis XVIII wrote about it in the Introduction to 

the Charter: ‘We are bound… to estimate the effects of the ever increasing progress of 

enlightenment, the new relations which these advances have introduced into the society, the 

direction impressed upon opinions during the past half century, and the significant alterations 

which have resulted therefrom.’11 

In the aftermath of the collapse of the Empire and the fragility of the Monarchy 

religion was found necessary for everybody.12 Adrien Dansette who acknowledged that: 

‘alongside some undoubtedly sincere individual conversions, a general voluntary movement 

of return to religion was to be noted,’13 offers a further insight into the religious situation: 

‘Among Restoration officials there were also a number of sceptics and it was said, though 

with exaggeration, that in the first parliament after the Hundred Days no more than three 

deputies could be found who made their Easter duties. But, in contrast with their predecessors 
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under the Empire, instead of professing a cynical irreligion, they pretended to be exemplary in 

their beliefs. Even when they were Voltairians, they followed with solemn faces the detailed 

ceremonies taken over from the ancient regime.’14 

 The superficiality of the religiosity of Revolutionary factions contrasted with the 

enthusiasts of the Restoration whose ‘faith was so provocative and so uselessly theatrical that 

one forgets its happier side.’15 Furthermore J.P.T. Bury observed the nobility’s shift of 

convictions: ‘Their misfortunes during the past quarter of a century had a sobering effect on 

the nobility as a whole. No longer tempted to flirt with voltairian and radical ideas, the 

majority… resumed that practice of the Roman Catholic Church… Thus, along with their 

political belief in the Bourbon’s monarchy, went a renewed belief in the importance of the 

Church and of religion as a necessary check upon the evil doctrines of revolutionary free-

thinkers and a necessary safeguard of stability in state and society.’16 

Despite the apparent turn to religion Eugene de Mazenod recognised the dissonance 

between his aspirations and that of his fellow French women and men: ‘This attraction 

towards a perfection of which I see no models around me, in a country which no longer 

knows the meaning of perfection but takes fright at anything... this attraction deserves my 

attention, a closer examination, in short for me to pursue it without further ado.’17 A few 

months later, in view of his pursuit of holiness, he articulated his observations regarding the 

religious condition of his compatriots: ‘The Church, that glorious inheritance purchased by 

Christ the Saviour at the cost of his own blood, has in our days been cruelly ravaged… 

apostasy is nearly generalized, except for the fact that the sacred deposit of faith will be 

preserved intact until the end of the world, practically nothing remains of Christianity but the 

traces of what it was. So much so, that one could truly say that because of the malice and 
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corruption of today’s Christians, the state of most of them is worse than that of the Gentiles 

before the cross destroyed the idols.’18 

The pessimistic picture of the Church emerging from those testimonies inspired 

Michael Courvoisier to conclude that ‘The Missionaries of Provence have their origin in the 

shock felt by some priests before the sad state of the Church.’19 Although Eugene’s 

observation and assessment of the situation of the Church revealed the sad state of the Church 

the motivation behind his response to what he witnessed still requires further examination. 

A contemporary of Eugene and his close collaborator Jacques Jeancard, acknowledged 

the theological dynamic stimulating the actions of de Mazenod: ‘The plan according to which 

he worked derived from a source which transcended the dimensions of a purely human 

design. It was instilled into him and in some way revealed to him gradually as the 

circumstances opened up new vistas for his zeal.’20 

 Jeancard’s insight situated Eugene’s undertakings in the space which can be defined as 

responsiveness to God’s promptings. Therefore it highlighted God’s initiative. In the first 

Constitutions and Rules while introducing the charism of the Missionaries of Provence 

Eugene wrote: ‘What end is more sublime than that of their Institute? Their teacher is Jesus 

Christ, the Son of God himself; their first fathers, the Apostles.’21 In conjunction with the 

quoted apostolic threefold way it was used by de Mazenod to scripturally explain the 

dynamism of the Institute. The call to evangelise, which determined his conduct in the 

previous years, he recognised in 1815 as a gift not restricted to himself. It led him to search 

for others who would resonate with it. Eugene’s own conviction of God intervening in his life 

and the lives of others by a new call to evangelisation was articulated in the opening sentence 

of the first letter to Fr Henry Tempier on 9 October 1815: ‘My dear friend, read this letter at 
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the foot of your crucifix with a mind to heed only God and what is demanded in the interests 

of his glory and of the salvation of souls from a priest like yourself.’22 

 The call to evangelise, which grounded by Eugene in the initiative of Jesus, resembled 

the account of the Gospels (Mk 3:13-19; Luke 6: 12-16) referring to the establishment of the 

community of the Twelve. Joel B. Green while examining the Gospel of Luke wrote about the 

account from the chapter 6: ‘the idea of choosing itself, the election of the twelve persons, and 

the choice of these particular persons… are divinely sanctioned. Jesus acts as God’s agent and 

in continuity with the divine plan.’23 Eugene recognised a similar divine plan in the call he 

discovered. Furthermore he was inviting others to his vocation experience. The invitation 

echoed both Mark and Lukan accounts. Scripture scholars have identified the selection of the 

Twelve out of the large group of disciples24 while Mark’s use of ἀπῆλθον implies that those 

who are chosen by Jesus step out of the crowd of the disciples to come to Jesus. Robert H. 

Gundry translated it as: ’They went away to him.’ (Mk 3:13)25 The dynamic exemplified by 

Eugene followed the Gospel accounts. The first Missionaries of Provence like the Apostles 

were selected from within a community of believers. They were called to go away to Jesus 

realised in the new apostolic establishment. 

Therefore the crucifix was understood by Eugene in a dynamic and mission orientated 

way. The self-sacrifice of Jesus was seen in the context of the whole mission of the Saviour 

and a subsequent call to participate in it. He explained this a few months after the 

establishment of the Aix community in the letter to his fellow missionaries: ‘I wish you to 

change the end of our litanies. Instead of saying Jesu sacerdos, we must say Christe salvator. 
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That is the aspect under which we ought to contemplate our divine Master. Our particular 

vocation is such that we are associated in a special manner with the redemption of people.’26 

This conviction of Missionaries participating in the salvific mission of Christ was 

conclusively acknowledged in 1818 when he composed the first Rules for the Missionaries of 

Provence: ‘They are called to be the Saviours’ co-workers, the co-redeemers of humankind.’27 

Thus designing the habit of the members of the Missionaries of Provence Eugene wrote: 

‘They shall have no other distinctive sign than that proper to their ministry, that is, a crucifix, 

which they shall always wear… This crucifix will be like the credentials of their embassy to 

the various peoples to whom they are sent. It will not only serve to evoke respect in those they 

are to evangelize, but it will be for missionaries a continuous reminder of the humility, 

patience, charity, modesty and all the other virtues with which they must exercise their most 

holy and sublime ministry.’28 

The introduction of a crucifix and this comment on its significance for his followers 

needs to be further seen as an expression of a new call received from Christ in the 

contemporary context of his time. Similarly John Paul II while preaching in 1979 in Poland 

pointed out to a large wooden cross erected in the area and said: ‘Where the cross is 

raised, there is the sign that evangelization has begun.’29 

Reflecting on his vocation Eugene returned to its theological origin: ‘If I want to 

achieve some good, I must see myself as one sent by God on earth.’30 This conviction of 

being called de Mazenod extended to his Missionary Institute. Inspired by this revelation he 

set out the apostolic identity of a Missionary of Provence: ‘The missionary, being specifically 

called to the apostolic ministry, should aim at perfection. The Lord destines him to show forth 
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anew, amongst those of his own time, the marvellous things that were done of old by the first 

preachers of the Gospel. He ought then to walk in their footsteps.’31 

While modelling his vision on the Gospel, Eugene acknowledged the 

contemporization of Jesus’ evangelisation. In the midst of a Church desperately aiming at 

rebuilding the faith community after the Revolution and Napoleonic Regime the Founder of 

the Missionaries of Provence became more aware and appreciative of Jesus’ initiative. The 

zeal Jacques Jeancard saw in his Superior, and which was also a recurring phrase in Eugene’s 

own writings, finds its explanation in the Founder’s personal conviction of being called by 

Jesus Christ. It wasn’t an unprecedented call. It was the call given to the Apostles and also to 

many women and men throughout the centuries of the Church. Similarly his zeal was not 

unprecedented but it was a new zeal coming from a new encounter with Jesus Christ 

resembling the moment Jesus called the Twelve Apostles. 

After just one year of evangelising as a Missionary of Provence Eugene reflected on 

what other people saw as an ‘excessive zeal.’ For de Mazenod it was ‘no more than the 

fulfilment of a duty’ as he found himself compelled to evangelise. He went on to write: ‘I will 

acknowledge I fall short of my obligations and will do more if I can. But I must not forget that 

to work efficaciously for others’ salvation I must apply myself very seriously to my own 

perfection.’32 His reference to Jesus who called him motivated and nurtured his zeal which 

was expressed in regards to his spiritual life and his ministry. 

The founding and the growth of the missionary community led de Mazenod to 

verbalizing his spirituality of evangelization in order to share it with his companions. 

Furthermore he incorporated into the life and ministry of the new community certain elements 

and practices from other sources. These provide a further insight into his effort to express, 

cultivate and preserve this new ardour which stimulated his evangelization endeavours. One 

of such elements taken up by Eugene was the Morning Prayer to the Blessed Trinity 
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composed by Jean-Jacque Olier. The prayer addressed the Three Divine Persons of the Trinity 

in a personal manner: 

‘Eternal Father, I adore you as my Creator… 

Eternal Word, I adore you as my Redeemer… 

Holy Spirit of God, I adore you as my Sanctifier.’33 

Furthermore it engaged the praying person, firstly in acknowledging the Trinity’s 

work in their life: 

‘Eternal Father, I thank you for creating me with so much love, and for your great 

fidelity and forgiveness in caring for me… 

Son of God, I thank you for having saved me by the toils of your life and your 

sufferings unto death… 

Holy Spirit of God, I thank you for offering me so many graces and for having 

frequently renewed your life in me.’34 

Secondly it inspired praying persons to evaluate their response to what the Trinity 

sought to accomplish in their lives whether by acknowledging shortcomings in their 

responsiveness35 or articulating their new desire to recommit each one’s whole being: 

‘Eternal Father, I offer you whatever I shall do this day… 

Eternal Word, I offer you my thoughts and words this day… 

Holy Spirit of God, to you I consecrate all the affections of my heart.’36 

 The consecration expressed in the prayer became explicit in the religious vows in 

1818. Writing to a potential candidate in 1819 de Mazenod explicated the vows as an integral 

aspect of evangelising within the Missionaries of Provence as they, in his view, embodied 

Jesus’ manner: ‘What we have found most apt to help us attain thereto is to come as close as 

we can to the evangelical counsels, faithfully observed by all those who have been employed 
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by Jesus Christ in the great work of the redemption of souls.’37 The vows were conceived as a 

dynamically orientated to evangelisation. They were intended to shape the Missionaries into 

the likeness of Christ and subsequently to offer them to the people being evangelised. Even 

prior to the Papal approval on 17 February 1826, which involved the change of the name of 

the Institute to the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate, Eugene called his companions 

Oblates, a word derived from the Latin for ‘offering.’38 In a letter to a prelate in the Roman 

Curia the Founder explained the oblation: ‘this is the name we use among ourselves for 

profession.’39 

Before his zeal found its expression in exterior work it was manifested in his own 

determination to grow in holiness himself: ‘I must be a saint, and what is surprising, this 

seemed so easy to me that I did not doubt that it had to be.’40 The holiness for which he strove 

situated him in a constant tension between his preferences for solitary, contemplative life and 

public evangelisation: ‘I must above all be really convinced that I am doing God’s will when I 

give myself to the service of my neighbour, immerse myself in the external business of our 

house, etc., and then do my best without worrying if, in doing work of this kind, I am unable 

to do other things which I would perhaps find more to my taste and seem more directly 

adapted to my own sanctification.’41 

In 1818 while criticising himself for overactivity and the consequent poor quality of 

his spiritual life42 he again expressed his conviction regarding his vocation: ‘God forbid I 

would want to give up the service of neighbour! Far from it! I would like, if it were possible, 

to do still more for him than I have done already, since without doubt the Lord is glorified by 
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it, precisely it pleases him to be more so, but I will be better advised and in the service of my 

neighbour I will no longer forget myself as I have done.’43 

The growing identification with Christ was determining Eugene’s spirituality which 

was being shaped in relation to evangelisation. Although still attracted to a more regular and 

contemplative lifestyle, Eugene was inspired to reorientate his own relationship with other 

people: ‘Previously, if I were lazy and lukewarm, certainly it was the worse for me, but it was 

easy to remedy it, and the consequences were not serious for others. Today, if I am not fervent 

and holy, the works the Lord has confided to me will feel the effect, good will languish, and I 

will be responsible for all the consequences of this disorder.’44 

He continued, reflecting on the advice of Vincent de Paul45 about reconciling 

interiority with exteriority when both are placed in the context of loving Christ: 

at some time when I am attracted to contemplate the mercies of Jesus Christ in his 
sacrament, someone comes for confession, I must leave Our Lord without 
complaint and regret to fulfil this duty of charity imposed by his will… I will not 
hesitate, and I will do it with such good grace that, supposing I had the choice, I 
would prefer what the service that God has confided to me requires to what I 
would have a greater personal liking for. Better again; I will try to arrive at a 
loving preference for what is conformed to the will of the Master, which alone 
must rule not only my actions, but even my affections.46 

 
 Thus the holiness which he strove to achieve was not an individualistic enterprise but 

rather about acquiring the mind of Christ, who although he sought solitude and prayer at the 

same time received with compassion those who were in need of God. (Luke 9: 10 – 11, Mark 

1: 35 – 39, Mark 6: 31 – 35, Matt 14: 13 – 14) Therefore his zeal was a response to the call he 

received from Jesus Christ. 

The conversion of his mind to the importance of the role of evangelisation was further 

demonstrated in an assessment he produced regarding the coronation of Charles X. The new 

monarch who succeeded his brother Louis XVIII in 1824 managed to generate the support of 

the public. Lamartine in his book wrote about ‘one continued embrace between the King and 
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the people.’47 While signalling that he wished to continue the conciliatory measures of his 

brother the king explained his understanding of his upcoming coronation: ‘There, prostrate at 

the foot of the same altar where Clovis received the sacred unction, and in the presence of him 

who judges kings and peoples, I shall renew the oath to maintain and cause to be observed the 

institutions granted by the king, my brother; I shall offer up my thanks to Divine Providence 

for having deigned to make use of me to repair the calamities of my people.’48 

 The ancient ceremony at Rheims was attended by Eugene de Mazenod as the newly 

appointed Vicar General of Marseilles. Of what appeared as the triumph of religion de 

Mazenod wrote: ‘I find myself at the centre of its magnificence, on an occasion when vanity 

unfurls all its opulence. Impossible to see anything more sumptuous; one’s eyes are dazzled… 

Everybody is steeped in conceit; admiration and ecstasy abound... It would be endless if I 

tried to describe all I see at close quarters but I would also never be able to say to what extent 

I disdain all that is made the object of the admiration and cupidity.’49 

 In the letter to Father Tempier written the following day de Mazenod continued his 

critical evaluation of the events taking place in Rheims: ‘If that is all the world can offer in 

the way of beauty, however much its brilliance and ravishing fantasies may be seductive to 

others, I am only more confirmed than ever in the scorn that all of it deserves and has always 

inspired in me in passing through these splendid chambers, these superb porticoes, the church 

itself which seems to have changed its purpose for the occasion, no longer being the house of 

God but the sumptuous temple of vanity.’50 
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 The criticism expressed by Eugene also signalled his sensitivity to the state of the 

Church and her mission. It resembled the already quoted words from the 1818 Rule: ‘The 

Church, that glorious inheritance purchased by Christ the Saviour at the cost of his own 

blood, has in our days been cruelly ravaged.’51 For Eugene, concerned about integrity of the 

Church community to authenticate the mission of evangelisation, it was a different way of the 

Church being ravished, but still detrimental to the mission entrusted to believers by Christ. In 

fact in the revised version of the Rule, which in a few months he was to present to Pope Leo 

XII, these words from the 1818 manuscript became the very opening lines.52 Both texts 

articulated some critical assessment of the condition of the Church while at the same time 

they revealed Eugene’s new ardour inspired by the call he received from Christ. The 

sumptuous coronation ceremony, which highlighted the importance of the Church in the 

aftermath of the Revolution and the Napoleonic Regime, didn’t satisfy de Mazenod who 

wrote: ‘I had a secret whim to defy the world, to do something still more magnificent, more 

striking.’53 

 

 

8.2. ‘New methods’ 

 

When in 1983 John Paul II spoke about the New Evangelisation, after indicating the 

‘new ardour’ as its first characteristic, he also mentioned ‘new methods.’ This section offers a 

fresh insight to the Pope’s call regarding ‘new methods’ by interpreting it in the light of 

Eugene’s experience of living in an evangelising and evangelised community of the 

Missionaries of Provence. 
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As it has been noted Eugene de Mazenod in the midst of the ostentatious ceremonies 

in Rheims found himself compelled to do something more magnificent and more striking. He 

identified it in the letter to a close collaborator Jean Courtès: ‘I wish these people happiness 

but reserve the right, by taking the opposite direction, to protest by my conduct against all this 

lying, illusion and deplorable deception; my sole consolation will always be to see my 

companions walk with me in paths which from day to day become more unfamiliar but where 

we still find footsteps left by the saints to mark their passage and encourage those who wish 

to get to where they are.’54 

After a decade of work, Eugene continued appreciating community living as a valid 

method of evangelising and crucial to the renewal of the Church. His words echoed that of St 

Paul who spoke of Christianity as ‘the Way’ (Acts 9:2, 19:19, 19: 23, 24: 14, 24: 22) 

highlighting the dynamic character of the Church as Christians journeying together. 

The new ardour of de Mazenod, who believed that in the midst of the Church he was 

called by Christ to evangelise, led him to discover living in community itself as a method of 

evangelising. Furthermore it was validated when he turned to the Gospel in the early days of 

the Missionaries of Provence: ‘What did Our Lord Jesus Christ do? He chose a number of 

apostles and disciples, whom he formed in piety and whom he filled with his spirit.’55 Jesus’ 

call to individuals created a community of Apostles. Infused with a fresh insight into these 

simple facts about how Jesus set about his mission the Founder set out to actualize it in his 

contemporary context. 

The 1818 Rule in the very opening verses already acknowledged the supernatural 

character of the Missionaries’ vocation to their community which resembled the forming of 

the original community of Apostles: ‘The priests to whom the Lord has given the desire to 
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unite themselves in community.’56 This coming together was not to be simply pragmatic or 

sociological as some have suggested57 but supernatural and theological. The call to evangelise 

and the call to community Eugene recognised as intrinsically connected. Consequently the 

first chapter of the Rule focused on the ends of the Institute reinforced the role of community. 

The primary aim of the new Institute being ‘Preaching the word of God’ was explained in 

relation to their community: ‘The end of the Institute of the Missionaries of Provence is first 

of all to form an association of secular priests living together and seeking to imitate the 

virtues and example of our Saviour Jesus Christ, principally by devoting themselves to the 

preaching of the word of God to the poor.’58 

Jesus Christ worshiped and followed by the masters of the French School as the Word 

of God, first and furthermore became the cementing factor for the Missionaries of Provence. 

Likewise the second aim: ‘Supplying for the absence of religious orders’ aspired to 

recreate primarily the community living and witness of the former religious congregations: 

‘The end of this association is to make up for… the marvellous institutions that have 

disappeared since the French Revolution, and which have left a terrible absence that the 

Church realises more each day. That is why they will try to bring back to life in their own 

lives the piety and fervour of religious Orders destroyed in France by the Revolution.’59 

The community itself was identified by Eugene and the other founding Missionaries as 

their new method of evangelising. Therefore it required full engagement not only in the 

ministry of the Institute but in its life. Initially it was only one permanent community in Aix 

and the temporary communities of the Missionaries at the time of giving the parish missions. 

By 1826 there were four permanent communities of the Missionaries. The newness of this 

method was exemplified by the theological dynamic of the community and the bonds between 
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the members which were permeated by their relationship with Christ. Thus it continued de 

Mazenod’s idea of the nucleus as a realisation of the Church in the small missionary 

community. 

In striving to create a community Eugene was reacting to the institutionalisation of the 

Church. Jacek Dudzic traced the beginning of this this process to the fourth century when the 

Christianity ceased to be a minority religion and began developing more as an institution than 

a community.60 The paths de Mazenod wanted to walk with his companions, as he wrote to 

Tempier in 1825, were communities of the Missionaries which were defined both 

theologically and relationally and thus challenging the reduction of the Church to an 

institution. 

Jacques Jeancard who joined the Missionaries in 1818 shed some light on the nature 

and dynamic of the Aix community: ‘The community of Aix was really a family. Everyone 

lived the same life and all hearts flourished under the same influence… One heart and one 

soul, which the Founder recommended in his rules as one of the characteristics of the Society, 

was truly the distinctive feature of this small community.’61 

The hagiographical style of Jeancard led Michael Courvoisier to challenge the validity 

of this description. However, at the same time, Courvoisier acknowledged Jeancard’s 

firsthand experience of that community.62 Furthermore the same author while writing about 

Eugene’s decision to establish a community of missionaries argued that ‘The word conversion 

seems the most appropriate, a conversion that opens up a new way of life.’63 Similarly Fabio 

Ciardi acknowledged that ‘After his conversion (1814), Eugene set up a community.’64 This 

conversion to the Church’s actualisation in community living was examined in the reference 

to the Paschal Mystery in the previous chapter of this thesis. The community dynamic was not 

incidental to the evangelizing efforts of Eugene and other missionaries. On the contrary it was 
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understood as paramount to their new method of evangelising which took flesh in a concrete 

community of the Missionaries of Provence. 

Only after a year of living and evangelising together Eugene wrote to Fr Tempier: 

‘This spirit of being wholly devoted to the glory of God, the service of the Church and the 

salvation of souls, is the spirit proper to our congregation, a small one, to be sure, but which 

will always be powerful as long as she is holy.’65 The community of the Missionaries, in de 

Mazenod’s understanding, became a re-creation of the personified holy Church. In 1821 he 

offered an insight which shed light on his perception of the communitarian witness of 

holiness: ‘Get together often and live in the most perfect unity. When I say unity, it is not that 

I fear you quarrel, this thought does not cross my mind, but I wish to speak of that cordiality, 

that fusion, if I use the expression, which should to exist amongst all the members of our 

Society which should have but one heart and one soul.’66 

The recognition of the importance of such unity between the Missionaries dates to the 

very early days of their existence. Eugene first wrote about it from the parish mission at Grans 

which he preached with his community just weeks after coming together: ‘Between us 

missionaries… we are what we should be, that is to say, one heart, one soul, one thought.’67 

Thus he saw in the new community the continuation of the ideal which he saw in the Twelve 

gathered around Jesus and recognised in the early Christian community: ‘The whole group of 

believers was united, heart and soul.’ (Acts 4: 32) A letter from 1817 to his father and uncles 

still living in Palermo revealed his scriptural view of the Aix community: ’This fervent 

community which retraces in our day all the virtues of the most beautiful times of Christianity 

was worthy of the Lord’s gaze.’68 
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In a letter to Fr Tempier written from Paris, where de Mazenod was seeking a 

government approval for his Institute, the Founder revealed his personal appreciation of 

belonging to the missionary community: ‘Nothing in the world can compensate me for the 

pleasant dwelling of our holy house with such good brothers as you. Never have I appreciated 

so much quam dulce et quam jucundum habitare fratres in unum. This strikes me all the more 

in that I see with my own eyes that it is not given to all communities to taste this happiness, 

harder than one thinks in this word below.’69 

In recent years Fabio Ciardi has confirmed the validity of Jeancard’s reflection by 

writing: ‘The agreement between the first members that constitute the community of the 

Missionaries of Provence is expressed primarily in the will to live an intense life of 

community.’70 The mother house in Aix, the temporary communities at the time of the parish 

missions and the later established communities of Missionaries were to actualise the prayer of 

Jesus Christ for his Church: ‘Father, may they be one in us, as you are in me and I in you, so 

that the world may believe that it was you who sent me.’ (John 17: 22) 

The Trinitarian Prayer which de Mazenod adopted for the missionaries identified the 

origin of the evangelical ardour in a personal encounter with God. It further situated their life 

in a lively and continuous relationship to the Divine Persons. “I adore you my God. I adore 

your infinite perfections, incomprehensible to men and angels, truly known only by your 

Word, worthily loved by your Spirit.’71 Thus the mystery of the communion of the Father, the 

Son and the Holy Spirit was fundamental to the communal formation of the missionaries. At 

the same time this very personal prayer became a communal prayer recited together every 

morning. In this way every member of the community was invited to offer to others his most 

intimate and profound religious sentiments. Writing to Fr Tempier the Founder reinforced it: 

‘We are put on earth, particularly those of our house, to sanctify ourselves while helping each 
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other by our example, our words and our prayers.’72 Eugene’s conviction echoed the theology 

of communion of the Trinitarian Prayer. The communion was for meditation as much as for 

participation and sharing: ‘Unable of myself, Eternal Father to honour you worthily, I offer 

you the praise of your Word from all eternity, the homage of his life incarnate and the 

reverence he now renders you in heaven. These I make mine and with all my heart I unite 

myself to that love which the Holy Spirit bears for you through all who are your Church.’73 

Love of God which was contemplated in the relations of the Divine Persons was 

recognised as a unifying dynamic for the Church and for the missionaries who strove to 

recreate in their communities the essence of the ecclesial union. Eugene entertained this belief 

when he wrote: ‘How much I would wish that our little community might raise up in the full 

view of the Church the fervour of the religious Orders and regular Congregations from which 

sprang such shining virtue in the first days of their establishment.’74 

On the eve of the first vows he further elaborated on the relationality and 

interrelationality which contribute to the Church’s growth in holiness: ‘If I am fervent the 

community at whose head I am placed will grow in fervour and the whole population will feel 

the influence of this growth in zeal and love.’75 This perception marked his spirituality and 

ministry from the beginning of the Missionary Community. 

Alongside his personal commitment to evangelising within the context of community 

living, the letters to his fellow missionaries associate leaving the community after the final 

vows as apostasy.76 Taken out of the context of evangelisation the texts may mislead the 

reader but read in the light of Eugene’s understanding of necessity of evangelisation being 

accomplished by a community of disciples of Jesus the passages expose both his personal 
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suffering at losing his confreres and his ecclesial suffering at their lack of appreciation of their 

community as a necessary method of evangelising. 

The voluntary departures of some missionaries as well as the cases of members being 

expelled from the community contribute to a realistic image of the Missionaries of Provence 

as a community of human beings not angels. Eugene de Mazenod was obviously well aware 

of the situation. His missionary community wasn’t an abstract and idealistic reality but a 

concrete gathering of priests and candidates in training each marked by various challenges. 

Joseph Pielorz in his research noted the slow growth of the Institute. There were 16 members 

in 1818, 25 in 1821, 21 in 1824 and 30 in 1826 when Pope Leo XII approved them as the 

Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate. The slow development of numbers was also 

influenced by a significant departure rate. During the first ten years of the Institute 68 men 

joined of whom 37 left.77 Obviously de Mazenod’s dedication to loving and serving the 

Church of his time through loving and serving his missionary community was grounded in 

reality and authenticity as his love was tested by the vagaries and inconstancy of human 

beings. 

De Mazenod’s dedication was articulated in 1817 during his trip to Paris where he 

sought Government approval for the Missionaries of Provence who had met with growing 

opposition from the parish priests of Aix-en-Provence who were aggrieved with their 

parishioners attending the church belonging to the Missionaries. Uncertain of the stand of a 

future Archbishop he hoped that a civil approval would guarantee the survival of the small 

community.78 The setbacks he experienced both on the part of the Ministry and the newly 

appointed Archbishop Ferdinand de Bausset-Roquefort left him with no solid external civil or 

diocesan structures which could protect the missionaries. In his vulnerability he reached out to 

his confreres for re-commitment and assurance: 
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I beg you, my dear friends, to join in finding out before God what we must do. Put 
aside all that is human, consider only God, the Church and the souls to be saved. I 
will go by what you decide… The Archbishop seems fairly favourable towards 
the missions but we will have to expect that he will harass us from all sides… I 
feel courageous enough if supported by your virtues, encouraged by your 
resignation to endure all the outrages which are still in store for me. You will be 
my strength and we will mutually console each other when the wicked have their 
way.79 

 
 His vulnerability indicated his connectedness to his confreres and the importance of 

internal spiritual, communal and personal structures to safeguard the existence of the 

community.  

The appointment in 1818 of his uncle Fortune de Mazenod to the restored diocese of 

Marseilles was seen by Eugene as an advantage to the Society80 giving it the protection of a 

diocesan bishop. However ‘a great crisis’81 caused by the bishops of Aix and Fréjus, who 

began recalling Missionaries who came from their respective dioceses back home, was further 

intensified by internal tensions and confusion triggered by the appointment of de Mazenod 

and Tempier as Vicars General of Marseilles. Eugene’s appointment to Marseilles was 

perceived by some members as deserting and jeopardising the community and even as the 

fulfilment of personal ambitions.82 Although the charismatic personality of the Founder 

prevailed, he realised that he needed to encourage his fellow Missionaries to undertake 

communal discernment and decision-making. A year later, during the 1824 General Chapter, 

Eugene asked his confreres ‘if it was opportune for the good of the Society that he continue to 

fulfil the office of vicar general of the Bishop of Marseilles. The Chapter proceeded by secret 

ballot, and the result of the counting was affirmatively unanimous.’83 Significantly, the 

minutes of the 1824 General Chapter, despite being the third such a gathering in the short 

                                                             
79 "Mazenod to Tempier and Emmanuel Maunier, 19 October 1817," quoted in Rambert, Vie de monseigneur 
Charles-Joseph-Eugène de Mazenod, 247-248. 
80 "Mazenod to Tempier, 21 May 1823," quoted in  Rambert, Vie de monseigneur Charles-Joseph-Eugène de 
Mazenod, 363-364. 
81 "Mazenod to Courtès, 10 October 1823," quoted in  Rambert, Vie de monseigneur Charles-Joseph-Eugène de 
Mazenod, 379. 
82 Rey, Histoire, vol. 1, 315. 
83 Registre des Délibérations des Chapitres Généraux de la Société des Missionnaires dits de Provence, 1824, 
Manuscrit I-1, (1), OMI Archives. 



214 

history of the Institute, were recorded as the first entry in the register of deliberations. Thus 

the Institute’s communal problem solving in time of crisis has been preserved as a witness 

and a testimony to defending not simply an ideal of community but the existence of a concrete 

Christian community in which the reality of the Church was actualised. 

The testing through fire, which the Missionaries of Provence experienced, 

authenticated Eugene’s words from 1817: ‘Truly disinterested zeal for the glory of God and 

the salvation of souls and the most tender, affectionate and sincere charity amongst ourselves, 

will make of our house an earthly paradise and will establish it in a more solid a manner than 

all possible orders and laws.’84 Thus, eight years after their foundation, the Missionaries of 

Provence embodied the new commandment of Jesus from the Last Supper: ‘Love one another; 

just as I have loved you, you also must love one another. By this love you have for one 

another, everyone will know that you are my disciples.’ (John 13: 34-35) 

 Eugene’s efforts to secure the existence of the Missionaries of Provence, whose 

communities were striving to be new methods of evangelisation, paralleled the negotiations 

between the Holy See and the Restoration Government in France. In the midst of difficult and 

tedious proceedings the new dynamism of the Church in France was emerging. Pierre de 

Blacas, the French ambassador to the Holy See observed: ‘It is thought in Rome that the 

Church of France of 1682 was annihilated in 1802, but there exists in its place an entirely new 

Church, the creation of Pope Pius VII, which has no rights except those it derives from his 

apostolic power.’85 Such belief was a challenge to Gallican traditions as much as the Holy 

See’s utilisation of the opportunities presented by the negotiations with the Restoration 

Government to enhance the ties with the French Church. 

The Pope, who in 1802 authoritatively requested the resignation of all French bishops, 

this time decided to invite the local episcopate and their chapters to voice their opinions on 
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the increase of the dioceses. Thirty-five bishops or chapters were consulted and all of them 

agreed on the increase of the dioceses.86 Thus in Restoration society which so often exhibited 

strong Gallican sentiments87 there was a fresh development in the relationship between the 

Pope and the French bishops. It became further evident when the French Ecclesiastical 

Commission recommended resignation of all thirty-four active bishops in France providing 

the Government with a clean slate regarding episcopal appointments.88 The majority of 

bishops wanted to resign only at the Pope’s request. P. H. Sagnac argued that it was ‘one of 

the most obvious signs of the weakness of the French episcopate and the omnipotence of the 

Holy See.’89 From the Gallican perspective, evident in Sagnac’s rhetoric, it was weakness but 

moving beyond Gallicanism it was a movement towards strengthening ties among bishops in 

France and between them and the Holy See. 

Visiting Paris in 1817 to obtain Government authorisation for his missionary 

community de Mazenod witnessed the hopes about the new Concordat signed by Pius VII on 

11 June 1817. He wrote: ‘The concordat (1801) is abrogated, that of Leo X is re-established. 

The organic articles are destroyed. Seven more archdioceses, thirty-five dioceses…The whole 

of it has been printed, following the agreement with the Pope. We will know the bishops 

within two days.’90 

However as a Gallican opposition to the 1817 Concordat was voiced in the Parliament 

and beyond91 the King introduced his own law regulating the State-Church relationship. The 

new law proposed by the King on 22 November 1817 reinstated the Gallican tradition 

expressed in the episcopal appointments: ‘The King alone appoints, by virtue of the right 
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inherent to the crown, to archbishoprics and bishoprics throughout the kingdom. The bishops 

and archbishops then address the Pope to obtain the canonical institution.’92 Similarly the 

pontifical correspondence was to be controlled.93 The law brought to an impasse the 

negotiations around the Concordat. Finally the 1801 Concordat was upheld with some 

provisional adjustments regarding the new dioceses and new bishops. Again Pius VII 

requested a consultation with the French episcopate. ‘The prior consultation of the bishops 

was not considered by the Pope as a simple formality, but as an essential condition of the 

provisional arrangement… experience has taught it (the Holy See) that it must above all avoid 

the division of the episcopate and that it is their union with the first pastor that makes their 

common strength.’94 

 At the same time the Government was determined to avoid such a consultation. It 

created a peculiar situation where the Pope was seeking the advice of the French bishops and 

the Government sympathizing with Gallicanism was attempting to prevent it. The French 

ambassador to the Holy See reflected on it in his letter to the Prime Minister: ‘We have 

demanded the maintenance of Gallican liberties. His Majesty declared that he regarded them, 

as his predecessors had done, as the precious heritage of the nation. But the most important of 

these freedoms is undoubtedly the one which guarantees the bishops the right to be heard.’95 

 
In May 1819 the bishops gathered in Paris. In the midst of the growing Gallicanism 

they wrote a letter to Pius VII in which they described the ‘deplorable’ condition of the 

Church96 and surprisingly recalled ‘the yoke of those organic articles, which are contrary to 
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the doctrine and laws of the Church.’97 Finding themselves in the limbo caused by the 

stalemate of the Paris-Rome negotiations they turned to the Pope expressing their desire ‘to 

walk constantly under the influence and direction of our leader.’98 Furthermore they admitted 

their own vulnerability in the complex social and ecclesial situation: 

We ask you to help us with your advice, to enlighten us with your light, to 
strengthen us with your authority… not only as the head of the Church, in whom 
we profess to recognize and respect the primacy of honour and jurisdiction that 
Jesus Christ has entrusted to you, but also that the veneration we have for your 
virtues allows us to tell you this, as the arbitrator, conciliator, mediator… to 
whom we confide with the greatest security, and whose opinion, decision, 
judgment, will be our strength, our safety and our consolation.99 

 
 Replying to the Bishops on 19 August 1819 Pius VII commended them for their 

attachment to the Holy See and his person100 and he laid out his plan to resolve the situation 

caused by vacant bishoprics.101 The Pope reassured the bishops who had ‘opened their hearts 

to him’102 about the importance of ‘the close union of the Bishops among themselves, and 

with the Supreme Head of the Church.’103 

 The necessity of ‘one heart and one soul’ which Eugene strove to cultivate in his 

Missionary Community was becoming apparent in the French episcopate uniting the bishops 

with the Pope. It was an annoying characteristic to the supporters of Gallicanism but a new 

force for the Church. In this Church still strongly institutionalised and politicised de Mazenod 

and his confreres situated their communities, in which they lived intense Christian life, as new 

methods of the New Evangelisation of their contemporary milieu. 
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8.3. ‘New expression.’ 

 

The third component of the New Evangelisation according to John Paul II was new 

expression. After having studied de Mazenod’s experiential insights regarding the new ardour 

and the new methods which traced the Missionaries’ theological journey from being 

individually called by Christ to being formed into community this section will continue with 

the examination of the reality of being sent forth as a new expression of their Society. The 

intense life of community characterising the Missionaries of Provence as the result of their 

call to evangelise stimulated them to interact with other communities and groups within the 

local dioceses and thus protecting them from self-absorption or politicising their ministry. 

In the highly sensitive context of the Restoration aiming at advancing the Monarchy 

and eager to involve the French Church to this end, Eugene and his Missionaries bore witness 

to the supernatural and relational character of the Catholic Church. Similarly the already 

mentioned 1819 letter of the French bishops to Pius VII indicated a new development in the 

Church. Sagnac described the letter as: ‘a veritable manifesto of that high clergy of France 

whom the Restoration had completely transformed.’104 His disappointment at the stance of the 

episcopate echoed that of Louis XVIII who after reading the letter wrote: ‘I would have liked 

the prelates of my kingdom to have testified a little more to their King.’105 Nevertheless the 

bishops in their stance had exhibited a new ecclesial disposition by allying as a body with the 

Pope. The initial growth of the Missionaries of Provence occurred during that period of 

tension between government eager to retain the Church’s support and the French bishops who 

were expressing increasing allegiance to the Pope. 

Despite the Church-State tensions it was also an era of the resurgence of parish 

missions in France. Sheryl Kroen wrote: ‘Between 1815 and 1830 zealous Catholic 
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missionaries took towns by storm for up to three weeks at a time as they staged more than 

twelve hundred revivals all over France.’106 Among those revivals there were fifty missions 

given between 1816 and 1823107 by the Missionaries of Provence which as Leflon argued: 

‘contributed to the general movement, which gave apostolic endeavour in France after 1815 

its direction and its specific character.’108 The general movement resembled the Seventeenth 

century mystic and missionary epoch. A recent study of the Restoration by Sheryl T. Kroen 

led her to conclude that: ‘It would be impossible to explain the sheer quantity and 

geographical range of the missions without assuming the basic material and spiritual support 

of the established church at the local level.’109 Kroen’s analysis brings to light the 

evangelising expression of the Church at that time which included both giving and receiving 

the missions. In the French Church the terms missionary and mission were predominantly 

applied to France.110  

Eugene’s own involvement in the evangelising endeavours blended into the life of the 

French Catholicism while preserving its own distinctive expression. In 1817 he revealed to Fr 

Tempier his belief that the Missionaries of Provence were sent forth to their own milieu: ‘Our 

Lord Jesus Christ has left us the task of continuing the great work of the redemption of 

humankind. It is towards this unique end that all our efforts must tend. As long as we will not 

have spent our whole life and given all our blood to achieve this, we have nothing to say.’111 

Therefore this new expression of their missionary community was defined by the commission 

which, as they believed, they received from Jesus Christ. 

Eugene words echoed the passage of the Trinitarian Prayer which focused on the 

mission of Christ: ‘Eternal Word, I adore you as my Redeemer, who being equal to your 
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Father, became by your Mother like unto us. You became the servant of all, living in poverty 

and obedience unto death, to rise again in glory that we might so live and pass into the glory 

of God’s children.’112 The contemplation of the kenotic evangelising mission of Jesus Christ 

infused de Mazenod with a desire to actualise it in his contemporary Church with his 

community’s living it and reaching out to others. In his unique way Eugene was inspired to 

create a cenacle of missionary spirituality which contested the Jansenist interpretation and 

application of the ethos of the pristine Jerusalem community. The community made of 

Eugene and his companions was not defined by its isolation from the wider ‘corrupted’ 

society but by their constant engagement with it. 

The parish missions, which were recommended by Pius VII, were the most apparent 

expression of their interaction with the wider society. The missions were also met with the 

favourable approval of the Government which hoped new fervour in the Church would further 

strengthen the Monarchy. 

On 25 September 1818 Louis XVIII granted his royal ordonnance to the Missionaries 

of France as a national institute for conducting the parish missions. In the document the King 

wrote: ‘The small number of priests attached to the local churches does not suffice for the 

needs of the dioceses of our kingdom. The society of the new missionary priests called the 

Missions of France offers a powerful help to the parishes and attached churches deprived of 

pastors.’113 

Nigel Aston indicated that, while in 1789 there were sixty thousand diocesan priests 

by 1814 the number had dropped to thirty-six thousand. Among them 42% were over sixty 

years old.114 It added some further tension to French Catholic life that bishops had to choose 
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between providing pastors for vacant parishes and allowing some priests to dedicate 

themselves to the missions in order to revitalise the faith of the people. 

Eugene de Mazenod and his missionaries experienced this tension themselves. Bishop 

of Fréjus, desperate for parish clergy, began calling the Missionary priests who were from his 

diocese back to serve as parish clergy. In a letter to the Bishop, Eugene elaborated on the 

importance of the vows the validity of which was being contested among the Prelate’s 

advisers. The Founder of the Missionaries of Provence situated the vows in relation to the 

local Church and the authority of the bishops: ‘The promise to persevere in the Society… is a 

means of preservation which is, as we take it, not at all opposed to the rights of bishops over 

their subjects. We are prepared to go wherever they may call us; we receive our mission only 

from them, and we shall be careful not to take even the least step that is not in perfect 

conformity with their wishes.’115  

Furthermore he made it clear that the vows were taken ‘for the greater good of the 

individuals and to the benefit of the respective dioceses.’ The vows, perceived by Eugene as 

an Oblation to Christ and his mission concretised within  the Church, were theologically and 

evangelically referencing the Missionaries to the local churches where they ‘had been charged 

with evangelising’116 to assist the parishes where ordinary ministry was proving to be 

‘insufficient or even useless.’117 As Eugene was convinced that in the long term evangelising 

was more crucial for the Church than filling up priestly vacancies in the parishes he was 

determined to protect the Institute he saw as an evangelising contributor. 

Similarly when the Bishop of Nîmes Charles Petit-Benoit de Chaffoy invited the 

Missionaries of Provence to establish themselves in his diocese with the task of supplying 

Masses in vacant parishes Eugene turned down the offer. Writing from Nîmes after personally  
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reconnoitring the prospective new foundation he explained to Fr Tempier: ‘I do not see how 

this can be the vocation of our missionaries. That is why I am very determined not to accept 

the offers.’118 The discernment he employed led to an attempt to help the bishop to see ‘the 

vast field’119 that needed to be covered as seen by Eugene and his Missionaries. ‘I went to see 

the Bishop to share my ideas with him... I did not hide from him that, having no greater desire 

than to work in conformity with our vocation, our ambition was to extend and propagate the 

work which the Lord had confided to us.’120 

Consequently the orientation towards evangelisation which he exhibited was not a 

temporary solution to priestly shortages or short-coming but a permanent reality paralleling 

the permanency of the commitment to the Institute from the early days of the foundation121 

and of the vows introduced in 1818 consecrating the members in their Oblation to God in a 

Missionary Society. Such an understanding differentiated the Missionaries of Provence from 

the Missionaries of France co-founded by Eugene’s friend Charles de Forbin-Janson. In their 

Statues approved by the Vicars General of Paris on 9 January 1815 it was written that the 

purpose of the new establishment: ‘is to give Missions and to train Missionaries for the 

interior of France: however, since it is to be hoped that the needs of the Church in France will 

become less pressing in this regard in time, the Society does not renounce the services it could 

render to religion by lending itself to the work of foreign Missions.’122 

Eugene de Mazenod’s permanent commitment to the local church through the life and 

ministry of the Missionaries of Provence challenged such interpretation of the present and the 

future situation of the Church in France. He believed that every generation is a new mission 

field for the Church. 
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Furthermore de Mazenod showed a holistic approach to missions and evangelisation. 

The parish missions were more than an activity of the Institute. They were a new expression 

of the Missionaries’ identity as a community which strove to relive in their day all the virtues 

of the most beautiful times of Christianity as he wrote to his father and uncles.123 The new 

expression of the new method, which was their Society, was to share with others their intense 

life as a Christian community. Their community was not introverted but characterised by 

communal responsibility to express the vocation of being sent forth. 

The structure of the first Rules captured that expression. The first chapter of the Rule, 

introduced the community to its ideal. The second chapter detailed the preparation, conduct 

and the follow up of the missions. The third chapter identified other works of ministry. Only 

then, in its second part, did the Rule begin elaborating on the vows and some specific spiritual 

exercises proper to the Missionaries of Provence. Such structure indicated that ‘the new 

expression’, whether by parish missions or other ministries, of their community was not 

simply an activity to aim at, but the very reality in which individuals and their community 

were to be formed. The mentioned structure of the Rule also recalled the history of the 

Society. The first priests of the Society were not trained for evangelisation but rather 

evangelising trained them. It was through ‘doing’ the work of preaching and teaching that 

their spirituality was cultivated and developed. 

The establishment of the first community in Aix exemplified such an approach. The 

Rules explained that: ‘Missionaries must, as far as human weakness allows, imitate in all the 

examples of Our Lord Jesus Christ, the principal founder of the Society, and of his Apostles, 

our first fathers. In imitation of these great models, a part of their life will be used for prayer, 

for interior recollection, for contemplation in the secret of the house of God, which they will 
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live in common. The other will be entirely devoted to the outer works of the most active 

zeal.’124 

‘The house of God’ mentioned in the Rules, while envisaged for contemplation, 

remained integrally connected to both the ‘outer works’ of the Missionaries, the wider 

community of the city of Aix and the whole Archdiocese. Upon the official opening on 7 

April 1816125 the people of Aix called it ‘the Church of the Mission.’126 This prophetic name 

was accepted by the Missionaries as well.127 Therefore the very presence of the Missionaries 

in Aix was a permanent reminder and actualisation of the missionary character of the Church, 

a character which couldn’t be limited to a few weeks of renewal as it couldn’t be limited even 

to the foreign missions either. 

Sheryl Kroen in her book Politics and Theater began the chapter on the missionaries 

with a general mission in the city of Marseilles in 1820: ‘Led by eighteen clergymen from the 

national Missionaries of France, with Charles de Forbin-Janson at their head and five 

missionaries from a regional society, the revival was made possible by the assistance of the 

local clergy, urged on by the vociferous support of the Archbishop of Aix.’128 

 The anonymous ‘five missionaries from a regional society’ were Eugene de Mazenod 

and his four confreres. Kroen’s laconic mention still captured the regional character of the 

Provencal group. Eugene consistently insisted on parish missions in Provence. Even after the 

newly appointed Archbishop of Aix appeared reserved in his response to de Mazenod and his 

missionaries, the Founder wrote: ‘I am disposed not to leave the Midi where our ministry can 

be most fruitful and I entirely refuse Chartres whose bishop I have avoided seeing, precisely 

                                                             
124 Mazenod, Constitutions et Règles de la Société des Missionnaires de Provence, 1818, DM XI-1, (26), OMI 
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127 "Mazenod to Marius Suzanne, 2 February 1816," quoted in Jeancard, Mélanges historiques sur la 
congrégation des oblats de Marie-Immaculée, 372. 
128 Kroen, Politics and Theater, 76. 



225 

not to be impeded in my determination.’129 Two years later when the Archbishop finally 

arrived in Aix Eugene wrote him a letter in which he explained the background of the 

foundation of the Missionaries of Provence: ‘From the time that I entered the clerical state, I 

had in my mind consecrated myself to its (Aix Archdiocese) service. When I had the 

happiness of being made a priest, I persevered in that same intention… I followed the 

attraction which inclined me to work in my own diocese… the Lord inspired me with the plan 

of establishing a society of missionaries at Aix, who as a priority, would undertake to 

evangelise the poor country people, even in the smallest Provençal hamlets.’130 

 At the end of the first decade of evangelising, with the first house of the Society 

opened outside the boundaries of Provence only a few months earlier, Eugene went to Rome 

to ask for Papal approval. In a letter to Leo XII he explained that apart from parish missions 

the missionaries ‘have offered their assistance to the Clergy in view of a moral reform by 

means of retreats and a good priestly training in seminaries. They had dedicated themselves to 

the care of the youth whom they gather in Christian groups.’131 Furthermore the society was 

‘entrusted with the hospitals of Aix, the prisons of Marseilles, the prisons of Aix and the 

shrine of Notre-Dame de Laus.’132 However Eugene’s certainty that his religious society 

deserved papal approval, even though it hardly extended outside Provence and had only thirty 

members, was grounded in his experience of contributing an evangelising vitality to the local 

Church. Ten years earlier he already wrote about it to Charles de Forbin-Janson: ‘Our house 

will be always quite a fine establishment and of major importance for the whole of Provence. 

I hope that the future archbishop will protect it.’133 In 1825 looking back he could see that the 
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uniqueness of his vision, built on the idea of a nucleus of a renewed and ardent missionary 

community was a crucial contribution to the dioceses of Provence.134 

 Furthermore their local expression was defined not only by geography but also by 

their co-operation in various ministries already established in the dioceses. Kroen’s 

description of the mission in Marseilles where the Missionaries of Provence worked with the 

Missionaries of France sheds light on this aspect of their evangelisation. The co-evangelising 

in Marseilles, and a couple of weeks later in Aix, displayed the pivotal aspect of the 

Missionaries willingness to co-operate with others, a co-operative spirit which also extended 

to the local clergy and communities of parishes in which they worked. 

The focus on giving missions to parishes already indicated involvement in the 

ordinary pastoral ministry of the diocese. In 1818 Eugene wrote to a parish priest who had 

requested a mission about: ‘the happiness of coming to help a good pastor’s solicitude for his 

lost sheep.’135 Although the Missionaries’ evangelising was seen as crucial to their vocation it 

was also integral to the mission of the whole diocese. 

This vision inspired Eugene and his Missionaries to open a second house of the 

Society at the Shrine of Notre-Dame de Laus. ‘We have become guardians of one of the most 

celebrated shrines of the Blessed Virgin where the good God is pleased to manifest the power 

that he has granted to this dear Mother of the Mission.’136 De Mazenod’s orientation to 

evangelisation inspired him to connect the Marian Shrine to the Society’s mission. Mary was 

now the Mother of the Mission. Providing pastoral care for the pilgrims visiting the Shrine 

was another form of participating in the mission of the whole diocese. ‘From there, after 

having preached penance to these good people, the greatness and glories of Mary, we will 

spread throughout the mountains to proclaim the word of God to these simple souls.’137 

Furthermore the missionary outlook of de Mazenod and his companions which allowed them 
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to see a century old shrine in a new light was also an invitation for the wider community to 

reinterpret itself in an evangelising key. 

 Their co-operation continued with the establishing of a third community in 1821. 

After receiving an invitation from the Directors of an orphanage in Marseilles Eugene wrote: 

‘It was a matter of establishing a house of our society under the roof which serves as a shelter 

to the children of Providence, so that the members of this house, while attending to the 

different works of their ministry, could also apply themselves to the spiritual direction of 

these children.’138 

Again a new engagement was discerned to be complementary to evangelisation as 

Eugene wrote: ‘I gladly share your views; for they are in perfect harmony with the spirit of 

our statutes and with the desire we entertain to cooperate as much as we can in the welfare of 

a city whose population is so dear to us.’139 Nevertheless the presence of the Missionaries was 

to enhance not to replace the work which was already being done by the Directors: ‘Nothing 

is more edifying then to see good Christian laity teaching children the basics of Christian 

doctrine. Such good work cannot be too much encouraged and deserves the greatest praise.’140 

He reinforced this stance in the letter to Madame Roux: ‘If these Gentlemen think we can 

second the holy work they have undertaken, we are at their command.’141 

The fourth community was established in Nîmes where Eugene agreed to institute a 

few Missionaries of Provence in the diocesan seminary where they would interact with the 

formators and students as well. Because in this new foundation the Missionaries were 

reaching outside Provence, Eugene wanted them to get a sense of the diocese. He explained it 

to Fr Tempier: ‘I would be very pleased to be able to establish a community close to him (the 
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Bishop)… because, being the aides de camp of the bishops, it was necessary that we be 

habitually within reach to receive their orders.’142 

At the prospect of the new establishment Eugene confined to Fr Tempier the hope that 

some seminarians may be motivated to join them.143 The hope of inspiring others to become 

missionaries needs to be seen in the context of the whole evangelising endeavours of Eugene 

and his Missionaries. In the Rules a program was set out which was to direct their work: ‘We 

must lead the people to act like human beings, first of all, and then like Christians, and finally, 

we must help them to become saints.’144 If de Mazenod perceived his own holiness in view of 

his efforts to evangelise others the personal holiness of his contemporary Catholics was not 

the final goal but rather leading them to embrace their responsibility to share their faith with 

others. When explaining the role of preaching the Rules of the Missionaries of Provence 

specified that the goal of preaching was that the listeners should ‘return to their homes 

instructed and well disposed, and able to repeat in their families what they have learned from 

our lips.’145 Thus the missionary ferment would permeate the Church to her roots to inspire 

the parishes and other communities to adopt this new expression as well. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The first ten years of the missionary Society founded by Eugene de Mazenod were 

lived out in the context of the Restoration of the French Monarchy and subsequent restoration 

of the Catholic Church in France. Geographically the focus of its mission was defined by the 

region of Provence which, for most of this study, was still covered by the large Archdiocese 
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of Aix. The evangelising efforts of the Missionaries of Provence stressed the nature of the 

Church in relation to her mission rather than defining the Church by her usefulness for 

building or maintaining the civil order. 

 The missionary work of Eugene and his confreres also sheds light on the reality of the 

New Evangelisation. Recognition and acceptance of the call of Jesus by individual members 

to evangelise within the Nineteenth century Church, inspired in them new ardour. It was also 

a unifying factor of their community which was a natural outcome of the call of Jesus Christ 

received by the members. Perceiving the nature of their community as a re-creation in their 

own time and place of the original community of Jesus and his Apostles enabled Eugene and 

the Missionaries of Provence to value their communities as new methods of evangelisation. 

The intense communal aspect of their Institute was paramount to their evangelisation as it also 

served as a challenge to the over institutionalisation of the Church. Finally the commission of 

being sent forth by Christ was a new expression of their missionary community which linked 

them integrally to the mission of the dioceses in which they evangelised. They expressed the 

nature of their community as leaven permeating the wider Church with missionary dynamism. 

The 1826 papal approval of the Society as the Missionary Oblates of Mary 

Immaculate was recognition of the importance and richness of the local dynamism of the 

Missionaries of Provence as a model of evangelisation valid for the Universal Church. 

Although limited to the boundaries of Provence Eugene and his Missionaries developed a 

model which the Founder believed to be applicable to other dioceses and deserving of the 

approval of the Pope. 
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Conclusion 

 

This thesis had the aim of exploring twenty five years of Eugene de Mazenod’s life in 

relation to what John Paul II, a century later, described as the ‘New Evangelisation’. The 

period between 1802 and 1826 was selected due to its significance in shaping Eugene’s 

personal, spiritual, ecclesial and social identity. Furthermore it was the period when Eugene 

de Mazenod connected himself with the community of believers in the vast, post-

Revolutionary Archdiocese of Aix. Despite the lengthy interval between the work of de 

Mazenod and the pontificate of John Paul II, the connection allows the situating of de 

Mazenod’s charism in the discourse around the ‘New Evangelisation’ which John Paul II 

grounded very specifically in the call to the local churches. During the particular period 

explored in this thesis, de Mazenod discovered ‘the inspiring spark’ which affected his 

vocational trajectory and which in 1995 led John Paul II to describe him as ‘one of those 

apostles, who prepared modern times, our times’ for the New Evangelisation. 

A critical reading of Eugene de Mazenod’s writings from the period between 1802 and 

1826 was the method employed to allow a sense of the experiential reality of de Mazenod’s 

participation in the Church of Provence, and the problems and challenges of the period to 

emerge. 

Eugene’s return to France in 1802 challenged him to learn to live again in a country 

which bore scant resemblance to the place of his childhood. Similarly the Church in France 

after the 1801 Concordat was challenged to define her identity in the new times following the 

French Revolution. The Church which still preserved among a significant portion of her 

members a memory of her ‘Ancient Regime’ status was facing the lack of religious formation 

caused by two decades of active de-Christianisation as a result of the Revolution and growing 

religious indifference. It was also the Church which had gone through the humbling 

experience of losing her institutional structures, both social and economic, as well as the 



231 

weaknesses caused by interior divisions; divisions exemplified by friction between the clergy 

and the schism during the Revolution which still affected the first decades of the Nineteenth 

century. However this Church heavily controlled by the Napoleonic government and later 

utilised to the advantage of the restored monarchy, had prophetically preserved the tradition 

of the missionary ethos of the Seventeenth century. This ethos led the Church not simply to 

copy the evangelising tradition of the past but rather to be transformed by it anew. This study 

focused on the effects of that transformation on Eugene de Mazenod and also to his personal 

contribution to its transformation. 

The institutional weakness of the Church of his time corresponded with the personal 

and social weakness of the returning émigré, Eugene de Mazenod. However within this 

Church, deprived of her social prestige and wealth, de Mazenod found ‘the inspiring spark’ 

for evangelisation of ‘the new times and the new conditions of life’ he encountered. 

Fundamentally it was defined by his encounter with Jesus Christ in the midst of the life of the 

Archdiocese. This encounter needs to be read in the evangelical key rather than narrowed to a 

single event of moral conversion. As Joan Chittister wrote in relation to the calling of the 

Apostles: ‘Jesus doesn’t call the ready. Jesus calls the willing.’1 Therefore the whole Christian 

dynamic exemplified by Eugene was situated in his developing identity as an evangelizer 

which formed other aspects of his life, including his morality. Recent scholarly work which 

challenged the interpretation of the conversion of Eugene de Mazenod, the determining factor 

in his life and work as essentially a moral one, can be complemented by this research which 

identifies the call to evangelisation as the decisive and formative element in the development 

of Eugene de Mazenod during the studied period and indeed in his whole life. 

The call which Eugene progressively discovered and the response to which he 

committed himself was related to the condition of the Church. De Mazenod who was born and 

raised in the status of privilege, similar to the powerful and privileged Catholic Church of the 
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Ancient Regime, while immersed in the Church of the Napoleonic era developed empathy for 

a Church that was poor. His sense of mission resonated with a vision of the Church which 

evangelises in her poverty. The return of the Bourbons in 1814, whom he acknowledged and 

supported as legitimate rulers, did not change this perception. On the contrary, he eschewed 

efforts to return the Church to her former position of privilege and opted for the model of the 

Church as servant by his eventual commitment to evangelisation of the poor, an expression of 

his growing love for Jesus Christ, the apostle of the Father. He realised that evangelisation is 

accomplished not from an authoritarian position of power and privilege but from the 

perspective of Jesus, who ‘came not to be served but to serve and to give his life as a ransom 

for many.’ (Matt 20:28) De Mazenod expressed this in his self-offering to Jesus and through 

the task of evangelisation.  The idea of offering himself for the service of evangelisation 

within the Church determined his priestly vocation too. He eventually articulated it in the 

concept of oblation which first became the term to describe the religious vows of the 

Missionaries of Provence and finally their core identity as he adopted the name of the 

Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate for his Order. However it wasn’t a fundamental 

commitment to a cause but to the person of Jesus Christ, the great apostle of the Father, and to 

the Church who participates in the mission of Christ. 

This study having researched de Mazenod’s journey from 1802 to 1826 did not 

identify a specific life changing moment which could explain his vocational trajectory as did 

Piotr Piasecki in his ecclesiastical model of conversion, vocation and mission,2 which is the 

most recent attempt to explain de Mazenod’s life journey. Piasecki’s argument identified 

correctly all three components: conversion, vocation and mission present in the studied 

period. Furthermore, while building on the more recent findings, he moved his study from a 

simply moral understanding of Eugene’s conversion, however he still pinpointed the Good 
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Friday experience as a critical ‘moment’ of de Mazenod’s conversion3 which, in his 

argument, defined his subsequent decisions regarding his charitable works and priesthood.4 

Although such a model appears reasonable the order of the three components does not reflect 

the reality preserved in the totality of Eugene’s writings. It was the mission of Jesus Christ 

realised in the suffering Church, with whom Eugene de Mazenod identified himself, that 

triggered and cultivated his evangelical conversion (metanoia). It was a conversion 

understood as adherence to Jesus Christ who through the Church continues to invite all the 

baptised to participate in his mission of love and service. Therefore the only reality which can 

be identified with de Mazenod’s evangelical conversion is the Church (from whom, of course, 

the Good Friday Liturgy cannot be separated). Therefore it was Eugene’s conversion to Jesus 

Christ understood as the evangelizer sent by the Father that drew him closer to the Church in 

whom the evangelising mission of Christ is continued and actualised. 

Furthermore the growing identification with Jesus and his mission addressed a 

dichotomy between de Mazenod’s interior and exterior life. Although torn between a 

contemplative and active ministry he avoided an introverted and individualistic faith by 

bringing both his contemplative and active impulses into a harmonious tension through a 

reference to the life of Jesus Christ, the evangeliser par excellence who also lived his whole 

human life in intimate union with God his Father. It led Eugene to adopt the notion of 

apostolicity in his identification with Jesus Christ. That notion, inherited from the Seventeenth 

century missionary epoch, allowed him also to describe his way of relating to the Church as a 

person called by Jesus and sent by Jesus from within the Church. Therefore his apostolic 

identity laid the foundations for his response to the evangelising needs of the Church. It was 

demonstrated by his confidence and ease at applying the terminology of apostolicity in his life 

and work. Such an approach understands apostolicity as a dynamic reality which transmits 
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both the doctrine and an evangelical way of passing it on. Eugene de Mazenod adhered to the 

doctrinal element from the outset of the studied period, however the evangelical way of 

passing it on needed to be formed in the context of the Church living and missioning in ‘the 

new times and the new conditions of life.’ 

His evangelical formation by the local Church, in which he profoundly immersed 

himself, also produced the first community of the Missionaries of Provence. The foundation 

of the Missionaries was a further application of the apostolic ethos which he articulated in 

terms of communitarian reality. Eugene’s appreciation and dedication to the Missionaries 

despite the slow growth and numerous interior and exterior difficulties encountered by them 

was motivated theologically as he viewed them as an apostolic nucleus within the 

Archdiocese of Aix. The Community integrally incorporated into the Archdiocese was to 

serve as leaven for the Church by making real and tangible the ideal of a Church which is 

both evangelised and evangelising. 

Although Eugene de Mazenod didn’t use the term ‘New Evangelisation’ his 

discernment and commitment to evangelisation was recognised by John Paul II who asserted 

in 1995 and 1996 that de Mazenod’s ‘influence is not limited to the era in which he lived, but 

continues to act also on our time.’5 Therefore the assessment of the Pope, who anchored the 

New Evangelization in reference to the past evangelizing endeavors of the Church, rightly 

situated the evangelizing experience of de Mazenod in the living tradition of those 

endeavours. 

This study examined only one person’s lived insight of the New Evangelization, 

nevertheless it fills a gap in the research on the subject. The literature on the New 

Evangelization focuses predominantly on the contemporary understandings. While it is 

important to study the present-day milieu and the ways the Gospel enters it anew it doesn’t 

exhaust the whole totality of the discourse which John Paul II connected to the living tradition 
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of the evangelizing and evangelized Church. Eugene de Mazenod while writing the first Rules 

and Constitutions for the Missionaries of Provence placed their missioning within the 

experience of the previous generations of evangelizers: ‘They must walk courageously along 

the same paths trodden by so many before them: apostolic labourers for the Gospel who, 

while carrying out the same ministry to which they themselves now feel called, handed on 

such splendid examples of virtue.’6 Therefore this paper recommends more studies of women 

and men who were engaged in the task of evangelising, particularly those canonised by John 

Paul II, to enlighten and stimulate the reflection and praxis of the New Evangelisation in the 

modern setting. 

The current study, which also focused only on one portion of Eugene de Mazenod’s 

life, has not exhausted his whole missionary experience. John Paul II’s recognition of 

Eugene’s contribution to New Evangelisation as the Founder of the Missionary Oblates of 

Mary Immaculate and as bishop still requires further examination. However this work 

provides a ground for a further exploration of Eugene’s application of the studied period to his 

later ministry as the Superior General of the Congregation which expanded beyond Provence, 

and in fact beyond France, as well as his ministry as Bishop of Marseilles. 

‘The inspiring spark’ which first gave Eugene rise to the following is also a formative 

factor in the charism of the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate. The Oblates, who three 

years ago began their third century of evangelising, can benefit from this study to creatively 

apply the vision of their Founder as an apostolic nucleus within the local Churches. The 

evangelised and evangelising nature of such community can become in turn ‘an inspiring 

spark’ for others to be formed in and for the New Evangelisation. 

Recently Bishop Robert Barron, the chairperson of the US bishops’ Committee on 

Evangelisation and Catechesis in his presentation at USCCB Plenary Assembly in Baltimore, 

MD, flagged five strategies on connecting the religiously unaffiliated young people with the 
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Church. The first one he proposed was to involve them in the Church’s traditions of works of 

justice.7 This strategy echoes the path of Eugene who was formed to be an evangeliser by his 

involvement as a young man in the Church’s mission. De Mazenod’s journey studied in this 

dissertation reinforces the validity of the contemporary insight of Barron. Moreover it 

provides a theological and missional framework for it. Involvement in the works of justice 

within the Church is not simply a sociological activity but participation in the mission of 

Jesus Christ actualised in the Church. Correspondingly Barron’s appeal to ‘turn every parish 

into a missionary society’ can benefit from de Mazenod’s understanding of the transformation 

of a larger community through the dynamism of a nucleus, a small community which serves 

as a missionary leaven. 

It is hoped that Eugene de Mazenod’s experience of the ‘New Evangelisation’ in post-

revolutionary France which also gave birth and formed the Missionaries of Provence (later the 

Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate) can contribute to the discussion and practice of the 

wider Church community on the topic. Perhaps in the same way as de Mazenod and his 

Missionaries’ devotion to Mary the Mother of God did to the articulation of the dogma of the 

Immaculate Conception of the Blessed Virgin Mary. When in 1849 Pope Pius IX sent his 

encyclical Ubi Primum regarding the possibility of pronouncing the Immaculate Conception 

of the Blessed Virgin Mary as a dogma, he requested that all bishops send him their opinion 

on the subject. Eugene de Mazenod responded in his double capacity as Bishop of Marseilles 

and the Superior General of the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate. In his letter to the 

Pope he indicated that the Oblate tradition regarding Immaculate Conception supported the 

common belief of the Catholic Church. Similarly in the Twenty-first century, as the Catholic 

Church continues the mission of Jesus Christ, in a milieu marked by a drastic religious change 

in many formerly Catholic nations, the charism of Eugene de Mazenod and his Oblate 

Congregation is an ecclesial experience of the understanding and praxis of the New 
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Evangelisation as an expression of the tradition of the Gospel entering anew these new times 

and the new conditions of life. 
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