
Introduction

The Second Vatican Council urged religious institutes to become fa-
miliar with and preserve the spirit and goals of their founders as well
as the history and traditions of their communities.1 This invitation has
inspired a great deal of research into the original writings of John
Baptist de La Salle that gave direction to the spiritual journey of his
first disciples. The same invitation has also encouraged research and
study to throw light on the specific spiritual insights that gave direc-
tion to the Founder in the decisions he made throughout his own life.

Following Vatican II and in the course of the adapted renewal
that it proposed, it has also been necessary to read the signs of the
times. In a world that is constantly evolving, how can community dis-
cernment and recourse to the Holy Spirit rediscover the dynamism
and the relevance of the original spirit of the Institute? The lack of
new members, the aging of those in the work, the takeover of the
schools by the state or by lay colleagues, have undermined the previ-
ous feeling of security. A new era has begun without warning. All of
a sudden, it seems, a new path must be found or created by the reli-
gious community. It is a task that calls for continual work. As Pope
Paul VI declared, “The adapted renewal cannot be effected once and
for all time; it must be undertaken ceaselessly by the fervor of indi-
vidual religious and well-planned efforts of chapters and superiors.”2

It is now 300 years since De La Salle took the initiative and set
out on a new way of life. He saw that the children of the working
class and the poor were almost totally neglected, without training or
education; he formed a body of teachers and organized schools with
a program that assured effective teaching. A Mémoire submitted to the
town council of Rouen in 1721 describes this original work of De La
Salle.

This Institute was started in the year 1680 by M. De La Salle,
Canon of Reims, a man filled with great compassion for the large
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number of children of the poor and the working class whose fa-
thers and mothers were unable to teach them the truths of reli-
gion, partly because they were not educated themselves, partly
because they had to go to work every day to earn their liveli-
hood and leave their unfortunate children to fend for themselves.
De La Salle developed a plan to establish schools where the chil-
dren of the poor and the working class would receive free
lessons in reading, writing, and arithmetic, and a Christian edu-
cation through catechetical instruction and other daily training
suited to form good Christians. To do this he formed a group of
unmarried young men who, although willing to become teachers
for young people and to live an obscure life, were largely unable
to do so for lack of opportunity.3

What was the secret of this priest from Reims that explains the
perduring success his Institute has had, a success without precedent
in history? To understand the charism that inspired him—not just to
retrace the story of his life but, rather, to set forth as clearly as possi-
ble the vital force behind his apostolic activity—his disciples have
since 1956 been in the process of discovering the answer to this ques-
tion by studying his writings and the decisions he made at the impor-
tant junctures of his life.

De La Salle is recognized as having a prominent place among the
leaders of elementary education in his day, but as a teacher of spiritu-
ality, he has for too long been overlooked in the Church.4 This has
happened because his spiritual writings have been circulated almost
exclusively among the members of the Institute he founded. Yet it is
altogether fitting that he be given his place among the spirituality tra-
ditions of Saint Francis de Sales, Pierre de Bérulle, Charles de Con-
dren, Jean-Jacques Olier, Saint Vincent de Paul, and Saint John Eudes.5

Modern Lasallian study was initiated with the decision of the
General Chapter of 1956 to create the Monumenta Lasalliana of the
Cahiers lasalliens [CL], a series which now includes facsimiles of all
the first editions of the pedagogical and spiritual writings of the
Founder, John Baptist de La Salle, and more than 40 other volumes of
original research.6 The Institute’s expansion outside of France in the
nineteenth century led to English and Spanish translations of most of
De La Salle’s writings. This volume is a new English translation of two
of his works, Meditations for Sundays and the Principal Feasts (MDF)
and Meditations for the Time of Retreat (MTR).

Since 1959 two exhaustive studies of MTR have been completed;7

however, MDF is hardly known outside of the Institute. It would in-
deed be true to say that very few Brothers have profited from the
thought of their Founder as it is found in these meditations. Yet this
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legacy of De La Salle conveys a spiritual doctrine that is especially
suited for people engaged in the Christian education of youth. His
meditations are concerned with the everyday life of teachers and with
their religious formation, without separating their personal consecra-
tion to God from an apostolic ministry immersed in the daily prob-
lems of a demanding work. Recently a study of the sources of
Meditations for the Principal Feasts was published in an effort to stim-
ulate a return to these texts, which are so replete with authentic Lasal-
lian spirituality.8

Appendix C sets forth briefly the arrangement and the content of
the texts of MDF and MTR, the various editions published through the
years, and the sources of some of the texts in the light of published
research during the past 30 years.

This introduction will have four parts, first, in order to appreciate
the spirituality of seventeenth-century France, a description of the
state of religious practice at the end of the sixteenth century; second,
a brief summary of De La Salle’s contact with the French School of
spirituality; third, a selection of passages from De La Salle’s medita-
tions to show how he made use of the principal themes of that spiri-
tuality, and fourth, how he developed an original spirituality for the
community of Brothers he established, which is pertinent to all Chris-
tian teachers today.

I

Religious Practice in France 
at the End of the Sixteenth Century

Before illustrating the spirituality of De La Salle with selections from
his meditations, it seems advantageous to describe the state of religion
in France at the end of the sixteenth century, in order to understand
better the spirituality of the seventeenth century, which was in large
part a reaction to that condition. This will also help understand better
the spirituality of the Founder.

“To speak of the decadence of religion in France at the end of
the sixteenth century has become commonplace, both for historians
and biographers.”9 After 40 years of civil war, the social structure was
riddled with the worst disorders, and the practice of religion had be-
come increasingly abandoned. At all levels of the Catholic hierarchy,
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