
established in the classes and in the school brought about extraordi-
nary educational results in a short time.

De La Salle envisioned the spiritual and moral formation of chil-
dren through the school. He knew that to achieve this result, the
teachers would be the major force. He prepared the Brothers for their
encounter with the students by making them aware of the presence
and action of God in their own life and the dignity and importance of
the mission that God had entrusted to them:

Adore God’s fatherly Providence in your regard. He withdrew
you from the world in order to prepare you to acquire the virtues
you need to do your work well and to educate a great number of
children in the Christian spirit. (MDF 131.1)

For De La Salle the spiritual formation of the teachers was uppermost
in preparing them for their work with the children. To achieve this
formation, he wrote rules to guide them and meditations to teach
them the principal themes of spirituality for a Christian educator. Ini-
tially inspired by Bérulle, Condren, and their disciples, he gradually
developed an original adaptation that established him as a master of
Christian spirituality.

III

Themes from the French School 
in De La Salle’s Meditations

Rayez has remarked that De La Salle took whatever was good for his
purpose wherever he found it and was “extraordinarily attuned to the
spiritual influences of people and writings that were available at the
end of the seventeenth century.”16 The themes De La Salle developed
were already present in the writings of the French School of spiritual-
ity and other spiritual leaders of his time. His genius was to adapt
these themes to a spirituality for Christian teachers.

Four themes have been selected to show the influence of the
French School upon De La Salle and to reflect his own creativity.
These themes are theocentrism, christocentrism, the action of the Holy
Spirit, and the human person before God. After examining them, we
will show how De La Salle personalized them in his own spirituality,
as developed in the meditations.
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Theocentrism
When Bérulle speaks of God, he insists on the majesty (grandeur)

and the holiness of God, which he worships in the admirable unity of
nature and adores in the Trinity of Persons. Whether he contemplates
God in the absolute quality of the divine essence or imagines God de-
liberating in council with creatures, for Bérulle there is nothing great
except God. This is how Bérulle and his followers define a major and
primary basis for their spirituality, theocentrism. This was a reaction to
the neglect of God in sixteenth-century France and to the humanism
that pervaded much of whatever spirituality did exist; it was also a re-
sponse to the appeal for reform by the Council of Trent.

In his meditations De La Salle presents God as infinitely superior
to all created things:

To whom ought we to give ourselves if not to the One from
whom we have received everything, who alone is our Lord and
our Father, and who, as Saint Paul says, has given being to all
things and has made us only for himself?” (MDF 90.2)

For Bérulle there was nothing more natural than for a creature to
offer God the homage of adoration and of abandonment to the divine
will. Condren and Olier use the term “sacrifice-adoration” to express
this submission to the divinity. Because the creature is nothing before
God, it can only glorify God by self-destruction, by the sacrifice of its
being after the example of the Incarnate Word, in particular by the de-
privation of personhood in the humanity of Jesus, as well as by the
sacrifice of the Cross.

Lasallian spirituality is closer in this to Bérulle than to Condren.
When De La Salle describes the attitude of the Virgin Mary before the
work that God accomplished in her, he expresses his own feeling of
how a person properly responds to the generosity of God:

By a special privilege, she already enjoyed the use of reason [at
the moment of her birth] and made use of it to adore God and to
thank him for all his goodness. From that time on, she conse-
crated herself entirely to God to live and to act only for him dur-
ing the rest of her life.

She professed her nothingness profoundly in the depths of
her soul, acknowledging that she owed everything to God. She
admired interiorly what God had done in her, saying to herself
what she later declared in her Canticle, God has done great
things in me. (MDF 163.3)
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Christocentrism
Bérullian spirituality places the mystery of the Incarnation at the

center of the Christian life. A person contemplating the Incarnate
Word contemplates the Father, of whom the Son is the perfect image.
This is the work of the Holy Spirit, bond of love and unity among the 
Divine Persons and source of the creativity in the Incarnation of the
Word. By his sanctifying action, the Son returns to the Father as origin
and source of everything, all that is achieved in the work of God. This
is the basis for the divine pattern (exemplarisme), an intuition dear to
Bérulle.

By considering the states and the mysteries of the life of Jesus, a
person achieves an intimate union with him who is “the perfect ser-
vant, the perfect religious of God, the perfect adorer of the Father.”
Several expressions of Saint Paul on this theme can be found again
and again in Bérulle’s writings: “It is no longer I who live, but Jesus
who lives in me” (Gal 2:20); “Have this mind in you which was also
in Christ” (Ph 2:5); “May Christ dwell by faith in your hearts” (Eph
3:17). In the French School, this is the summit of the whole life of a
Christian.

Lasallian spirituality develops its fundamental orientation from
this Christocentrism. Sharing in the mystery of Christ and uniting with
him are at the heart of De La Salle’s meditations for his disciples:

Attach yourselves only to Jesus Christ, his doctrine, and his holy
maxims, because he has done you the honor of choosing you in
preference to a great number of others to announce these truths
to children, whom he loves so specially. (MDF 167.2; see also
59.2, 102.2)

In this spirit De La Salle made the phrase, Live Jesus in our
hearts, forever! the greeting of the Brothers whenever they wished to
begin a conversation and also at the beginning and the end of their
principal actions.17

The Action of the Holy Spirit
The Spirit of love and unity holds an important place in the spiri-

tuality of the French School. Bérulle writes, “I desire that the Spirit of
Jesus Christ be the Spirit of my spirit and the life of my life.” Olier en-
courages his disciples to give themselves completely over to the Spir-
it and to allow him to act in them. Eudes advises, “Have a great care
to give yourself to the Holy Spirit of Jesus, so that he will find you
without attachment to your own spirit, . . . will have full power and
freedom to act in you according to his desire, . . . and will guide
you in the way that pleases him.”
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Lasallian spirituality gives a central role to the Holy Spirit; it is the
soul of the entire life of the Brother:

You need the fullness of the Spirit of God in your state, for you
ought to live and be guided entirely by the spirit and the light of
faith; only the Spirit of God can give you this disposition. (MDF
43.2)

You carry out a work that requires you to touch hearts, but
this you cannot do except by the Spirit of God. Pray to him to
give you today the same grace that he gave to the holy Apostles.
Ask him that after filling you with his Holy Spirit to sanctify you,
he will also communicate himself to you to procure the salvation
of others. (MDF 43.3; see also 43.2)

The human person before God
The nothingness and the weakness of the sinner are confronted

by the majesty (grandeur) and holiness of God. This emphasis on the
nothingness and the sinfulness of the human person is a fundamental
characteristic of the French School of spirituality. The pessimism of
Bérulle regarding the sinful human condition, and even more the pes-
simism of Condren and Olier, reflects clearly a Platonic vision of God.
Condren writes that God is “. . . so great, so pure, so living within
himself, so separated from a creature, and the creature so unworthy,
that if God only looks at a creature, it would be destroyed and con-
sumed in his presence because of his great holiness.”18

De La Salle does not accept this dark view of the creature before
God, but he does insist on the need to recognize “the dependence we
have on God and how undeserving we are of enjoying the benefits
and happiness of his holy presence.”19 When he uses the expressions
“annihilation” and “nothingness,” which are so much a part of the vo-
cabulary of the French School when speaking of creatures, his teach-
ing never encourages the self-destruction of the person in order to
give honor to God. De La Salle writes, “All creatures . . . must abase
themselves and acknowledge their nothingness before God in the
sight of his glory and majesty” (MDF 169.1), but he insists only that
this ought to lead a person to “a feeling of adoration at the thought of
God’s presence” (MDF 90.1).

Unlike the French school, De La Salle uses the word “destruction”
almost solely in reference to sin.20 Instead, he uses expressions such
as “strip yourself” and “empty yourself” in order to give place entirely
to God and his Spirit.
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Because you cannot seek anything but God there [in solitude],
your first thought is to empty your heart of all created things in
order to be able to fill it entirely with God. (MDF 180.2)

The feast of the martyrdom of Saint Bartholomew gives De La Salle an
opportunity to show how far this stripping of self and this possession
by God can go:

This saint endured [the torment of being flayed alive] with such
patience that he seemed to be dead and no longer have feeling,
for he was so filled with the Spirit of God that the interior feel-
ings that enlivened his soul continually raised him to God and
seemed to deprive his body of the feeling natural to it. (MDF
159.3)

To achieve this stripping of self, or annihilation, asceticism is
needed. For Bérulle the practice of mortification does not aim at the
destruction of the creature, which belongs to God, for this would be
an offense against the Creator; rather, mortification aims at the use of
the creature (human nature), because sin is the abuse of human na-
ture. Condren and Olier, however, take the absolute position without
qualification that the creature is nothing and sinful; therefore, they see
no solution to the human condition other than the destruction and an-
nihilation of the creature, and this they see exemplified in the annihi-
lation of the human person of the Incarnate Word.

Lasallian spirituality follows more the asceticism of Bérulle than
that of Condren and Olier. Though his recommendations to his disci-
ples and his own personal practices of mortification of the senses are
rigorous, in his writings De La Salle puts the emphasis on fidelity to
the duties of state, observance of the daily spiritual exercises, attention
to little things, in a word, on the mortification of the spirit and mind.
There is no corporal mortification prescribed in the Rule of the Broth-
ers. Instead De La Salle urges his disciples to accept, and even love,
the sufferings of the day in imitation of their teacher, Jesus Christ, and
in living the Pascal Mystery, or simply as a condition of the Christian
life:

You have to suffer a constant martyrdom that is no less violent
for the spirit than Saint Bartholomew’s was for his body. You
must, so to speak, tear off your own skin, which Saint Paul calls
the old man, in order to be clothed with the Spirit of Jesus Christ,
which is, according to the same Apostle, the new man. Let this,
then, be your effort throughout your life, so that you may truly
become disciples of Jesus Christ and imitators of this holy Apostle
in his martyrdom. (MDF 159.3; see also 89.2, 152.3)
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De La Salle does use Condren’s idea of destruction of the spirit
(mind) when he writes about obedience, a topic that will be treated
below.

IV

John Baptist de La Salle’s Originality

Unquestionably the spirituality of De La Salle was influenced by the
major themes of the French School, as well as the spirit of reform cre-
ated by the Council of Trent (1545–1563), of which the French School
was certainly a part. Although these elements did give him his general
orientation and guide him on his own spiritual journey, John Baptist
nonetheless formed a spirituality of his own out of his personal expe-
riences and the need to adapt his teaching to the particular circum-
stances he encountered. De La Salle gave to the Church a spirituality
that is altogether original, one that is uniquely suited for people who
are dedicated to the Christian education of children, especially of the
working class and the poor.

By studying the human and spiritual development of De La Salle
when he was a young priest, it is possible to gain an insight into the
principal characteristics of his own spiritual life. His first biographers
describe various influences that guided him during his years of study
in Paris and Reims and the doubts he experienced in choosing a suit-
able apostolic service. In all these experiences, he focused on doing
the will of God, and he searched for this will in the events of his life
as well as in the whole context of his human existence. He was a
man of God, imbued with faith and zeal for God’s glory, trained and
guided by a solid theological foundation. Out of this wealth as a per-
son, he designed for himself and then for his disciples a spiritual doc-
trine adapted to their role as Christian educators in the service of the
poor, encouraging them by his example even more than by his words.

The French School developed its spirituality largely for the clergy.
De La Salle’s spirituality was addressed specifically to a group of men
who were not clerics, the Brothers of the Christian Schools. De La
Salle gave up his social status, his family, his canonry, and his inherit-
ed wealth to establish the community and to devote all his time and
effort to the formation of its members. His writing was aimed at this
purpose, to confirm the Brothers in the spirit of their vocation and
their profession as teachers. Originally, these men were uncultured
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