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Saint Francis de Sales: Living the Fire of Christian Charity in Daily Life
Presented by Jim Kruggel at Communio, St. James Church, May 2, 2010

I.  Key Facets of the Priest and his Office. The inspiration for our series is Pope Benedict XVI’s June 2009 Letter Proclaiming a Year for Priests. Key characteristics of the life and ministry of the priest include:
A. Deep personal love of Christ, and constant commitment to interior renewal and conversion in order to become more one with the Lord in their thoughts, sentiments, and style of life. These steps will allow them to give stronger and more incisive witness of the Gospel in today’s world.
B.  The priest is to be completely identified with his ministry. He must actively live within the entire territory of his parish, overseeing and doing works of mercy in collaboration with lay people.
C.  The priest must love Jesus Christ in the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass, in the Eucharist. This love must spill over to the confessional, where he brings the faithful the Triune God’s infinite mercy.

[image: ]II. St. Francis de Sales (1567-1622): Life and Background. He was born in France’s Savoy district near Geneva, Switzerland, where Calvin’s successor Theodore de Beze was still running a Calvinist state. De Sales was educated at Paris (law) & Padua (theology). 
A. In his youth, de Sales had a faith crisis, a temptation to despair of his salvation, much like Luther experienced.  But de Sales entrusted himself to God’s mercy, and resolved to serve Christ’s Church.
  	B.  He was ordained a priest in 1593; served until 1598 as missionary to Lake Geneva district. He was responsible for bringing 70,000 Calvinists back to the Church.  He persuaded by the witness of sanctity and teaching Christ’s Gospel, not by pressing the state to apply force.
   	C. Consecrated Bishop of Geneva 1602, but had to administer the diocese from nearby Annecy, France. He helped reform the local priesthood. He traveled the diocese teaching the Council of Trent’s new Roman Catechism. He eschewed the princely life then common to bishops, and lived simply “like the apostles.” 
   	D.  Was appointed a Diplomat to Paris. He was admired by royalty and became a famous preacher; Parisians, others sought him out for spiritual guidance. He meets the young noble widow Jeanne de Chantal in Dijon in 1604.
   	E.  With Jeanne de Chantal he founded Sisters of Visitation 1610. These nuns have the charism to both live in a cloister and actively serve the poor.  In 1618 the order was approved. At the time of her death, 87 houses existed.
   	F.  De Sales published Introduction to the Devout Life 1609, which teaches a practical nuts-and-bolts way to sanctity for lay people in the world. The Treatise on the Love of God, published 1618, offers guidance to deeper union with God. He also wrote the meditation on theology, Catholic Controversies.
  	G.   De Sales was a deep mystic who took St. Teresa of Avila’s view that “solid, evangelical virtues are much preferable to visions, revelations and ecstasies.”  God wants souls united to him more than severe asceticisms.

III.  Introduction to the Devout Life: Loving Christ in Daily Life. “The greatness of this work is shown in what may be called the symmetry of the saint’s thought….St. Francis avoids the extremes that lead to danger or are themselves dangerous. His purpose is to arouse in his readers a complete love of God and an absolute confidence in Him. The life of devotion is as open to soldiers, shopkeepers, courtiers, statesmen and men of affairs, and women in their homes as it is to solitaries in the desert and nuns in their cells…What he urges upon all men and women is hatred of sin, detachment from things of the world, love of God, and constancy in prayer to him.” (John K. Ryan.)
St. Francis’ dedicatory prayer at the beginning of the volume concludes, “Live, Jesus! Live, Jesus! Yes, Lord Jesus, live and reign in our hearts forever and ever. Amen” 
A. The First Part  offers “instructions and exercises needed to lead the soul from its first desire for the devout life until brought to a full resolution to embrace it.” 
1.  “To conclude, charity and devotion differ no more from one another than does flame from the fire. Charity is spiritual fire and when it bursts into flame it is called devotion. Hence devotion adds nothing to the fire of charity except  the flame that makes charity prompt, active, and diligent, not only to observe God’s commandments but also to fulfill his heavenly counsels and inspirations.” (I.1)
2.  “We must not be disturbed at our imperfections, since for us perfection consists in fighting against them. How can we fight against them unless we see them, or overcome them unless we face them?”(I.5)
B. The Second Part: “Various instructions for elevating the soul to God by prayer and the Sacraments.”
1.  “Since prayer places our intellect in the brilliance of God’s light and exposes our will to the warmth of his heavenly love, nothing else so effectively purifies our intellect of ignorance and our will of depraved affections.” (II.1)
2.  After recommending daily assistance at Mass, Francis writes: “If some strict duty keeps you from being present in person at the celebration of the sovereign sacrifice, try at least to transport your heart to it and assist at Mass by your spiritual presence.” (II.14)
C. The Third Part: “Instructions on the practice of virtue.” 
1.  “Charity never enters a heart without lodging both itself and its train of all the other virtues which it exercises and disciplines as a captain does all his soldiers. It does not put them all to work at once, nor at all times and all places.” (III.1)
2.  “Love everyone with a deep love based on charity, Philothea, but form friendships only with those who can share virtuous things with you. The higher the virtues you share and exchange with others, the more perfect your friendship will be.” (III.19)
D. The Fourth Part: “Necessary counsels against the most frequent temptations.”
1.  “As soon as worldly people see that you wish to follow a devout life they aim a thousand darts of mockery and even detraction at you. The most malicious of them will slander your conversion as hypocrisy, bigotry, and trickery. They will say that the world has turned against you and being rebuffed by it you have turned to God. Your friends will raise a host of objections which they consider very prudent and charitable.” (IV.1)
2.  “These little temptations to anger, suspicion, jealousy, envy, fond love, frivolity, vanity, affection, craftiness, and evil thoughts continually attack even the most devout and resolute. For this reason, my dear Philothea, we must carefully prepare ourselves for such combat…when they try to sting you and you see that they somehow light on your heart, be content with quietly removing them. Don’t do this by struggling with the temptations but by performing some actions of a contrary character, especially acts of love of God.” (IV.9-10)
E. The Fifth Part: “Exercises and instructions for renewing the soul and confirming it in devotion.”
1.   “The flesh rests heavily on the soul and constantly drags it downward unless the soul frequently lifts itself up by fervent resolutions, just as birds soon fall to the ground unless they beat their wings again and again to keep themselves in the air. For this reason, dear Philothea, you must often renew and repeat your good resolutions to serve God, so that you don’t neglect them and slip back into your former state or rather into one far worse.” (V.1)
2.  “What kind of love do you have for yourself? Do you love yourself too much for the sake of this world? If so, you will desire to live always here and you will have great care to establish yourself  on this earth of ours. If you love yourself for the sake of heaven, you will desire or at least be ready to depart from here below at whatever hour it may please our Lord.” (V.5)

IV. Conclusion: Saint Francis de Sales: Model of Priestly Life and Ministry. St. Francis de Sales strove to live personal love of Jesus Christ, expressed in ardent love for and service to the people of his diocese. He taught the faith, excelled in works of mercy, and sought to live austerely but with a virtuous sense of moderation. He completely identified with himself with his ministry, giving of himself literally to death at a young age (55). He loved the Mass and actively promoted participation in the Mass. His love of Christ present among us spilled over into great love of spiritual direction, a ministry in which he especially excelled.
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