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Each generation feels the need to go back over its footsteps, to get
back to the origins and retrace once again the route which brought
it to the alterations which we know. History is never done with
being written. There are two roads which lead us to the re-writing
of history:

• The discovery of new documents;
• New questions being asked.

Spurred on by these two reminders, historical research is
never-ending, and keeps pressing on. In a certain sense history
is always “revisionist,” 1 in the sense that it is never fully satisfied
with the results achieved; it wants to see more, understand more,
know more.

To travel through this territory, however, we need to have definite
points from which to set out; documents are the necessary starting
points. There are written documents, such as letters, sermons, rules,
contracts. But there are also other, non-written, documents, which
are equally revelatory: seals, pictures, curios, articles of clothing.
The cloak and hat of the saint, preserved in Turin, the heart which is
in the rue du Bac, are also documents. The portrait kept in the
Bibliothèque Mazarin in Paris, published by Maurice Piquard,
supposed to be of Vincent, is a document. The same is true with

1 By this term we mean to describe the position of those historians whose
intention is to bring up for discussion the more or less “orthodox” opinions
of their colleagues. The revisionist historiography of the French Revolution
by Fures has “revised” the positions of classic historiography, namely
Jacobin-Marxist, putting forward a totally different view of the revolution.
E. Nolte has done the same for Nazism, writing that extermination of the
Bolshevik classes preceded racial extermination by the Nazis. Obviously it is
not enough just to propound a contradictory and provocative thesis to qualify
for the title “revisionist.” May one apply this title to C. Faurisson who has
denied the Holocaust?
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regard to his pen, the seals, the pulpit in Folleville, the walls of Dax.
Le Nain’s illustrations are also documents, Callot’s engravings, as
well as the halls of the château of Saint-Germain-en-Laye, or those
of the Musée de l’Assistance Publique. A “document” therefore, is
anything which throws light on somebody. We might also add that
writings by other persons, which fill out the saint’s period or
personality, are also documents.

So, there is a material history to be known: the galleys, the houses
of the Landes, eating habits, medicine, transport. By visiting the
Musée de la Marine in Paris one may study the galley, and get some
idea of the exhaustion of the rowers, the comito’s rage, the whiplash
of the rain and wind, the problem of the dog days when the sea is
dead calm. So, as one peruses these pages of the saint, one gets to
understand, and to know more. As foundational books we must, of
course, list the saint’s Opera omnia.2 Vincentian dictionaries 3 are also
useful, as is some introductory volume, for getting to know the saint.4

1. Research into the saint and his thought

We have a reasonable acquaintance with St Vincent. There are
innumerable biographies, ranging from those which are more
authoritative to those of more popular appeal. We realise, of course,
that Coste 5 and Román 6 are not enough. Nothing is ever definitive.7

2 VINCENT DE PAUL, Correspondance, entretiens, documents, ed. P. Coste,
14 vols., Paris 1920-1925: XV, Paris 1970. There are Spanish, Italian and
English translations. A new critical edition in Italian is in course of
production. The Italian editors have decided on a completely new work. They
have started from a revised and corrected French text, incorporating later
discoveries. They have entrusted the work of translating to a group of male
and female scholars who are competent and motivated. In this matter it is not
easy to combine fidelity with modernity. There can be endless discussion on
how to translate Monsieur Vincent. [Translator’s note: at this point the
author gives much space on how to render certain French names, titles and
pronouns into Italian. He makes the point that in a translation extended notes
are needed to cover these difficulties].

3 Diccionario de espiritualidad vicenciana, Salamanca 1995; Dizionario
storico spirituale vincenziano, a cura di L. Mezzadri, Roma 2003.

4 L. MEZZADRI, La sete e la sorgente. Iniziazione agli studi vincenziani,
2 vols., Roma 1992-1993.

5 P. COSTE, Le grand saint du grand siècle: Monsieur Vincent, 3 vols., Paris
1932.

6 J.M. ROMÁN, San Vincenzo de’ Paoli. Biografia, Milano 1986.
7 L. MEZZADRI - L. NUOVO, S. Vincenzo de’ Paoli. Pagine scelte, Roma 1981.

L. MEZZADRI, San Vincenzo de’ Paoli. Una carità senza frontiere, Cinisello
Balsamo 1986; 2ª ed. 1989. The point of this latter biography was to insert the
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The puzzle of the slavery episode is certainly not solved. We need to
discover some confirmation that he was a slave. But if he was not,
then where was he? The other parts of his story are carefully
investigated. We would wish for more details about his investi-
gators and their accounts. Another angle needs to be looked at in
depth. Coste has written about the “Great Saint.” But perhaps the
“great century” is still insufficiently known. What do we know
about the interaction of the saint with movements of popular revolt
(les croquants)? 8 Or with politicians? Or with significant reformers?
The main thrust of the biography will not change, but we will better
understand the significance of certain decisions. This calls for better
research in some archives: those of the Vatican, the Archives
Nationales in Paris, other local archives, important family records
and those of religious orders.

His thinking has been quite well sifted. Perhaps there is need for a
deepening of certain aspects, such as the question of “the small
number of the saved,” matters relating to confession as a sacrament,
and general confession. The problem of Mariology has been looked
at but not worked through. We could also go along the route of
looking at the saint as a listener to the word of God. Christology and
ecclesiology have not been gone into with any notable results.
Questions about the relationships between charity and justice,
poverty and wealth, war and peace, Christianity and Islam, also call
for a bit of investigation.

Granted that we should not, and cannot, be mere echoers of the
saint, it is clear that we must set ourselves the objective of going
beyond the positions adopted by the saint. St Vincent’s theology is
the 17th century theology of the Sorbonne. Huge advances have taken

saint into the context of his time. It starts by telling us about the background
from which he came, namely a boy from a Gascon farming family who had to
make his own way in the world, availing of whatever means presented
themselves in his cultural circumstances. The only way to free himself of
this was to become a priest, so he started on the road to ordination.
The “conversion” is first of all recovery of the sense of priesthood, a man for
others. Then comes the turning point of 1617, and the gradual widening of
the saint’s activity. In the different chapters the author examines the studies
in political, social and religious history which explain the different decisions
made. L. MEZZADRI, S. Vincenzo de’ Paoli. Una vita spesa per gli altri, Roma
1989. This is a more interior, spiritual, biography, perhaps more compact, but
this is because the author wanted to give the reader a sense of the beauty and
greatness of an experience not always properly appreciated. L. MEZZADRI,
S. Vincenzo de’ Paoli e il carisma della carità, Roma 2002. In this work, which
is concisely yet clearly written, the author shows us the charism as a fire,
from which the initiative for charity springs out like sparks.

8 Y.M. BERCÉ, Histoire des Croquants, Paris 1986.
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place with regard to matters of Christology, grace, the church,
salvation, and sacraments. For each one of these disciplines we need
to apply aggiornamento to the saint’s stance, and in that way avoid
becoming echoers of a dead theology.

2. “Espionage” within the congregation

Even a casual observer realizes that the lack of interest in studies
about the history of the Congregation, which are few enough,9 needs
to be probed. Perhaps there has been a plan by those at the top
of the Congregation, designed to show only edifying happenings and
to conceal those which are less so. The in-fighting about moving
the general curia to Rome has always been cleverly kept in the
background. The purpose of history is not to “edify” but to
“understand,” to “carry out some espionage,” in order to tease out the
causes of certain happenings. It has only recently been understood
that there is some point in a history of the Congregation freed from
nationalist polemics.10

9 C.-J. LACOUR, Histoire générale de la Congrégation de la Mission
commençant depuis la mort du B. Vincent de Paul et finissant vers l’année
1720..., Ms in the archives of the general curia, Rome. The printed edition is:
Histoire générale de la Congregation de la Mission, in Annales de la
Congrégation de la Mission 62 (1897) 137-158, 296-329; 63 (1898) 131-161,
312-329, 620-635; 64 (1899) 156-176, 411-430, 509-535; 65 (1900) 290-306,
424-442; 66 (1901) 436-448, 570-580; 67 (1902) 148-154, 269-303, 572-604;
A. ALLOU, Précis de l’histoire de la Congrégation de la Mission depuis la
fondation en 1625 jusqu’à la mort de M. Etienne en 1874, in Annales de la
Congrégation de la Mission 89 (1924) 575-1026; 90 (1925) 5-223; P. COSTE,
La Congrégation de la Mission dite de Saint-Lazare, Paris 1927; E. ROBERT,
Histoire de la Congrégation de la Mission, in Annales de la Congrégation de
la Mission 95 (1930) 686-696; 96 (1931) 24-32, 294-319, 457-475, 700-713;
97 (1932) 7-15, 221-234, 417-434, 661-676; 98 (1933) 51-64, 224-241, 441-461,
679-703; 99 (1934) 13-30, 229-241, 437-454, 680-700; 100 (1935) 37-55,
229-248, 523-548, 758-780; 101 (1936) 5-30, 201-223, 481-508, 773-776;
102 (1937) 5-26, 277-310, 543-569, 785-825; 103 (1938) 3-58, 169-220, 417-460,
641-683; 104 (1939) 3-53, 257-319, 645-676; 105 (1940) 39-72; 106 (1941-1942)
88-123; 108-109 (1943-1944) 64-91; 110-112 (1945-1947) 147-166, 366-399.
G. GOYAU, La Congrégation de la Mission des Lazaristes, Paris 1938; J. HERRERA,
Historia de la Congregación de la Misión, Madrid 1949. R.S. POOLE, A History of
the Congregation of the Mission 1625-1843, s.l. 1973. L. MEZZADRI - J.M. ROMÁN,
Storia della Congregazione della Missione, I. Dalla fondazione alla fine del
XVII secolo (1625-1697), Roma 1992. L. MEZZADRI - F. ONNIS, Storia della
Congregazione della Missione nel sec. XVIII: Francia, Italia e Missioni
(1697-1788), Roma 2000.

10 L. MEZZADRI - J.M. ROMÁN, Storia della Congregazione della Missione,
I. Dalla fondazione alla fine del XVII secolo (1625-1697), Roma 1992. L. MEZ-
ZADRI - F. ONNIS, Storia della Congregazione della Missione, II. La Congrega-
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My introduction to studying the history of the Congregation was
not an official appointment, but a chance meeting. At the start of the
1970s I had discovered in the archives of the Collegio Leoniano in
Rome some bound volumes of letters entitled Lettere francesi. They
were a collection of letters between the superior general and the
French procurator of the Congregation in Rome. After a first reading
I realised that this was very important material. It revealed deep
tension within the Congregation, specifically between the curia in
Saint-Lazare, the Italian confreres, and the Holy See.11

The whole thing began with the death of Edme Jolly (26 March
1697), the second successor of St Vincent in running the
Congregation, when King Louis XIV vetoed the election of Maurice
Faure as his successor, because he was a native of Savoy, and had
demanded that a French subject be elected. The instruction, dated
28 January 1699, to the Prince of Monaco, entrusted with a mission
to Rome, considered the Congregation as a French institution which
had some houses outside France, but this latter was considered to be
an exception. However, on the basis of Gallican customs the king
could not tolerate that a foreigner be elected head of such an
institution. What is more, this institution was in charge of some
parishes and chapels in places where the Court resided.12

zione della Missione nel sec. XVIII: Francia, Italia e Missioni (1697-1788),
Roma 2000.

11 L. MEZZADRI, Gallicanesimo e vita, in Divus Thomas 76 (1973) 65-109.
12 [Translator’s note: the author gives this quotation in the original

French] “As the congregation of the priests of the Mission has its principal
establishments in France and few houses in foreign countries, the election
of a Superior General has always involved a French subject of the King.
As Le sieur Joly, Superior General, died during the course of the recent war,
His Majesty decided that such a happening called for new precautions to be
taken to prevent the normal procedure being broken and that a foreigner
might be elected General of a congregation of priests to whom His Majesty
has entrusted care of parishes and chapels in places where His Majesty has
his main residence, and one which, besides, has the greater number of its
houses in his realm. Now that election time has arrived the priests of the
Mission have been informed that His Majesty expects that not only will they
choose the most suitable person, but that moreover they will ensure that a
foreigner will not be elected.” Paris, Archives of the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, Correspondance politique, Rome, vol. 399, ff 8 ss.: Instruction donnée
par le Roi á M. le Prince de Monaco (28 janv. 1699). The instruction is also
published in the Recueil des instructions données aux ambassadeurs de France
depuis les traités de Westphalie jusqu’à la révolutuion française publié sous
les auspices de la commission des archives diplomatiques au ministère des
Affaires étrangères, t. 17, Rome, par G. Hanotaux, 2 partie (1688-1723)... par
J. Hanoyeau, Paris 1911, 210. As a matter of fact the Congregation had
charge of the royal parishes or chapels in Fontainebleau (1661), Versailles
(1674), Invalides (1674), St.-Cloud (1688), St.-Cyr (1690): 118. On the parishes
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For Lacour, this was a normal problem. For him the king was
entrusted with a religious mission since he was anointed by the Lord,
the image of God, his vicar.13 It would, therefore, be against God’s
will to disobey the king, whose power guaranteed the Church’s
freedom.14 It was not, then, a matter of papal imperialism, but one of
Gallican tradition, which down the centuries had known how to
maintain a subtle balance, more practical than theoretical, and which
had been expressed in one way in the declaration of 1682,15 but
which embraced also the relations between the religious orders
within the kingdom and the Holy See.16

A long conflict began, about recognition of the Congregation as
being French, which had its moments of acute tension. The Italians
and Poles would not accept the surrender of the French to the wishes
of the Sun King, and threatened to secede from the body of the
Congregation. In 1704 the Superior General, Watel, gave serious
consideration to the idea of appointing French superiors to the
Italian houses.17

The Lettere francesi were a key element for me. It struck me that
they had been used, for example, by Stella, but only to some extent,
in so far as he discovered that many letters contained words, phrases,
or even the entire text, which were in code. It has not been easy to
crack the code. I soon realised that the system was what is known as
simple substitution. In practice I then found that 31 must correspond
to m, given that it preceded names (i.e. Monsieur), and 50, being of
most frequent occurrence, must be e. Two letters in volume III were
critical. In one of them, dated 29 June 1711, Bonnet admitted that he
wished to withdraw a confrere from 51.21.31.50.18 I guessed that the

cf. L. MEZZADRI, La Congregazione della Missione nelle parrocchie reali: una
scelta tra fedeltà e opportunismo, in Vincentiana 27 (1993) 338-346.

13 P. BLET, Le Clergé de France et la Monarchie. Étude sur les Assemblées
Générales de 1615 à 1666, 2. vols., Rome 1959.

14 At this point there is an important omission: [Translator’s note: The
author gives this quotation in the original French] “The Visitors of France will
be careful to give solid support to these warnings, pointing out that this
exclusion is not of their own making and that one may not disobey the King”:
Annales de la Congrégation de la Mission, 292, Histoire (ms. F. 270 s.).

15 We should not make too precise a contrast between the attitudes of
St Vincent and his successors; in actual fact they changed over time.
Cf. R. CHALUMEAU, Saint Vincent de Paul et le Saint-Siège, in Archivum
Historiae Pontificiae 5 (1967) 263-288; A.-G. MARTIMORT, Le Gallicanisme de
Bossuet, Paris 1953, 192 ff.

16 Regular clergy in the Kingdom had to depend on superiors who were
subjects of the King.

17 L. MEZZADRI - F. ONNIS, Storia della Congregazione della Missione, II, 45.
18 Lettere III, 31-34.
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name Rome was involved. Further on, the letter dated 1 November
1711 19 compared the situation of the house in Avignon and the
Accademia dei Nobili di Roma with that of 61.10.90.41.45.30.87.51.
It had to be a question of a recent French house, of which the
Congregation was not in full possession. I settled on Saint-Cyr by a
process of elimination. I saw that the data tallied. From then on it
was not difficult to complete the alphabet which revealed a group of
letters made up as follows: 10 = A, 20 = B, 30 = C, 40 = D, 50 = E,
60 = F, 70 = G, 80 = H, 90 = I. It was easy then to understand the
meaning of the missing letters as follows: L = 11, M = 31, N = 41,
O = 21, P = 71, Q = 81, R = 51, S = 61, T = 45, U = U & V, X = 94,
Y = 87, Z = 38. In a letter in code dated 9 March 1711 20 we read:
31.25:60.50.10:11.90.41.3011.76.61.50.:71.21.76.51:31.2:61.50.1121.
41.61.10:71.51.76.40.50.41.30.50.15.16.19.

After I had de-coded it I saw that the letter recommended to 31.25,
who was the French procurator in Rome, Antoine Philopald, to act in
a certain way: fera/de/l’incluse/pour/ Mr. 2(Buglia)/selon/sa/prudence.
[he will make use of the enclosed for Fr Buglia as he sees fit].
The numbers 15. 16. 19 were simply padding. Philopald was the
French procurator in Rome who, however, later left the Congregation
at a certain moment because of his opposition to the bull
Unigenitus.21 Buglia was an Italian confrere of the pro-French group,
who had just been given an important appointment. What was this
appointment? For the moment it was enough just to reflect that
recourse to such an expedient, especially with regard to Italian
confreres and the Holy See, was an eloquent indication of a very
tense situation. Proper names were also encoded. 101 means Jesuits,
51 the Gallican clergy, 22 the Superior General, Number 9 kept
coming up. It referred to an Italian confrere brought into the papal
court, leader of a clique, whom the Superior General wished to expel
from the Congregation. Who could this be if not Pier Francesco
Giordanini, the great opponent of the French?

Pier Francesco Giordanini (1658-1717) 22 had always held
prominent positions in the Congregation which involved him in the

19 Lettere III, 67-72.
20 Lettere II, 577-580.
21 L. MEZZADRI, Fra giansenisti e antigianisti. Vincent Depaul e la

Congregazione della Missione (1624-1737), Firenze 1977.
22 He published two works: Istruzione per i novelli confessori nella quale si

sminuzza tutta la pratica, Pavia 1720, Roma 1726, Lucca 1734 (4 tomi), Napoli
1744 (2 tomi), Venezia 1773, Bassano 1780 (2 tomi), Roma 1841 (2 tomi),
Torino 1845 (2 tomi); Ichnografia o sia piano e pianta della vita e dell’ufizio del
vescovo dove succintamente si dichiara tutta la pratica del governo vescovile,
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“nationalist” crisis. In fact during the General Assembly of 1697,
when the French government exercised a veto on the candidature of
Maurice Faure, Giordanini had protested vehemently on the floor of
the Assembly. A twofold intervention of the Holy See was required
to convalidate the election of the new General Nicolas Pierron
(1653-1703, Superior General from 1697), and to dampen down the
opposition expounded by Giordanini.

Giordanini’s role as spokesman for the opposition was certainly
not the best way to get into the General’s good books. The latter had
written that from the moment that Giordanini had become provincial
“the spirit of our Congregation had been ruined in Italy.” 23 This led
him to take immediate steps, by appointing a French procurator at
the Holy See and a French provincial in Rome. Giordanini, besides,
was accused of authoritarianism in that he acted without consultors,
and of bias.24 It was obvious, then, that notwithstanding points in his
favour Giordanini would not be renewed in his position. To soothe to
some extent the bad feeling about the succession it was suggested
that Giordanini become Assistant General, a position which became
vacant by the death of Pietro Terrarossa. But he declined to accept,
not wanting to do “perpetual penance” in Paris.25

The choice of a successor to Giordanini was a rather long drawn
out affair. The General wanted to appoint a Frenchman. Giordanini
was against this.26 There was even an intervention by the Pope,
perhaps via the nuncio, who let Pierron know of his “admiration for
his goodness and deference towards the Italians.” This was a sort of
pressure, veiled but clear. Pierron wanted, then, to safeguard himself
by sending two Frenchmen to Rome, René Divers († 1725) and
Antoine Delahaye Philopald (1674-1762). The Italians objected;
“The name ‘French’ is hated by more or less the majority of
non-ecclesiastical people, who lean more towards the Imperial way of
thinking. and not just by us but also by those persons of balanced
views who wish us well. As a result, it is not regarded as prudent

Roma 1719. This work was reprinted a century later under the title: Vita e
uffizi del vescovo a seconda dei dettami dei Sacri Concili. Dei SS. Padri e
dell’istoria, Roma 1850. On this see L. MEZZADRI, L’ideale pastorale del vescovo
nel primo Settecento, in Divus Thomas (Piac) 74 (1971) 355-367. The more
interesting work is P.F. GIORDANINI, Le osservazioni sopra l’istituto e il governo
della Congregazione della Missione, published in Le Missioni popolari della
Congregazione della Missione nei secoli XVII-XVIII, a cura di L. Mezzadri,
Roma 2002, 671-728.

23 Lettere III, 175.
24 Lettere I, 147-150.
25 Ibid.
26 Lettere I, 175.
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wisdom to send, at the present time, a Frenchman to negotiate in
Rome.” 27 Pierron suspected that the opposition was master-minded
by a “triumvirate”, led by Giordanini. Feeling the urgency to have
safe hands after Giordanini’s “pontificate” (as the General put it),
Pierron chose Lazzaro Maria Figari († 1725).

The Italians’ bad feeling with regard to the French confreres’
arrival in Rome had risen to alarming levels, even threatening to
undermine the unity of the Italian province. Pierron defended
himself by asserting that he “had never sought, as has been claimed,
to oppress the Italians, nor had he ever had any antipathy towards
them.” To bring calm to the waters he had the idea of sending
Giordanini to Genoa. But the latter replied that a Piedmontese would
not go down well in the Genoese Republic.28 Pierron then fell back on
Pavia, but once again Giordanini objected.

The underlying tension erupted in all its vehemence at the Italian
provincial assembly, held in Genoa from 29 April to 6 May 1703.
Giordanini put forward several very courageous proposals to update
the congregation’s way of life. This annoyed the general curia, which
accused Giordanino of setting himself up “as a pope, claiming to
change the nature and administration of our institute.” It was
obvious by now that the prevailing opinion about the leadership of
the Congregation inclined towards regarding the founder as an
intransigent and immutable model, who paid no attention to history’s
capacity to be malleable and creative. The role arrogated to
themselves by the Superiors General was that of conserving an
already perfected model, never asking themselves whether the letter
could kill the spirit: “As regards our Italy there is no longer any love,
and its administration, grounded on mutual charity, established by
its Fathers, all French, has been restricted, and is being restricted all
the more to stark authority; that means, with regard to us, being
looked on as slaves, not as sons.” 29

Meanwhile Giordanini, although he had been appointed to open
the house in Florence, and then to take charge of the Accademia dei
Nobili di Roma, did not distance himself from the unrest in the
community. In a letter to Paolucci, the cardinal Secretary of State,
he asked for a direct and decisive intervention by the Pope. Jean
Bonnet was appointed Vicar General by the Superior General
François Watel (1651-1710, Superior General from 1703). He asked
Antoine Delahaye Philopald, procurator at the Holy See, for solid

27 Lettere I, 227 s.
28 L. MEZZADRI, Gallicanesimo e vita religiosa, 76.
29 Ibid.
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grounds for expelling him [Giordanini] from the Congregation:
“Try to get me solid grounds, either letters or depositions, from 4,
5 or 6 witnesses that 9 [Giordanini] is the cause of the present
turmoil, and I will send you without delay what I have not wished
to do 4 times already, for with persons like these one has to plant
one’s feet very firmly in order to avoid making any false steps.” 30

This manoeuvre did not succeed, but in any event the general
assembly of 1711, ably led by Bonnet, rejected the Italians’ requests,
which were certainly not revolutionary, alleging fidelity to the
founder’s spirit.

The problem worsened in 1724 when Jean Bonnet, the Father
General, had to face up to the bull Unigenitus, which the
Congregation had not officially accepted.31 In such a situation, Pope
Benedict XIII, obliged the visitor of Rome, Bernardo Della Torre, to
threaten the Superior General with grave sanctions, if it should
happen that the assembly would not have subscribed to the bull.
The document published by us says, among other things, that the
bull had to be signed by all the members, especially the superiors of
seminaries and the professors of theology; that superiors unwilling to
sign had to be removed from any appointment. Otherwise the
bishops in France would have had to withdraw all seminaries and
colleges from the Congregation. It concluded: “Should it happen that
neither exhortations nor threats achieve their purpose, in such a case
Fr Bernardo, in union with the three other above mentioned
provincials, is to notify the Superior General and chapter that His
Holiness will authorise the three provinces of Rome, Lombardy and
Poland, to have no further dealings or links with those of France,
from which they will remain separated, and that His Holiness will
command that they provide themselves with an different General as
Governor.” 32

The situation calmed down to some extent. There were embers
under the ashes. The tension between the Italians, who wanted the
General to move to Rome, and the French dragged on. To counter-
balance the establishment of the province of Italy (Turin), the
provinces of Piccardy and Brittany were set up. Every opportunity
for a dispute was availed of. At the 1747 assembly the style of
confreres’ dress was discussed. Italians, Poles, Spaniards and

30 Lettere II, 605-608.
31 L. MEZZADRI, Fra giansenisti e antigiansenisti. Vincent Depaul e la

Congregazione della Missione (1624-1737), Firenze 1977.
32 L. MEZZADRI, Nuovi documenti sulla crisi dell’Unigenitus, in Carità e

Missione 3 (2001) 134-146.
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Portuguese accused the French of having changed the material of the
soutane. St Vincent’s clothing was re-exhumed, and it was
discovered, in fact, that the material used by the founder was lighter
and better than that selected by the French.33

Another clash about dress surfaced in the years 1774-1775. In a
circular letter the General, Jacquier, had claimed that diversity in
dress destroyed union in the Congregation. At the start of 1775 a
brother let Cardinal Braschi know how much he resented being
jeered at on the streets of Rome by kids who shouted “Baggypants.”
The cardinal promised that if he had been elected Pope he would
have ordered the superiors to change the brothers’ dress. Pope
Pius VI, as soon as he was elected, issued such a decree, which was
received with very bad grace by the Superior General, who
interpreted the Pope’s words as merely expression of his desire to
stop abuses on the part of the brothers.34

After the restoration it was normal for the Congregation to
reclaim its autonomy. The Holy See tried to profit from the situation
by having the General transferred to Rome. The matter was brought
to the attention of Charles X who invoked his veto for such an
initiative. For the French government the superior general always
had to be French and his general curia must have its seat in Paris.

As may be seen from the scarcity of studies about our history,
humility is not the motive, but a political agenda aimed at denying
the existence of tension between the centre and the periphery,
between Paris and Rome, between the General’s regime and the
Holy See, which cannot be denied. It is not going to be denied, but
delved into and judged on the basis of precise ecclesiological and
political choices.

3. The Spread of the Congregation up till the French Revolution

Outside of France the congregation spread in successive waves,
as it were. The first phase took place in the 17th and 18th centuries.
The Congregation of the Mission spread from France into Italy and
Poland, while bands of missioners were sent to the British [Scottish]
Isles, to Ireland and to Madagascar (which were, though, withdrawn
during the generalate of Alméras). Pastoral centres to take care of the
Christian slaves were established in Tunis (1645) and Algiers (1646),
which had diplomatic exemption.

33 L. MEZZADRI - F. ONNIS, Storia della Congregazione della Missione, II, 138.
34 L. MEZZADRI - F. ONNIS, Storia della Congregazione della Missione, II, 346.
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There is much to study about this period. It is necessary to
evaluate the material which we have, especially in the French, Italian,
Spanish and Portuguese archives.

In Italy the reports of missions have been greatly valued, having
thrown much light on one of the most important pastoral services in
the renewal of the modern Church.35

The Italians established houses in Spain (1704), which, however,
were not readily recognised by Paris, (even though Spain was set up
as an autonomous province in 1774). This is a matter which calls for
in-depth study. In the Roman archives there is a wealth of material
which, it seems to us, has not been evaluated in celebrating the
recent centenary of the foundation of the first house in Spain (1704).

The foundation of the first house in Spain is closely linked to the
Roman province.36 Francisco Sentjust y Pages (1654-1708), having
met the missioners in Monte Citorio, had prepared the ground in
Spain for opening a house. Philip V quickly agreed, getting Cardinal
Luis Manuel Portocarrero to notify this to the archbishop of
Barcelona. The latter, after a moment of uncertainty for political
reasons, agreed. Clement XI then sent him a letter for the
establishment of a house of the Mission in Spain, laying down that
the house should be part of the Italian province. The General, who
had been practically excluded from the negotiations, granted the
superior’s patent to Giovanni Domenico Orsese (1663-1735).

It was a concession pulled from between gritted teeth. Watel
moaned about this to Figari, adding — but this was only for his close
associate Anselme — that he would have intervened with the king of
Spain.37 On the basis of a number of points gleaned from letters from
the superior of Barcelona, perhaps also to solve the problem of

35 Le Missioni popolari della Congregazione della Missione nei secoli XVII-
XVIII, a cura di L. Mezzadri, Roma 2002. The author brings together several
of his own studies and those of others. Later contributions will come from
various avenues of research which he has undertaken in different areas.

36 On this whole matter see: Résumé de la fondation, des progrès et de la
suppression de la Congrégation en Espagne, in Annales de la Congrégation de la
Mission 40 (1875) 44-65; Origine de la Congrégation de la Mission en Portugal,
in Annales de la Congrégation de la Mission 45 (1880) 201-212; Stella 1,
158-161; Silva 162; J. HERRERA, Historia de la Congregación de la Missión,
Madrid 1949. La Congregación de la Missión en España 1704-2004. Caminos de
Futuro, XXX semana de estudios vicencianos, Salamanca 2005.

37 [Translator’s note: The author gives this quotation in French] “As this
establishment was made by the Sovereign Pontiff we have considered
ourselves bound to agree without hesitation, or at least without giving rise to
a belief that our obedience to the Holy See was less than perfect.” Watel to
Anselme, Paris 27 Oct. 1704, Lettere II, 37 ff. Cf. the letter to the same
addressee, 23 June 1704: Maxima cum gallis qaestio, 116, a document in ACL

38 Luigi Mezzadri, C.M.

VINCENTIANA 1/2-2009 - INGLESE 10 Aprile 2009 − 3ª BOZZA



dependence on one or other visitor, the General thought of making
the new house immediately subject to the General, until he could
erect a Spanish province.38 Sentjust then vehemently pointed out to
Orsese that the General’s action conflicted with the decisions of the
Holy See.39 Watel replied that dependence on an Italian visitor
involved excessive expense,40 and the Italian assistant, Viganego,
confirmed the General’s declaration, in a letter to Figari, adding that
there was no hidden agenda.41 Sentjust, who obviously had no greatly
developed sense of the unity of the Congregation, thought of
requesting a brief of exemption for the Barcelona house from the
General’s authority, in order to forestall being taken by surprise.
Figari told Cardinal Paolucci how annoyed he was by the proposal:
“These gentlemen have a pipe-dream, that would be the Congregation
of the Mission but without the head of the Mission. Your Eminence
knows that almost all of us want to be governed by our Superior
General as sons of a good father, but none of us will ever agree to be
separated from him.” And in order the better to back up his words,
Figari added that the royal foundation decree laid down that our
house should be governed according to the norms current in the
congregation.42 Orsese did not look at the matter in the way that
Sentjust did. According to the superior in Barcelona the Superior
General had not, in fact, acted contrary to the papal instructions; he
also criticised Sentjust who wanted “to remove French nationality
from our midst as being prejudicial to Spain, which undoubtedly
would be more prejudicial.” 43

Another matter which arose, then, for the Barcelona house, in
addition to the internal tensions, worsened by Sentjust’s tempera-
ment,44 was the problem of relations with the General. Leaving aside
the force of Orsese’s evaluations, it was symptomatic of the state of
tension between the centre and the periphery, in other words
between the General and the Roman province, which had developed
even to the point of suggesting, to some, serious consideration of a
plan for some sort of exemption from the General.

coming from Cardinal Paolucci (Protector of the Italian Vincentian), in which
he says he had spoken “French” to Figari.

38 Orsese to Figari (?), Barcelona 29 Sept. 1704, in Maxima, 25.
39 Orsese to same, Barcelona 17. Nov. 1704, ibid.
40 This is how Figari refers to a letter of Watel, 3 Sept. 1704, ibid., 28.
41 Viganego to Figari, Paris 8 Sept. 1704, ibid.
42 Orsese to Card. Paolucci, Barcelona 22 March 1705, ibid., 32 ff.
43 Figari to Card. Paolucci, undated letter (but before 1705), ibid., 30.
44 Sentjust, in actual fact, did not wish to do his novitiate: Watel to

Anselme, 1 December 1704, Lettere II, 41 ff.
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It can be seen, therefore, that historical research contributes to
greater understanding. It is a real pity that such contributions are
neither studied nor utilized.45

4. The Revolutionary Storm

During the French Revolution 46 the congregation went through
much suffering. After being restored by Napoleon the Vincentians
were again suppressed in 1809.47

Vicars General were appointed for governing the congregation.
First in importance was the one who lived in Rome, responsible for
governing all the provinces outside of France; the second was in
charge of France and the Daughters of Charity. The governing of the
Daughters of Charity is an important story in itself. Napoleon was
not against the revival of the community, but he wanted Hanon, the
Vicar General, to withdraw from the direction of the Daughters of
Charity, because he wanted the bishops to be in charge. This shows
that he valued their service, regarded at the time as indispensable,
but did not understand the value and the feeling of being linked to
the Congregation of the Mission.

Also during this period there was evidence of manipulation of
history. The beatified martyrs are celebrated, such as François,
Gruyer, Rogue, Nicolas Colin, Jean-Charles Caron, and others for
whom we have merely the fact of their having been martyred, such as
Martelet, Guin, Rimbault, Gallois, Hayer, Lucas, Julienne, Bailly,
Brochois, Imbert, Martin, Guinant, Guibaud, Dodin, Portefaix,
Bergon, Verne, Janet, Parisot, Chambovet, Frayssé, besides thirteen
other confreres imprisoned in Bordeaux and Blaye. According to
Coste, when the Congregation was re-constituted in 1814, out of
508 members who belonged to the French provinces, leaving aside
120 who had died, only 21 returned, 4%. As many as forty
had completely lost their vocation, 8%. It is significant that about
200 members had felt no urge to return, 46%. As well as this a veil of
silence had covered the matter of betrayals and defections, and the

45 The foundation and activity of the Portuguese province (1713) also
should be studied in depth. It is on record that the minister Pombal went to
our house to make a retreat. Is that not a matter worth looking at?

46 L. MEZZADRI, La Chiesa e la rivoluzione francese, Cinisello Balsamo 1989;
ID., Storiografia del bicentenario della rivoluzione francese. Appunti per un
bilancio, in I grandi problemi della storiografia civile e religiosa, a cura di
G. Martina - U. Dovere, Roma 1999, 233-269; ID., La Rivoluzione francese e la
Chiesa. Fatti - documenti - interpretazioni, Roma 2004.

47 J.W. CARVEN, Napoleon and the Lazarists, The Hague 1974.
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fact that two confreres were elected constitutional bishops of Rouen
and Sedan. This could have brought the French character of the
Congregation to a critical point. For this reason it was preferred to
maintain silence about the shortcomings and defections, and stress
the heroism.

A more general problem may be faced up to here: is it permissible
to bring up for discussion matters from the private sphere and the
moral behaviour of individuals? Is there not perhaps a danger of lack
of respect for the dead, and for confreres on whom it is not
permissible to pass judgement? These are valid points; however, we
must not forget that we are developing “a history of the confreres,”
which impinges even on their lives, sufferings, behaviour, fidelity and
weaknesses. We are not intending to judge and condemn, but neither
are we drawing up a work of apologetics, stressing the positive
aspects and concealing the negative ones. In concealing these facts
we cause damage to the Congregation.

For this period there is one aspect which deserves attention, the
fact that the Congregation was thriving in Poland, Italy, Portugal and
Spain. This means that the traditional model of the Congregation
was holding, and had validity, whether in France or elsewhere.

5. The change of direction by Etienne and his successors
up to 1900

An important turning point was reached in 1843 with the election
of Fr Jean-Baptiste Etienne (1843-1874) as Superior General; he has
been considered “the second founder.” 48

A satisfactory treatment of him is still lacking. We realise that
he has been judged differently when we compare Spanish, Italian
and French points of view. He was an energetic man, and he
strengthened discipline, wanted observance of the rules and
reinforced the authority of the Superior General, all by means of
strict centralization. At the same time he continued the missionary
revival begun by his immediate predecessors. This was helped on the
one hand by an upturn in popular Catholicism in Europe and on the
other by the establishment of many apostolic schools, which altered
the recruitment scene.

48 [E. ROSSET], Vie de M. Etienne, Paris 1881; E.R. UDOVIC, Jean-Baptiste
Etienne and The Vincentian Revival, s.l. 2001; La Congregación de la Misión en
España 1704-2004. Caminos de Futuro. XXX semana de estudios vicencianos,
Salamanaca 2005.
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The lines of this development can be synthesised by following the
areas to which the Congregation of the Mission expanded.

Ireland. The Congregation of the Mission had attempted to get
into Ireland and England in the time of St Vincent, and later for
a very short while in London under James II (1687-1688), but
unsuccessfully. The revival came spontaneously. Two students in
Maynooth College realised the need to establish a group of preachers
for popular missions. They were encouraged in this by Dowley, the
college dean. In 1833 they opened a school, and acquired a property
in Castleknock, where they welcomed Dowley as their superior.
At that time they were informed that there already existed in Paris a
community for the same purpose. They made contact with Nozo, the
Superior General, and actually became part of the Congregation of
the Mission. The province was established in 1848 and developed
rapidly. There were some notable members, such as Fathers
MacNamara, O’Sullivan, Burke, Lynch, Hickey, MacCabe, Gillooly.
Four missioners were appointed bishops. As well as missions, there
were educational works, groups of young people and of workers, a
commission for political affairs, a lending bank, and especially the
Saturday League against alcoholism. The Irish missioners also
swarmed outwards into Scotland, England and Australia. They
accepted responsibility for staffing the Irish College in Paris and took
on foreign missions (China, Nigeria).

There are a great many problems calling for study: persons, works,
methods, spirituality, political opinions.

Spain and Portugal. The Congregation had one province in Spain
(1774). It had to endure much from the decrees of the anticlerical
government suppressing religious communities (03/03/1836). Of the
confreres forced into exile some opted for France and Italy, but
others chose the missions in America. The situation was all the more
difficult when the houses of the Daughters of Charity in Spain
increased to 45. The Servant of God Buenaventura Codina was the
man who restored the community, but he wanted a large element
of autonomy for the Spanish Province. The memory of the
Napoleonic occupation still rankled. The General, Etienne, did not
agree. He moved rapidly to have him appointed bishop of the Canary
Islands. He was even more brutal with his successor, Buenaventura
Armengol. Because he had, with government support, requested both
the General and the Holy See to grant autonomy, Etienne accused
him of trying to bring about schism, and expelled him from the
community (1856). He expelled other confreres along with him, some
students and brothers, and appointed Fr Masnou, the vice-visitor in
the United States, as visitor. When the province was troubled once
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again some years later, after the September 1862 revolution, some
Spanish confreres departed for the missions, setting in motion the
restoration of the province, which grew rapidly from 1875.

With regard to Spain, Codina and Armengol should be studied,
but not just in their relations with Etienne. What were the Spanish
confreres’ reactions to the various government suppressions and
oppression? What were the political attitudes? (Were there liberal
confreres?).

By the end of the 1700s the Congregation had made great strides
in Portugal, when it had to take over from the Jesuits in Goa and in
China. After the French invasion (1807) the Portuguese also asked for
greater autonomy, given that up to then the houses had been directly
dependent on the Superior General. While the community was
experiencing a crisis at home some confreres brought the Vincentian
charism to Brazil (1820). In 1829 the province was established, but it
was only under Etienne that the community could flower once again.

A history of the Portuguese province should be undertaken,
especially its presence in China. One query: Why did the Mémoires
by-pass the Portuguese province?

Poland. The flourishing community suffered a lot from the three
partitions of the nation (1772, 1793, 1795). In 1874 there was the
Krakow province in the Austrian part, with only 5 houses. According
to Herrera, at the notification of the suppression by the Russians
(8 November 1874), the province sided with the persecutors rather
than with the persecuted.

Germany and Austria. The origin of the German province had a
pre-history in 1781, after the suppression of the Jesuits, when French
confreres were sent into the Palatinate for the Heidelberg and
Manheim colleges. The central house of the new province was in
Cologne, where five priests decided to devote themselves to parish
missions. They contacted Etienne who welcomed them into the
novitiate in Paris. When he appointed a superior for them, Fr Konrad
Hirl, a German confrere who had joined the Roman province, he
established them as a province in 1853. But the Kulturkampf was
disastrous for the confreres, and they were suppressed on 20 May
1873. The odd reason for their suppression was that like the
Redemptorists, the Holy Ghost Fathers and the Dames of the Sacred
Heart, they were “affiliated” to the Jesuits and were subject to a
Superior General of foreign nationality, to whom they were bound in
blind obedience. The dispersion brought the German confreres, top
quality men, to different parts of the world, including Abyssinia and
Latin America.
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The confreres had also arrived in Austria in the 1700s to take
charge of the seminaries in Vienna, Ternaw and Wacz. But success
did not smile on the initiative. In 1837 a different outcome resulted
from the decision of Sister Leopoldina (Josephine) Brandis
(1815-1900), together with a group of young ladies of the nobility in
Graz, to join the Sisters of Charity of Strasbourg. After being
professed she returned to her native city, undertaking hospital
ministry. The community flourished to such an extent that Sister
Leopoldina was able to send eight Sisters to take care of soldiers in
Hungarian military hospitals. At that time she was being directed by
a diocesan priest Johann Klaischer († 1853). In 1850 Sister
Leopoldina and all the Sisters amalgamated with the motherhouse of
the Daughters of Charity in Paris. Etienne then requested that the
new community be under the direction of St Vincent’s missioners.
Johann Klaischer was the first to join the Congregation. When he had
completed his novitiate (1852) he was appointed superior and
director of the Daughters of Charity, laying the foundations of the
Austrian province. In 1875 the province comprised 21 confreres.
It was never very large. Nevertheless, the confreres were very active
in missions and retreats, and ministries for the Daughters of Charity.
Ministry to the Sisters took up much time, given that at that date
there were more than 600 of them, and they had opened houses in
Austria, Hungary, Bohemia, Styria, Carinthia and other parts of the
Austro-Hungarian Empire. The Austrian province flourished under
Fr Wilhelm Mungersdorf and his successors, extending all through
the territories of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, giving rise to the
provinces of Austria, Yugoslavia, Hungary, and the vice-province of
Czechoslovakia dependent on Paris.

Research should also be undertaken with regard to the history of
the Austrian and German provinces.

6. The case of China

Around the end of the 17th and the beginning of the 18th centuries
the Italian Vincentians Appiani, Pedrini and the German Müllener,
arrived in China as missionaries of Propaganda, ranging themselves
against the Jesuits in the question of the rites. When Fr Gabriel
Perboyre (1808-1880), a cousin of the saint, published the Mémoires
de la Congrégation de la Mission,49 the Jesuit General, Peter Beckx
(1795-1887, General from 1853),50 denounced to Propaganda the

49 Mémoires de la Congrégation de la Mission, IV-VIII, Paris 1865-1866.
50 See the evaluation of his generalate in Diccionario historica de la

Compañia de Jésus, 2 (2001) 1671-1675.
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political intention of the Congregation of the Mission in wishing to
perpetuate prejudices and discords, and in particular he accused the
Mémoires of the “most serious calumnies against the Society of Jesus
in the section dealing with our former and present-day missions.”
The [Jesuit] General had the volumes examined by two censors, who
agreed with assessing them as calumnious. One of them suggested
bringing them to the attention of the Holy Office.

The prefect of Propaganda wrote to Etienne, who replied that the
volumes were written “sine mea prævia cognitione,” indicating
however that he would be willing to withdraw them, if he was
formally ordered by Propaganda. Things moved forward slowly,
partly because of the transfer of the motherhouse to Brussels,
until Etienne received a formal injunction for the withdrawal of
the volumes, which he immediately executed. In 1911 and 1912,
however, a new edition of the Mémoires was published, in which it
was stated that all the sections which depended on the writings of
non-confreres and which were not directly concerned with the
history of the Congregation in China, had been eliminated.51

This problem of the Mémoires has never been faced up to within
the Congregation.52 The history of the Chinese mission has been
tackled from the point of view of the French confreres, whilst that of
the Portuguese confreres has not been looked at.

At the moment a large amount of material relative to Teodorico
Pedrini is being assembled. Teodorico Pedrini is a controversial
figure. Pastor has written everything possible unfavourable to him,53

51 A. MILON, Mémoires de la Congrégation de la Mission: La Chine, 3 vols.,
Paris 1911-1912.

52 A very well-researched study is that by Fatica, who made use of the
Neapolitan archives of the Collegio della S. Famiglia di Ripa: M. RIPA,
Giornale (1705-1724), 2. vols., a cura di M. Fatica - F. d’Arelli, Napoli 1999.
La missione cattolica in Cina tra i secoli XVIII-XIX. Matteo Ripa e il Collegio
dei Cinesi, a cura di M. Fatica - F. d’Arelli, Napoli 1999. See also, though,
A. THOMAS [J.-M. PLANCHET], Histoire de la mission de Pékin, 2. vols., Paris
1923-1925. J. VAN DEN BRANDT, Les Lazaristes en Chine 1667-1935, Pékin 1936.
H. CRAPEZ, Les Lazaristes et le clergé chinois de 1697-1900, in Revue d’histoire
des missions (1938) 14-59. O. FERREUX, Histoire de la Mission en Chine
(1699-1950), in Annales de la Congrégation de la Mission, 127 (1963).
R.S. POOLE, A History of the Congregation of the Mission 1625-1843, s.l. 1973.

53 Pastor XV, 327. It is known that the Storia dei Papi by Pastor had got as
far as vol. XIII when the author died (1928). It was “completed” by P. Kneller,
W. Wühr, by P. Kratz and by Schmidlin (for the missions). The judgements
given, in a very polemical sense, by Tournon and Mezzabarba are rather
about his successors. A. PELZER, Louis von Pastor d’après ses journaux, sa
correspondence et ses souvenirs, in RHE 46 (1951) 192-201. We still lack a
thorough biography of Pedrini; there is a manuscript in vol. Missioni estere,
Cina, in ACL with some letters; other letters are in vol. Cina, and in the
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while others have defended him. The main archival sources for
research into this confrere are the archives of Propaganda in Rome,
those of the Congregation of the Mission in the Collegio Leoniano,
those of the Society of Jesus in Rome, those of the Vatican Library
(fondo Fouquet), and in Paris those of St. Lazare (The Vincentian
Motherhouse) and those of the Missions Étrangères.

Of the published sources we would mention those based on
Perboyre’s Mémoires.

His musical output is very important, shown by recent interest in
his compositions along with those of the Jesuit Joseph-Marie Amiot,
composed for the Emperor.

There are quite a number of problems concerning evaluation and
selection: the link between inculturation and theology, the
reverberation of the polemics about China during the Enlightenment
in Europe, the presence of the missionaries and the presence of
serious researchers in Peking, the cultural back-ground of the
missionaries and the information forwarded to Rome, where
Propaganda had to make decisions on the basis of positions which
were not always balanced (correspondence proves how Pedrini was
part of this). We need to clarify the part played by certain writings,
which Theiner, a polemical defender of Clement XIV, pointed out to
Perboyre, to set in perspective the polemics about the rites in the
final phase.

The great period of the Chinese mission re-awakened with
Etienne.54 We do not intend to undertake a reconstruction of the
history of our mission in China, which, however, needs to be done.
Instead, we will face up to certain problems of method.

Formation. In general, missionaries did not receive any specific
preparation, but were formed only for discipline (obedience) and
asceticism (self-denial for souls). During the time of studies and
novitiate the aim was to convey the pressing need to work at personal
sanctification and for the salvation of souls, convinced that within
the span of a few generations there would be mass conversions.
In order to achieve this, political and cultural matters were

archives of Propaganda, in the Corsiniana library, in the archives of the MEP
in Paris. On him see A.B. DUVIGNEAU, Théodoric Pedrini, prêtre de la Mission,
protonotaire apostolique, musicien à la Cour Impériale de Pékin, 1670-1646,
Pei-p’ing 1937 (Italian translation Roma 1942). F. COMBALUZIER, Théodoric
Pedrini, le missionaire, le musicien à la Cour impériale de Pékin, in NZM 8
(1952) 270-287; 9 (1953) 149-151. ID., Théodoric Pedrini, missionaire
apostolique, in NZM 13 (1957) 139-157. L. MEZZADRI. Teodorico Pedrini C.M.
(1670-1746) missionario e musico alla Corte imperiale di Pechino (at press).

54 L. MEZZADRI, Le missioni vincenziane in Cina nel Sec. XIX, Roma 2000.
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by-passed, not much attention was paid to the question of native
clergy as they were regarded as being inadequate. There were plenty
of vocations, and it was considered that diverting resources to native
clergy was useless waste. Most of the missionaries built schools,
catechumenates, orphanages and hospitals, as evidence of charitable
commitment.

Missions and politics. When Danicourt was appointed vicar
apostolic of Chekiang in 1850 changing some pagodas into churches
was regarded as acceptable. The local people objected, occupied the
pagodas and destroyed the liturgical fittings. Danicourt then
requested the aid of two French warships. The admiral, however, did
not comply. Etienne took a poor view of the Danicourt operation.
He even proposed transferring him to a different vicariate. This took
two years to implement, having met with opposition. It is important
to pay more attention to Danicourt’s way of looking at matters than
to the happening itself. He was convinced that China had to be ruled
by Europe. Until France had taught China a good lesson, the treaties
would be meaningless.

In 1856 Baldus openly requested protection for the Catholic
missions and sought French military intervention: “The Chinese are
certainly afraid of Europeans; that’s why the government forbids the
Christian religion; they are afraid that foreigners will take the
opportunity to spread all over China, destroying their way of life and
their emperor. As long as distrust is backed by the court we need not
expect willing tolerance of Christianity. But since the court is very
afraid of the Europeans we need to take advantage of this
mentality.... Four or five warships would be needed to deal with this
and impose it on them.” 55

7. The Congregation of the Mission in the 20th Century

The 20th century started off with an important happening. In
France a law against religious congregations was voted into effect on
1 July 1901.56 In 1901 there were 128,000 female and 30,000 male
religious. One fifth of these had to go into exile, others went back to
their families or worked out some way of un-noticed belonging.
13,904 teaching establishments were suppressed.

55 L. WEI TSING-SING, La politique missionnaire, 506-512.
56 Le grand exil des congrégations religieuses françaises 1901-1914, edité par

P. Cabanel et J.-D. Durand (Colloque international de Lyon - Université
Jean-Moulin-Lyon III - 12-13 juin 2003), Paris 2005.
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In France at that time there were eight [CM] provinces: France,
Picardy, Champagne, Touraine, Lyon, Aquitaine, Languedoc and
Provence. In the whole of France there were more than 400 confreres
who were priests.57 Many others were on the missions in China,
Persia, Syria, Turkey, Greece, Macedonia, Algeria (which was a
separate province), Abyssinia, Madagascar, the West Indies, Chile
and Argentina. Fiat, the Vincentian Superior General, asked the
French confreres to make an extraordinary sacrifice, indicating
various destinations for them to move to, in Latin America, China,
Madagascar, Ethiopia, Persia and the Levant. But getting away was
no easy matter. After a certain age it was not easy to tackle a new
language and get involved in a non-Eurpean culture. What happened,
as Jacqueline Lalouette has shown, was that only one in six agreed
to set out for the missions.58 Many went to Belgium and Holland.
The exile of the French confreres had a twofold effect: they lost the
seminaries, and therefore a source of vocations, and the [CM]
provinces in France were reduced to three: France, Aquitaine and
Provence. If we skim through the list of seminaries we see that the
Congregation of the Mission had major seminaries in Evreux,
Amiens, Cambrai, Lille, Solesmes, Chalons, Meaux, Troyes, Tours,
Angoulême, Berceau, La Riochelle, Carcassonne, Albi, Cahors,
Saint-Flour, Marseille, Montpellier and Nice. In 1919 they got back
the seminaries in Evreux, Beauvais, Troyes, Verdun, Perigueux,
Angoulême, Montauban, Albi, Montpellier and Nice. But the overall
number of seminaries was halved.

The misfortune for the French was of benefit to the provinces of
Belgium and Holland, where the Vincentians already had a presence.
The exile of French and German confreres meant that a certain
number of houses could be established and a province set up (1902),
which later split into the provinces of Belgium and Holland (1921),
giving great impetus to the missions in the Congo, Indonesia and
China. At the beginning of the 1930s the German province was
significant. It had about a hundred confreres and missions in
Palestine, Costa Rica, Honduras and Nicaragua. The same is true for
Austria, with its college in Istanbul. The Hungarian province, which
had been established in 1926, had by 1934 four houses, nineteen
priests, twenty-four brothers, twenty-two students and ten
seminarists (novices). Poland, which had been re-established, had
one hundred and five students and seventy-four seminarists, had

57 At that time the names of the lay brothers were not recorded in the
Catalogue des maisons et du personnel (This will be cited as CMP, with
the year).

58 J. LALOUETTE, 1901, les congrégations hors de la loi?, Paris 2002.
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sixteen houses in Poland and was able to establish houses in
France, Romania, China, USA, Brazil (the future Curitiba province).
The Yugoslav province (1926) was also showing promise, with the
provincial house in Ljubljana; it already had an impressive persona-
lity in Janez-Francišek Gnidovec, bishop of Skopje.

How would one rate the vitality of the Congregation in the 20th

century? While the White Fathers, in their general chapter in 1926,
established the “Institut des Belles Lettres Arabes” [Institute for
Arabic Literature] and while innovative articles on the mission were
published,59 no initiatives of any sort were undertaken in our
congregation. We had the missions, but we did not have an idea of
the mission. De Lubac stressed the importance of prayer for
missionary action. Fr Danielou’s Cercle Jean-Baptiste urged the need
for having the precursor’s approach. Thanks to the Jesuit Pierre
Charles (1883-1954) 60 a worthwhile link was established between
theology and missiology, and this was also developed by Joseph
Masson,61 Thomas Ohm, OSB (1892-1962),62 Edouard Loffeld, SVD 63

and André Seumois, OMI.64 The UMMI (Unione Medici Missionari
Italiani) was founded in 1933.

This state of affairs explains the Lebbe 65 phenomenon. He was
born in Ghent and joined the Congregation of the Mission in 1895.

59 Henri de Lubac (1896-1991) published Le fondement théologique des
missions (1936) and Catholicisme (1938), Yves Congar (1904-1995) Vaste
monde. Ma paroisse. Verité et dimension du salut, and Jean Danielou (1904-
1974) Le mystère de l’Avent (1948).

60 P. CHARLES, La prière missionnaire, Paris 1935. ID., Dossier de l’action
missionnaire, Louvain 1939.

61 J. MASSON, Théologie générale de la fonction missionnaire, Rome 1971. ID.,
Le bouddhisme: chemin de libération, approches et recherches, Paris 1975.

62 T. OHM, Asien Kritik am abenlandischen Christentum, München 1948.
63 E. OFFELD, Le problème cardinal de la théologie et des missions

catholiques, Rhenen 1956.
64 A. SEUMOIS, Théologie missionnaire, 5 vols., Rome 1973-1981.
65 In order to understand Lebbe it is necessary to have recourse to the

“Centre Vincent Lebbe” at the Catholic University of Louvain. C. SOTTENS,
Inventaire des Archives Lebbe, Louvain-la-Neuve 1982; Lebbe’s writings: Choses
vues par un missionnaire en Chine, in Lectures pour tous, 15-1-1914, 694-707;
Aperçu historique sur la mission de Chine, memorandum sent to Rome in 1918
and published with revisions in L’Église catholique partout indigène, in Bulletin
des missions 6 (1923), 393-400, 501-506, 520-531. See also L. LEVAUX, Pensées
du P. Lebbe, Paris-Bruxelles 1950; P. GOFFART - A. SOHIER, Lettres et écrits
spirituels, Bruxelles 1966. Among the biographies: L. LEVAUX, Le Père Lebbe,
apôtre moderne, Louvain 1953; J. LECLERCQ, Vie du Père Lebbe, Paris-Tournai
1955 (very controversial); A. SOHIER, in DS 9 (1975) 449-450; C. SOETENS, Pour
l’Église chinoise, 1, La visite apostolique des missions de Chine 1919-1920,
Louvain-la-Neuve 1982; ID., L’encyclique Maximum illud, Louvain-la-Neuve
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On completing his studies he was appointed to our missions in China
in 1901, shortly after the Boxer Rebellion. He was ordained in Peking
and very quickly realized the mistake which European missionaries
were making, especially his own confreres who relied on the French
protectorate. He used to say: “China for the Chinese, and the Chinese
for Christ.” This is why he did not want the church in China to be a
branch office of the European churches. He valued Chinese culture
highly, had a perfect knowledge of the language, and respected
Chinese customs. In 1911 he established Catholic Action in China
and in 1915 founded the first Catholic daily newspaper I-sce-pao.
He was a shrewd observer of the missions and he recognized the
prejudices of the Europeans against the native priests, whom they
considered inferior, less spiritual and insincere. He stood for absolute
equality between European and Chinese priests, and tried to get the
missionary authorities to grasp how opportune it was to push for a
Chinese episcopate.

He was not backed up by the confreres. Being Belgian and not
French, he met with opposition, he was marginalised and even
moved inconsiderately from one vicariate to another. In 1920 he
returned to Europe and continued his campaign. He achieved a
victory in 1926 with the episcopal ordination of six Chinese priests.
He went back to China in 1927 and took out Chinese citizenship, but
by now he was on the periphery of the community. In 1928 he
founded The Congregation of the Little Brothers of St John the Baptist
in Ankwo (Hopei). This was a monastic community whose motto was
“Trappists at home, apostles elsewhere.” Each house was called
“The House of the Beatitudes.” The following year he founded a com-
munity for women, The Little Sisters of St Teresa of the Infant Jesus.

He left the Congregation in 1933, having being dispensed from his
vows, and took his vows in The Little Brothers of St John the Baptist.
Meanwhile he was the inspiration behind the establishment of a
twofold Society of Mission Helpers, one male branch and one female.
The latter was founded by Yvonne Poncelet (1906-1955) and André
Boland. This double society was lay, but committed to being of
service to the Missions.

In 1940, the first year of the war, with Edouard Robert as Vicar
General, there was not much change. Austria had sixteen students
and six seminarists. Germany had twenty-four students and eight
seminarists. Spain had one hundred and two students and forty-five
seminarists. Holland had sixty-nine students and twenty-seven

1983; P. GERMAIN, Paolo Manna et Vincent Lebbe, pionniers de l’évangelization,
in Omnis terra 30 (1991) 137-144.
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seminarists. Ireland had eighteen students and sixteen seminarists.
Rome had twenty-seven students and twenty-six seminarists. Turin
had forty-nine students and twenty-seven seminarists. Naples had
fifteen students and three seminarists. Poland had one hundred
and thirty students and twenty-eight seminarists. Hungary had
thirty-eight priests, thirty-five brothers, fifteen students and nine
seminarists.

In 2006 the Congregation has 4034 members, 3395 being
incorporated: 2 cardinals, 31 bishops, 3047 priests, 93 deacons,
171 brothers incorporated, 53 philosophy and theology students (who
have already taken their vows). There are in addition 639 admitted
members: 624 students and 15 brothers. All these are spread over all
the continents, in forty-six provinces, five vice-provinces, one region,
and five hundred and fifty-three houses all told. The province of
Belgium has vanished from Europe, becoming a region of the Congo
province. Holland is on the road to disappearance. Austria and
Germany between them have only twenty-six priests. France has two
provinces, Spain four, Italy three, all in rapid decline. The pro-
vinces of Slovakia (1989) and Slovenia (1992) are increasing, as well
as Poland.

8. Conclusions

Confreres were formed to a low-profile pattern, stressing fidelity
to the Rule. They were men for hard work rather than for study
(with obvious exceptions). The intellectual and attention-attracting
efforts of Ferdinand Portal (1855-1926) 66 and Guillaume Pouget
(1847-1933) 67 were never looked on favourably by the powers-that-be
in the Congregation. Confreres who published were in fact sidelined.
But more than this, it must be pointed out that theological reflection
carried very little weight in forming our charism. The French Annales
ceased publication. André Dodin’s Mission et Charité was, in fact, a
personal initiative.

66 A. GRATIEUX, L’amitié au service de l’union: Lord Halifax et l’abbé Portal,
Paris 1951; H. HEMMER, Monsieur Portal, prêtre de la Mission, 1885-1926, Paris
1947. R. LADOUS, L’abbé Portal et la campagne anglo-romaine 1890-1912, Lyon
1973. ID., Monsieur Portal et des siens, 1855-1926, Paris 1985.

67 J. GUITTON, Portrait de M. Pouget, Paris 1941; ID., Dialogues avec Monsieur
Pouget sur la pluralité des mondes, le Christ des Evangiles et l’avenir de
notre espèce, Paris [1954]. J. CHEVALIER, Bergson et le Père Pouget, Paris 1954.
R. ANTONELLO, Guillaume Pouget (1847-1933) testimone del rinnovamento
teologico del secolo XX: biografia del pensiero, Milano 1995; ID., Guillaume
Pouget et le renouveau théologique au tournant du XXe siècle, in Vincentiana 48
(2004) 15-33.
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Up to the 1970s we were formed by the lives of St Vincent which
were read out in the refectory. It was almost only in France that
books and studies were produced. The situation was worsened by
withdrawal from the majority of seminaries, especially in France but
in other countries as well, as the diocesan clergy was gradually
prepared to take over this work. This caused incalculable harm to the
Congregation, as the number of confreres devoted to studies was
reduced.

In those times there was some development with the Fiches
vincentiennes, the Salamanca Semanas, the Groupe Intérnational des
Études Vincentiennes (GIEV) which later became SIEV 68 (Secrétariat
Intérnational des Études Vincentiennes). The project for an Institute
or Faculty of Pastoral Theology, affiliated to a Roman university, was
not approved. CIF (Centre Intérnational de Formation Saint Vincent de
Paul) was preferred, though it does not confer academic degrees, and
does not publish either a review or collected studies.

During the 20th century parish missions also decreased in
importance, as did ministry to the clergy; working in parishes
became the majority ministry.

Cooperation with the Daughters of Charity was also very
important. Some provinces were created in order to provide
confreres who would be available for ministry with the Sisters.

The situation has now changed. No longer are we “Carthusians at
home and apostles abroad.” The traditional image of a Vincentian in
the old days has vanished. The rules have changed, as have dress,
houses, missions, books, spirituality.

It is beyond my competence to assess whether all this has taken
place according to the spirit and charism of St Vincent. My aim is
merely to point out some routes of historical research:

a) See: We must do research in archives (Vatican, national, those
of our general Curia and of the provinces, of public bodies, and
of families of the nobility linked to us) and catalogue the
documents we discover. We must trawl through administrative
documents, maps and plans of buildings, lists (libraries,
confreres...), contemporary photographs, and anything which
could document our history. All this should be brought
together in a study centre.

b) Judge: Once the material has been gathered we have to
evaluate, organize and study. What image of a Vincentian

68 The GIEV (Groupe International d’Etudes Vincentiennes) was loosely
organised internationally; it was a “group.” It was only later that SIEV
(Secrétriat International d’Etudes Vincentiennes) was established by the curia.
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emerges? How did they live? What was their spirituality, their
degree of freedom under the secret police, party politics,
choices in Church affairs? What about their on-going
formation (aggiornamento), their zeal for missions? What about
the strategic decisions taken by the curia, by provinces and by
houses? We must also take on board Cicero’s dictum,69 quoted
by Leo XIII: “Primam esse historiæ legem ne quid falsi dicere
audeat, deinde ne quid veri non audeat.”

c) Act: Maybe the moment has arrived to set up a Centre for
Vincentian Studies. This is not a decision we ourselves can
make. That is something for the Superior General. I think we
are allowed to make the suggestion. On the provincial level
I think it is important to prepare someone who will have the
time to direct research into the history of our community.
But everybody needs to be brought to an appreciation of the
need for conserving documents relating to our past.

Translation: THOMAS DAVITT, C.M.

69 MARCI TULLII CICERONIS, De Oratore ad Quintum Fratrem, II, 15.62.
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