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THE SACRED VISIONING OF
SALESIAN SPIRITUALITY

Thomas F. Dailey, O.5.F.S.

In the history of spirituality, one speaks of “schools” or “tra-
ditions” in terms of the thinking, activity, and saintly persons
associated with a distinctive way of living that extends beyond the
historical period in which it began. One such tradition — Salesian
Spirituality - derives from the life and legacy of St. Francis de
Sales (1567-1622), flowers in several nineteenth century religious
movements and congregations, and inspires the "universal call to
holiness” championed at the Second Vatican Council.! As con-
firmation of the sacred foundation of this tradition, two episodes
from its narrative history suggest that a “visionary” experience
is woven into the very fabric of this spirituality.

The first concerns the well-known experience of St. Francis
de Sales during his student days in Paris.®* There the young
Francis endured a terrible “crisis™ of one sort or another. The
source of this crisis, so formative in one so young, has been
much debated. It may have been something “literary,” in the
sense that students then had begun to read the concrete and
real experiences of patristic writings rather than the abstract and
purely logical treatises of the medievalists. Or, it may have been a
“devotional” crisis, in that the young Francis' familial fervor and
piety were there being called into question in light of the raging
theological debates on predestination. Then again, Francis’ crisis
may simply have been a “psychological” problem, in the sense
that his conscience was so severely troubled by that debilitating
anxiety about which he would later write.?

U SeeWendy Wright, Heart Spealks to Heart: The Salesian Tradition, Orbis Books,
2004,

! E. Lajeunie, St Francis de Sales: The Man, The Thinker, His Influence, trans.
Rory O'5ullivan, [Bangalore, SFS Publications, 1986, vol. I, pp. 53-72.

8 Introeduction to the Devout Life, TV:11 - “With the single exception of sin, anxdety
is the greatest evil that can happen to a soul.”
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Whatever the cause, the fact that Francis suffered some grave
torment is undisputed. But how he came to deal with this grave
torment is more significant than its origins. The decision he
made holds the key to his spiritual development. Consider the
words of his own prayer before the black Madonna, Notre Dame
de Bonne Deélivrance:

Whatever may happen, O God, you who hold all things in
your hand, whose ways are justice and truth, whatsoever you
may have decreed concerning me in the eternal secret of your
predestination and reprobaltion, you whose judgments are un-
fathomable, you who are ever Just Judge and Merciful Father, I

will love you always, O Lord, at least in this lifel At least in this
life will I love you, if it is not given me to love you in eternity!

In a moment of grace, Francis must have experienced the
sacred. And with these words of his submission, he resolves the
dilemma of his life. As Lajeunie explains it, Francis “overcame
his ‘saintly craving' for God by transcending it completely.” His
life was changed forever ... and he was only nineteen years old!

The second episode happens centuries later, in the time and
place of Blessed Louis Brisson (1817-1908), chaplain to the Vis-
itation monastery® in Troyes, France, and founder of the Oblate
Sisters and the Oblates of St. Francis de Sales. His story of the
sacred is a bit different than that of St. Francis de Sales. It is
more extended - having taken him some forty vears to realize
that what was calling for his response was indeed something
sacred. It is also more dramatic — and has been reported as such.
It is the story of his collaboration with the Visitation superior,
Mother Mary de Sales Chappuis (1793-1875), in the founding
of the Oblate congregation.

At first, and in fact for a long while, this experience did not
seem so sacred to Fr. Brisson. His biographer, Fr. Dufour, sets
the scene:

... when the Good Mother broached the question of founding
priests under the auspices of 5t. Francis de Sales, the chap-

+ The religious order of the Visitation of Holy Mary was founded by 3t. Francis
de Sales and 5t. Jane de Chantal in 1610.
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lain withdrew into complete silence and stubborn resistance,
Absorbed in his personal studies of theology and science, and
already burdened with extensive ministry while being deprived
of material resources and external influence, he was - above
all - a lover of his independence. He was unwilling - at any
price - to submit to the influence of a woman - as holy as she
was - or to devote himself to a work for which he saw neither
the goal nor the means to achieve thatl goal.®
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That hesitation should not seem so out of place, even in

today's world. Do we not sometimes find ourselves absorbed in

our own personal ways? Are we not similarly burdened with the
many works demanded of us in the name of ministry? Is not
the unwillingness to engage the novel and the unknown but a

natural reaction for any of us?

But the story does not end there. The dialogue (and the action
of grace) continues, like this:

Fr. Brisson: “Never, Mother, will I bring myselfl to do what you
are proposing to mel”

Good Mother: “But if God leads you to {t?"

Fr. Brisson: “Well, then, Mother, since you go that far, I declare
to you that nothing will make me bend, even were T Lo see a
dead man restored to lifel”

And then it happened. Something sacred breaks forth, there
in a simple parlor at the Visitation monastery in Troyes:

Without another word, the Good Mother withdrew, leaving the
chaplain in a state of understandable exasperation. Sudden-
ly, behind the grille, Our Lord appeared; His look was severe,
his gesture imperatve. Tolally unnerved, the priest wanted to
believe himsell the vietim of an hallucination, and coldly — for
several minutes — he examined, in the minutest details, the
mysterious vision. The more he studied it, the more undeniable
the reality became, the more the divine will appeared manifest
to him; and also the more a celestial peace and a radiant confi-
dence invaded his soul. Then he prostrated himself in adoration
and acquiescence to the eternal plans.®

5 Prosper Dufour, The Oblates of St. Francis de Sales, trans. Joseph Bowler,

E

Wilmington, DE: DeSales Fublishing, 1934, p. 14 (emphasis added).
Dufour. The Oblates, p. 15
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That acquiescence led to the founding of a new religious con-
gregation, which continues to have an impact on generations of
believers. It, too, was an action borne by one man's experience
of the sacred. It, too, is not something that one can analyze
further, except to say that it could only be the work of a divine
Spirit, that same divine Spirit that continues to infuse the world
with the Salesian charism.

These two stories are, in their different times and places, very
different stories. Yet, if we look to both of them, we can see in
these very personal experiences the evidence of a real, and not
merely virtual, faith. In fact, it is only through faith that we can
make sense of them, as only through faith the two participants
could make sense of them.

In both of these experiences of the sacred, real faith is some-
thing that goes beyond knowledge. something that exceeds the
boundaries of comprehension limited by our minds. For Francis
de Sales, the confusion over the matter of predestination was
never fully resolved on the intellectual level; he would contin-
ue to grapple with this in his later studies at Padua.” For Fr.
Brisson, the matter of “giving in” to the dreams of this nun was
something that would gnaw at his male bearing for vears to come,
as evidenced in his later dialogue with Pope Leo XIIL.* And yet,
both of these men “knew” that their lives, and their future, had
changed irreversibly.

This transformation was the result of their experience of the
sacred, a “limit experience” that pertains more to the heart and
soul than to the head. In some way, each of them was grasped
by the divine; each was claimed by a love that could only be
supernatural. This we know not by means of scientific analysis,
but by the fruits of their lives. They were able to accomplish all
that they would precisely because of this sacred experience.

T Lajeunie, St Francfs de Sales, vol. I pp. 80-90.
& Dufour, The Oblates, p. 22.
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A similar experience has been recorded for posterity in the
Spiritual Directory that 5t. Francis de Sales wrote as a custom
book for the Sisters of the Visitation of Holy Mary.® The preface
to that little jewel of a text underscores the need for us, even
today, to appropriate the vision in our own spiritual lives.

The context for appreciating the Spiritual Directory is the
biblical vision of the prophet and the evangelist, Ezekiel and
John. Focusing on the Old Testament ﬁgure, we can look to the
prophetic narrative (Ezek 2:8 - 3:3) to shed some light on the
intent of the Spiritual Directory and its import for those who
seek to live by it.'®

But you, mortal, hear what 1 say to you; do not be rebellious
like that rebellious house; open yvour mouth and eat what 1
give you. I looked, and a hand was stretched out to me, and a
written scroll was in it. He spread it before me; it had writing
on the front and on the back, and written on it were words of
lamentation and mourning and woe. He said to me, O mortal,
eat what is offered to you; eat this scroll, and go, speak to the
house of Israel. So I opened my mouth, and he gave me the
scroll to eat. He said to me, Mortal, eat this seroll that 1 give yvou
and fill your stomach with it. Then I ate it; and in my mouth
it was as sweel as honey.

To understand Ezekiel's vision, we must acknowledge
something about the person of the prophet. Ezekiel — the name
means “God strengthens” and we know that, in our view of the
world from below to above, life as a prophet certainly required
the strength of God. History acknowledges those courageous
and heroic bearers of God's word as persons enjoying a special
divine grace.

Yet, in this narrative, God never calls the prophet by this
name. Rather, God refers to him as Son of Man — a term which
emphasizes the person's mortality, his finiteness in the order of

¥ See Thomas F. Dalley, OSFS, “Jewel of Perfection: The Spiritual Directory
as a Privileged Means of Propagating the Salesian Spirit,” Indian Journal of
Spirituality 21.4, 2008, pp. 349-362.

@ On this bhiblical passage, see Margaret 5. Odell. *You Are What You Eat: Ezekie]
and the Scroll,” Jowrnal of Biblical Literature 1172, 1998, pp. 229-248,






