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Introduction to English translation 

Fr Adrien Schoonen is the author of the booklet History of our 

Constitutions, which we reproduce here. He wrote this work over 

a six-year period (1952-1958) which he spent at the SMA 

Generalate House in Rome, where he represented the Netherlands 

as an SMA General Councillor. While in Rome he was also 

entrusted with the role of Archivist, since from 1946 to 1952 he 

had been working in the Dutch Provincial Archives and he was 

basking in the glow of a reputation as being an expert in the field.  

It was a well-deserved reputation, as can be seen when one 

observes the speed and efficiency with which he classified the 

thousands of letters present in Rome.  

While going through the documents which he had before him, an 

idea emerged in his mind: he had enough information to write a 

History of our Constitutions. As he himself explained, he saw how 

such a study would be useful for the Novice masters and other 

formators in the SMA. He was able to complete this work in 1957, 

before the end of his mandate. 

An Archivist’s past 

It would be a shame to ignore much longer the curriculum vitae of 

this great servant of the SMA. He was born in Roosendaal, 

Netherlands, on 5 August 1897. Desiring to become a missionary, 

he introduced himself to the African Missions, who assured him 

of training. He was ordained a priest in Lyon on 10 July 1921 by 

Bishop Moury, Vicar Apostolic for the Ivory Coast.   

At that time, the Apostolic School (like a Minor Seminary for 

missionaries) of Cadier en Keer, Netherlands, underwent a major 

transformation: the education, which until then had been done in 

French, would now be done in Dutch, so as to welcome Flemish 

speaking candidates. The Superiors therefore asked Fr Schoonen 

to make the sacrifice of not leaving immediately for Africa, but to 

ensure the beginning of the teaching in Flemish. 

Two years later, in 1923, the SMA opened a Major Seminary in 

Bemelen, which would make it possible to train Dutch candidates 
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locally and eliminate the need of sending them to Lyon. Fr 

Paulissen was its first Superior. Later, in the same year, Fr 

Paulissen was chosen to lead the Dutch Province which had just 

been erected. It was necessary to replace him as head of the Major 

Seminary. Fr Schoonen inherited this responsibility in 1924. He 

added the teaching of dogmatic theology. But success did not 

come:  he was too young and inexperienced. 

The Superiors determined that it was time to allow him to realize 

his dream:  Africa. In 1926, he was sent to the Gold Coast, today 

Ghana. With no special missionary training, he was immediately 

made Superior of the mission in Axim. He did excellent work 

there: he built the school and enlarged the chapel. In 1928, he was 

transferred to Accra to succeed Fr Stauffer, who began this 

mission in 1926. He was to organize the Sacred Heart parish, 

notably through the building of a new mission on Derby Avenue. 

In 1931, the first Provincial Assembly was held in the Netherlands. 

The Dutch missionaries in the Gold Coast met and wrote a 

memorandum containing seven points to submit for discussion 

during this Assembly. But Bishop Hauger, Vicar Apostolic of the 

Gold Coast, learned about it and was greatly irritated:  he saw it as 

a personal attack and a Dutch rebellion against his authority. He 

put the responsibility for the memorandum on Fr Schoonen… and 

sent him back to his country. Fr Schoonen consoled himself by 

observing that he wasn’t the first to whom such an unfortunate 

situation had befallen. On 3 September 1931 he left Africa aboard 

the Canada. 

Back in his country, Fr Schoonen was assigned to the College of 

Cadier en Keer, where he would teach languages and literature, 

especially Latin, French and Flemish. His courses, reproduced 

using stencils, are signed “A.J.J.” (for Adrianus Johannes Jacobus).  

His students quickly nicknamed him “Fr AJJ”. 

He was a great worker, demanding of himself and of others. His 

motto was: “Qui ascendit sine labore descendit sine honore” (whoever 

ascends without work descends without glory). His manner of 

speaking was at times rude and frank, even critical and sarcastic.  

He was in charge of the libraries of Cadier en Keer and Bemelen, 
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where he welcomed students and professors. It was up to him to 

organize debates. He was also the chaplain for an association of 

former students from these establishments. He was responsible for 

libraries… because no one yet spoke of archives. 

For the 1952 General Assembly, the Netherlands was asked to 

choose a representative who would sit on the General Council 

(composed of the Superior General and four Councillors). The 

Province chose Fr Schoonen. That is how he came to spend the 

1952-1958 period in Rome. He was to become passionate about the 

discoveries he would make in the Archives. 

At the 1958 General Assembly, Fr Mondé was elected Superior 

General. The Dutch Province was therefore well represented on 

the Council! Fr Schoonen’s presence in Rome was no longer 

justified, so he returned to his Province of origin. He was given 

the role of Provincial Archivist at Huize Tafelberg, in Osterbeek, 

effective 1 August 1958. That is where death took him from those 

who loved him on 5 December 1958, at the age of 61.  

These Constitutions that saved the SMA 

Fr Schoonen discovered with amazement that the Archives 

provided him with an abundance of material which made it 

possible to write a well-documented history “of our 

Constitutions”.  

Why was he interested in the Constitutions? Because this was the 

tool which Fr Planque, co-founder and Superior General of the 

Society of African Missions (SMA), used to save the Society from 

breaking apart. Very quickly, some confreres in Africa asked that 

SMA repatriate them to Europe at its expense. How could they be 

made to understand that this was an unreasonable request, which 

would quickly lead to the death of SMA? Therefore, Fr Planque 

started looking for a formula of engagement (it would soon be 

called “Solemn Oath”) which would make it clear that one had 

taken a lifetime commitment. How could this be made obligatory 

for the SMA members? By inserting it in the Constitutions, the 

bylaws to which all SMAs needed to agree, and to which all had to 

submit.  
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Then there was the issue of “Mass stipends”, in other words, the 

amount given each month as pocket money for the use of the 

confreres, for which they were not accountable. At what level 

should this amount be set? 

In France, Fr Planque intended to ensure the survival of the SMA, 

as he had promised to Bishop deBrésillac who had entrusted him 

with the mission of “making the work survive, keeping it alive 

and not allowing it to sink”. In Africa, in Dahomey, Fr Francesco 

Borghero permitted his confreres to have great freedom of 

expression. He tended to welcome their demands… even when 

they went against the opinion of the Superior General. Certainly, 

the confreres in Africa favoured the authority of their “head of 

mission”. 

The 1864 Constitutions 

Faced with this conflict of authority, Fr Planque turned to 

Propaganda. In March 1864 he went to Rome for several weeks.  

He spent each morning there in discussion with Cardinal Barnabò, 

Prefect of Propaganda. In the afternoon, he wrote what had been 

laid out in the morning. And in the evening, he checked and 

amended the text which he had produced. From time to time, 

consultants brought their expertise and helped to give the articles 

a greater conformity with the rules in use. This is what made it 

possible for Fr Planque to return to Lyon with a full body of 

Constitutions (called “1864”). 

The Constitutions require that there be a General Councillor in 

place. In fact, Fr Planque consulted with two old sages: Fathers 

Papetard and Arnal. He maintained that Councillors who had not 

spent a significant time in mission could not be elected. In 1876, 

when the Superior General asked that Councillors be chosen from 

among those he had presented, he was met with strong 

opposition. 

Fr Schoonen was not content to simply note what the 

Constitutions advocate: he also observes how they were put into 

practice. He writes: “(from 1893) were the Council meetings held 

regularly? In reading the correspondence attentively, there is 
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room for doubt. Not a single record remains. This will be quite 

different following the General Assembly of 1901.” 

In 1885, Fr Planque once again brought the question of approval 

of the Constitutions to Rome. There were new examinations and 

the sending and receiving of the texts. Fr Schoonen noted with 

delight this comment from one of the consultants: “Although 

these Constitutions have been drafted with great care, some 

missionaries complain that in Fr Planque there is a spirit of 

excessive authority, which doesn’t come from viciousness, but has 

its seed in the same qualities of the Founder, who watches his 

creation with the eye of a mother watching her tender child and 

who does not get even one step away from him.” Fr Schoonen 

comments: “These venerable heads needed to give in with 

benevolent approval”. He took pleasure in reviving the feelings 

inside of them. 

The texts would be sent back many times for further edits. It 

seemed that Rome did not want to approve these statutes!  

“Painful discomfort in the Society and in the heart of Fr Planque”, 

commented Fr Schoonen. Finally on 2 August 1890, the case went 

to the papal audience which granted “ad experimentum for five 

years”, the approval that was greatly desired.  It was necessary to 

wait until 1 November 1890, for the “decree of praise”.   

Amazing and sad things 

Had peace finally settled into their minds? “Things amazing as 

much as sad” were still to come. In 1889 and 1890, Propaganda 

enacted two Bulls, ‘Firmandis’ and ‘Romanos Pontifices’, which 

recognized that, in mission, there coexisted two authorities:  the 

Head of Mission and the “Visitor”. Each of these authorities 

needed to manage its own assets in mission. Fr Planque, the first, 

struggled to accept this multiplicity of authority. Another 

significant ground for objection was to come from the Heads of 

Mission, gathered in Elmina for the blessing of the new church:  a 

joint letter, dated 12 January 1891, accused Fr Planque’s 

administration. It was sent to Fr Planque and a copy was sent to 

Propaganda. On 17 February 1891, Fr Planque sent Propaganda 

his version of things, which followed step by step the points of 
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this “Elmina Manifest”. Two years later, in Lagos, the Heads of 

Mission again addressed Propaganda, requesting a General 

Assembly in the SMA. 

The rest is history: on the order of Propaganda, the General 

Assembly was held in November 1893, chaired by the Archbishop 

of Lyon, who reigned in perfect serenity throughout the debates.  

Fr Schoonen even provided the details: Fr Planque placed in the 

hands of the Chairman the voluminous dossier of the material 

accumulated regarding the Constitutions “and everyone was 

convinced how much Fr Planque himself was, until the end, 

opposed to the introduction of chapters X and XI, which were 

literally imposed upon him by Propaganda, and which were not 

at all of his making”, as many of the confreres had believed. 

A Directory, of sublime pages, a masterpiece of 
accuracy 

It was Fr Duret who advised Fr Planque to add a Directory. Fr 

Duret, the Superior of SMA in Egypt, had seen that many 

institutions had one and benefited from it. Bishop Pellet would be 

the designer of the SMA Directory: “The high level of his interior 

life, the examples of extreme mortification, his constant study of 

aesthetic and mystical theology […] made him the right man for 

providing the Society with its own supernatural doctrine”, 

commented Fr Schoonen. He follows the development of Bishop 

Pellet’s ideas through his correspondence and the responses he 

received to the questionnaires that he sent out, as well as through 

the visit he made to the West African missions during the first half 

of 1905. At the 1907 General Assembly, the delegates discussed, 

point by point, the 474 articles of the Directory. Fr Schoonen is full 

of admiration: “These sublime pages, all from the hand of Bishop 

Pellet, form a masterpiece of accuracy, doctrine and clear 

exposition. We can hear the man who speaks [from the] fullness of 

heart of things long lived and matured within himself.” 

Fr Schoonen shows how the idea of a Visitor, appearing in the 

1920s, was a struggle to establish. The Visitor was asked to 

welcome into a Society’s house the confreres newly appointed to 

Africa, and to give them a technical and pastoral initiation in 
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regards to their new environment. Then came the idea of a special 

house especially dedicated for gathering these new arrivals.  

“From 1937, the idea of a Tyrocinium began to emerge: it was 

from the Irish Province, with its immense mission territory of 

Nigeria, that the idea came. Among the documents related to the 

1937 Assembly, the most carefully prepared of all our Assemblies, 

can be found the studies and reports of our Provincials, and 

Superiors of seminaries and noviciates, on the spiritual and 

intellectual formation, also missionary, of our young confreres.” 

(Doesn’t Fr Schoonen make us want to revisit these key pieces of 

our heritage?) 

“Brought before the Provincial Assembly of Ireland, the proposal 

(of Tyrocinium) was rejected; all of the ordinaries insisted that the 

best training was done by sending the young to stations with the 

old. What a poor method this was, because what kind of 

systematic training could be well done by these veterans who had 

never received any such training? Experience alone is only a 

mediocre replacement for real training”, commented Fr Schoonen, 

who did not hide his opinion. 

The Irish Province, a model for Provinces to come 

Fr Schoonen recounts the founding of the Irish Province, which 

would provide the model for other Provinces in the future. “Fr 

Zimmermann, supported by the Irish Episcopate, Count Blake and 

the local press, ran a campaign for four years to make it possible 

for his seminarians to do their full studies in Ireland. He remained 

for months in Rome, running from one cardinal to another…” But 

in December 1910, when the time came for the erection of the 

Province, it was Fr Stephen Kyne, called back from Liberia, who 

was called upon. 

Constitutions were needed for this Province. The SMA Superior 

General asked the Procurator in Rome to look for congregations 

that already had Provinces so that their Constitutions could serve 

as models. The Picpus Fathers were considered to be the closest to 

the SMA’s spirituality. These Constitutions would be revised in 

1922-24, and then inserted into the General Constitutions. 
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“The intrepid Superior General Chabert, braving the resistance of 

a great number of ‘veterans’ who believed they saw in the division 

into Provinces the disintegration of SMA, erected the Dutch 

Province on 15 January 1923.” Next were the French Provinces of 

Strasbourg and of Lyon in 1927. He gave to the new Provinces 

great independence in the administration of their goods and their 

personnel. 

The Church adopted a new Code of Canon Law on 27 May 1917. 

In February 1923, Propaganda asked the Society to adapt its 

Constitutions to it. The reviewed and modified Constitutions were 

definitively approved on 15 February 1928. 

The Generalate is transferred to Rome 

It was during the 1925 Irish Provincial Assembly that the 

Provincial, Fr Maurice Slattery, proposed the transfer of the SMA 

general administration to Rome. To ensure cooperation with the 

Provinces, it provides, for the Superior General, an “Ordinary 

Council” of four members elected by the General Assembly, and 

an “Extraordinary Council” made up of this Ordinary Council and 

of all the Provincials. Fr Schoonen looked into this and explains 

why the Extraordinary Council is not canonical, but only 

technical. 

In 1937, Fr Slattery became Superior General and transferred to 

the SMA General Administration in Rome. 

The Constitutions would again know some modifications. In a 

circular dated 27 November 1951, the Superior General asked each 

Province to provide three or four competent confreres to study 

changes to the Constitutions and the Directory that would be 

recommended at the next General Chapter. On his part, the Curia 

provided a minutante, Bishop Paventi, who deserves to be named 

since he had such close collaboration with the SMA.  “During the 

fifteen days of the scorching Roman summer heat of 1952, from 25 

June to 9 July, the Chapter members applied themselves morning 

and evening to a very detailed study of this project of the 

Constitutions.” Propaganda definitively approved these texts on 9 

January 1953. 
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Fr Schoonen offers here a history of the Society’s efforts to provide 

texts which would keep it united and successful. Yes, Fr Planque 

was correct: Constitutions, accepted and followed, would keep 

SMA from breaking apart. Fr Schoonen presents this story in a 

well-documented and lively style, as though he had been there 

helping: he has sifted through all the reports and all the 

correspondence which surround these events. He knows the 

thoughts of those who were the actors. 

In Kilcolgan, Ireland, the Master of Apirants, Fr Gantly, has 

followed this research with interest. He will soon provide the 

English translation of Fr Schoonen’s work (we will publish this 

translation in Sankofa n° 6). 
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Preface 

The Constitution with which most of us are familiar is the version 

published in 1908. Prior to that time, what was the rule of life in 

the Society? We may well ask, since few of us can recall those 

days. 

I thought it would be of interest to find out: to trace the 

development of the Constitution from the moment of our 

foundation and discover in the original draft the same spirit as 

animates our present-day rule. Such a study, it seemed to me, 

would result in a deeper love and attachment to our Constitution, 

and thus benefit us in our internal life and strengthen our esprit 

de corps. As greater knowledge of our race or parentage begets 

greater attachment, so a more detailed knowledge of the history of 

our spiritual family and especially of that which, in a sense, makes 

it endure, ought to result in a more profound attachment. 

A further consideration which has led me to do this work arose 

out of conversations I had with certain confreres, particularly with 

those in novitiates and seminaries, who are responsible for the 

formation of students in the spirit and tradition of our Society, its 

Constitution and Directory. These confreres were all of the 

opinion that their teaching would be greatly enhanced if they had 

at hand a book which traced the successive amendments through 

which our Constitution has reached its present state and which 

delineated that internal life of the Society, which is the product of 

divine wisdom and human prudence. 

The benefits would be all the greater, I believed, if I were able to 

study the development of each article of the Constitution. But this 

would be beyond my capacity and would take years of work and 

probably several volumes. I have limited myself to a study of the 

more important articles, and consider my work as a first step to a 

more extensive study. 

It is scarcely necessary to point out that this ‘History of our 

Constitution’ is not intended for general publication. It is a family 

document. In relating these historical events, my concern for truth 

and sincerity obliged me to deal with the vicissitudes of things 
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and men. My work, therefore, is of too intimate a nature to be seen 

by the eyes of outsiders. In every home there are things – even the 

best – which justice and good taste retain within the family circle. 

As the Society’s Archivist I have had access to all documents. I 

have made it a strict rule to set down nothing which cannot be 

vouched for by these documents. And at the risk of tiring the 

reader I have indicated at the bottom of the pages what these 

documents are and where they can be found in the General 

Archives. It will be easy, then, at any time, to verify all assertions 

made or to evaluate any opinions ventured. 

My reason for writing in French is easily stated. Of the languages 

recognized as official in the Society I find I can best express myself 

in French, without too great a fear of inaccuracy. To those for 

whom this book is intended the language will prove no obstacle, 

and I can rely on French courtesy for the sympathy which my 

audacity will certainly demand. 

A.S. 
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Introduction 

Our Constitution was adversely affected for many years by the 

premature death of our Founder. 

On 29 February 1856, Bishop deBrésillac, in obedience to 

Propaganda, began to seek recruits for the new Society. On 19 

February 1859, he left for Sierra Leone. The short interval of three 

years between these two dates Bishop deBrésillac spent in almost 

constant travel about France looking for volunteers. His 

‘Fundamental Articles’, ideas put on paper in little order, had as 

their purpose – as the title explicitly states – to serve only as a 

basis for the definitive Constitution of the Society. The time he 

could spare from his travelling and enormous correspondence he 

spent with his first collaborator, Fr Planque, who was soon to 

replace him and to play a major role in moulding the Society. In 

these conversations Fr Planque became aware of the intentions 

and mind of the Founder, to which he would ever after remain 

strongly and piously faithful. But too little had been put in writing 

and nothing finalised. It is certain that Bishop deBrésillac intended 

to remain Superior General while setting up the Sierra Leone 

mission. His twelve years of mission experience, enriched further 

by the time spent in the new countries of Africa, would have 

enabled him to formulate a well-balanced Constitution, fully 

adapted to its purpose. His death, tragically premature from this 

point of view also, prevented him from doing this, and left it to Fr 

Planque to continue with the establishment of the Society and 

with the organisation of its internal life and of its work on the 

missions.  

With his clear and upright mind, with his strong will and great 

patience, Augustine Planque succeeded, but at the price of 

numerous difficulties which a Founder would probably not have 

encountered to the same degree. 
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Translator’s Note 

Fr Schoonen was in a unique position to produce a work of this 

kind. Appointed Archivist after he became a General Councillor in 

1952 he had to begin at the beginning: to handle one by one, to 

sort, classify and number the mass of documents that had 

accumulated over the years. The fruit of this painstaking labour, 

which has made the General Archives a monument to his 

industry, was a familiarity with the Society’s documents, to which 

no other member of the Society could lay claim. 

But he was no mere routine collector and classifier: he was a man 

of critical mind, who studied closely and evaluated critically 

whatever came under his eyes. It is likely that he became 

interested in the history of the Constitution rather than in any 

other aspect of the Society’s history because the revision of the 

Constitution and Directory was the subject that occupied almost 

exclusively the 1952 General Assembly at which he was elected 

Councillor and the subject most frequently discussed in Council 

over the next few years. The result of these discussions and of Fr 

Schoonen’s intimate and critical knowledge of the Society’s 

documents is this history of our Constitution, a mine of well 

documented information. 

In translating it I have aimed at reproducing the original with the 

greatest accuracy, adding nothing and omitting nothing. If there is 

any discrepancy between this English version and the original 

French it is due to error rather than any attempt to alter or 

‘improve on’ Fr Schoonen’s work. 

Towards the end of the last chapter, after he has described the 

greatest overhaul ever given to the Constitution and Directory, Fr 

Schoonen asks: “Is this to say that the Constitution and Directory are 

fixed for all time?” And he answers: “This would imply that the life of 

the Society belonged from now on to history. No state or society of living 

men can have an immutable code of law…. Unless there is question of a 

mummified body of legislation, laws which govern the lives and affairs of 

men should draw inspiration from changing circumstances, times and 

places…. In the future, if God deigns to give us one, there will be more 
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revisions of our Constitution and Directory”. That was in 1957. His 

words have come true so soon that as a consequence of the 1968 

General Assembly his own work is already in need of being 

brought up to date, and, since history, particularly recent history, 

always requires re-writing, in need too, perhaps, of some 

retouching in the light of new attitudes and insights. 

The 1968 Assembly was unique in the sense that it had received 

carte blanche from the Holy See to revise the Constitution as it 

thought fit. The Assembly was able to move freely into uncharted 

waters, to steer its course without reference to the old established 

routes, and without taking bearings from the Sacred Congregation 

for the Propagation of the Faith. Thus it happened that the two 

documents so recently refitted were hit by a great wave of 

mandates, decrees, recommendations and declarations that 

washed up one of them and sent the other into dry dock. Which 

articles of the Constitution were abolished, which articles were 

altered, and what new ones were added – all this remains to be 

finalised, and cannot be done until the experimental period has 

run its course. 

When a future General Assembly has again taken the matter in 

hand Fr Schoonen’s work can be completed – again, we hope, 

temporarily. But what he has done is of perennial value, and an 

English translation makes it available to a wider readership of 

Society members. 

Rome, 25 April 1971    Patrick Gantly SMA 
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Chapter 1 

The Fundamental Articles: 1856 – 1864 

First Redaction: 1856 

On 20 July 1856, less than six months after he began to search for 

volunteers and material help for the Society he was establishing, 

Bishop deBrésillac wrote to His Eminence, Cardinal Barnabò, 

Prefect of Propaganda Fide: “It would be difficult and perhaps 

impossible to formulate immediately a detailed Constitution for the 

Society of African Missions. But from the start we need to follow a 

common rule, at least a provisional one. We are agreed, then, on certain 

fundamental articles, a copy of which I am sending to you. Please 

examine them, Your Eminence, and let us know if we can abide by them 

for the present. We shall accept whatever modifications you see fit to 

make”1.  

The first official document, containing our Constitution in 

embryo, bears the title: 

“Fundamental Articles, which, if they receive the approbation 

of the Sacred Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith, 

seem to us capable of serving as a basis for the Society of 

African Missions”2. 

They consist of thirteen Articles of a diverse nature, and give the 

clear impression of ideas jotted down according as they came to 

mind, rather than of a coordinated and final set of rules. But at this 

distance of one hundred years one cannot re-read them without 

emotion, seeing in some of them the very words, already made 

our own, of our present Constitution. 

In an Appendix at the end of this book we give the Articles in full; 

it suffices here to paraphrase those passages which define the 

                                           
1 Archives Générales [AG], 2.C.19, p13 
2 AG 419419, 11/5, 1856. A copy of the original which is in the Propaganda 
Archives: Scritture riferite nei congressi – African Centrale, Etiopia, Ariabia dal 1845 
al 1857. 
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nature and character of the young Society or which gave rise to 

difficulties later on. 

‘The Society of African Missions places itself under the 

protection of the Sacred Congregation for the Propagation of 

the Faith to whose authority it will always be perfectly 

submissive [Art II]. 

The principal aim of the Society is to evangelise the countries 

of Africa which are most in need of missionaries [Art I]. 

At the explicit request, in no way instigated, of the Sacred 

Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith, the Society can 

accept missions outside Africa, provided they are to coloured 

people [Art III]. 

The Society being essentially secular, its members take no 

vows. Later on it will be decided if there is an advantage in 

taking an oath of perseverance after a year’s trial in the 

Mother House or after some years on the missions. For the 

present it will suffice for the member to take a solemn 

resolution to remain in the Society all his life, considering it 

his greatest merit to die at his work, whether on the missions 

or in their service in Europe [Art IV]. 

A system of Society government will be elaborated later on. 

Meanwhile, Bishop deBrésillac will be regarded as Superior 

General of the Society, and the four members who are senior 

by age will be his Councillors. Before he leaves for Africa, 

Bishop deBrésillac will appoint a Superior of the house in 

France [Art V]. 

Before a member is accepted into the Society he must spend a 

year in the house of probation in Europe [VII]. 

Wherever there are several members together, they will live a 

community life. They may possess and use as they wish their 

own patrimony, but whatever they receive directly or 

indirectly from their missionary work or on behalf of the 

missions shall be put into the common pool. Superiors can 

require members to apply a certain number of Masses for the 
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needs of the community, not more, however, than four per 

week [VIII]. 

Superiors will see to it that the confreres are provided for and 

have all that they need, while always observing evangelical 

poverty [IX]. 

The vital force of the Society is the concord that comes of 

perfect charity and obedience to those who are appointed to 

direct rather than to govern their confreres. Hence, aspirants, 

even should they possess every good quality shall not be 

accepted into the Society if they are seen to have a spirit of 

independence or a notable unwillingness to accommodate 

themselves to characters different from their own [XII]. 

After eight or ten years a detailed Constitution will be drawn 

up and submitted to the Holy See for approval [XIII]’. 

In a letter of 5 August 18563, Propaganda Fide replied to other 

matters dealt with by Bishop deBrésillac in his letter of 20 July but 

made no reference whatever to the question of the Fundamental 

Articles. Rome could scarcely have given a reply, still less any 

approbation to this embryonic Constitution. On the other hand, no 

objection to it was raised. 

Second Redaction: 1858 

The rules did not retain for long the form in which they appeared 

in the first draft. Bishop deBrésillac continued to ponder over 

them and to discuss them in “daily conversations”4 with Fr 

Planque who had joined the Society on 6 November 1856 and in 

whom Bishop deBrésillac had the utmost confidence. A more 

complete set of rules gradually took shape, and we have a second 

redaction of the Fundamental Articles5 dated 24 July 1858, in Fr 

Planque’s handwriting, in French and Latin6. 

                                           
3 AG, 2.F.13, p31 
4 ibid., Lett. Pl. IV, 62 
5 ibid., 2.A.II, p21-40, 60-75  
6 The Latin translation is from Fr Borghero’s. Lett. Pl. III, 241 
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The French text runs to twenty pages of an exercise book 

[21x18cm], the Latin text to seventeen pages. Neither text is 

divided into numbered Articles, as the first version was. This new 

redaction, like that of 1856, gives the impression of uncoordinated 

ideas jotted down on paper. The thirteen Articles of the 1856 draft 

re-appear, scattered among others which deal with Aspirants, 

Membership, Society Government, Authority on the Missions, 

Administration, Education of Negroes in Europe, Brothers, the 

Solemn Resolution, with the exact formula to be used. 

A detailed comparison with the Constitution then in force in the 

Paris Foreign Mission Society shows that the Founder borrowed 

from there, as we shall have occasion to mention later on. 

As we did in the case of the first redaction, we shall select a few of 

the more important Articles: 

‘Members will be accepted into the Society from every 

country. 

Aspirants will not be accepted as members until they have 

become priests, unless they have already been sent to the 

missions. 

The Society will consist of the Superior General, the Major 

Superiors, local Superiors, Councillors and ordinary members. 

The Superior General is appointed for life. He need not reside 

in Europe. 

The Major Superiors are the Vicars and Prefects Apostolic who 

are members of the Society. The local Superiors are those who 

have received this title from the Superior General and who 

have charge of a certain number of confreres, whether in 

Europe or in missions which are under the jurisdiction of 

Bishops or Vicars Apostolic who are not members of the 

Society. The Councillors are: 1. Those who have been in the 

Society for twenty years as priests; 2. The representatives of 

the missions in the Motherhouse; 3. Two missionaries from 

each mission, elected by the majority vote of the confrere of 

each mission, to assist the Major Superior. 
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The Society of African Missions will have General Assemblies 

which will have supreme authority. They shall be held: 1. 

After the death of a Superior General, to appoint his successor; 

2. At ten-year intervals; 3. At the formal written request of 

three-fourths of the Major Superiors; 4. On the orders of the 

Sacred Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith. 

The Superior General, assisted by his Council, will have full 

authority over all Society members in Europe and over all 

those in foreign countries where there are no Major Superiors. 

He will send the new members to the different missions but 

once they are under the authority of the Major Superiors he 

will have no further authority over them. 

Every priest will be allowed ten or twelve personal Masses per 

month’. 

Another rule which our venerable Founder had greatly at heart is 

often referred to in the immense volume of correspondence and 

notes left by him. For example, there is the undated page, written, 

it seems, prior to July 1858 and certainly before he left for Sierra 

Leone7: there at the top of the page, before he speaks of exclusion 

from the Society, he proudly inscribes, “The Society shall make 

every effort to establish a local clergy in the mission countries 

confided to it”. He was insistent that this essentially missionary 

principle, the implementation of which became so difficult that it 

was a ‘contributory cause’ of his sacrificing his bishopric in India, 

should be inscribed in the very heart of the Constitution he was 

preparing8 for his new Society of missionaries. 

Such is the Constitution which the death of our Founder left in Fr 

Planque’s hands as a sacred deposit. The latter will preserve it 

inviolate, will defend it with admirable perseverance against 

human vicissitudes, and interpret it with absolute rectitude and 

clarity when the wording will seem to him to misrepresent its 

intentions. For many years he will pursue the struggle ot have it 

officially approved; a struggle sanctified by his prayers and made 

                                           
7 AG, 2.F.5, p34 
8 AG, 2.F.7, p40 verso 
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sublime by unutterable moral suffering; a struggle, however, 

which, towards the end of his long life, he had the consolation of 

seeing crowned with success. 

The First Conflicts  

The Dahomey mission was begun under very trying conditions: 

the country and the climate were completely foreign and 

particularly difficult; there was no tradition of missionary work 

there; the priests themselves were not fully formed in the system 

of their institute which, itself, had only come into existence and 

which was now without the missionary experience of its Founder. 

All these circumstances taken into account, it is no surprise that 

between the letter of the Society’s rules and their application on 

the missions some controversy arose. And this happened 

simultaneously on three grounds: the Solemn Resolution, Mass 

offerings and the Superior General’s authority over members on 

the missions. 

The first two missionaries, Fathers Borghero and Fernandez, 

arrived in Ouidah on 18 April 1861. They lodged in the 

Portuguese Fort and, under the most primitive conditions, began 

their missionary work. The following September they were joined 

by Fr Lafitte and the Subdeacon Mr Goudin. In December Fr 

Courdioux arrived, accompanied by François Cloud who had 

received Tonsure. A year later, on 5 February 1863, three Fathers 

arrived: Fathers Verderet, Fialon and Sarra, the latter two in 

search of Dahomean children for their Collège des Petits Noirs at 

Puerto Real. 

The Solemn Resolution 

In the 1858 redaction of the Fundamental Articles9 we find the 

complete text of the Solemn Resolution by which the Founder 

wished to bind the early members of his Society. It is as follows: 

“When an aspirant is judged fit to become a member of the 

Society the Superior will inform him and he will prepare 

                                           
9 AG, 2.A.11.1, p39 
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himself by a three-day retreat to take solemnly the resolution 

of perseverance. 

On the third day, at the appointed time, the Veni Creator will 

be sung. Then the Superior, or in his absence, the Director, will 

address a few words to the new missionary. The latter will 

come to the foot of the altar and, on his knees, with his right 

hand on the Gospels, will pronounce the following resolution: 

I take a solemn promise to work all my life for the missions in 

the Society of African Missions. I undertake to observe its rule 

with exactitude. I further undertake that when I am on the 

missions I will not return to Europe unless I am ordered to do 

so or have the express permission of my Superiors, apart from 

the cases provided for by the rules of the Society. I will be 

perfectly submissive to the decisions of the Holy See and to 

the orders of the Sacred Congregation, which I shall regard as 

the voice of the Holy Father in whatever relates to the 

missions. Here and now I offer my life to God, accepting in 

advance and with joy, for His greater glory and the 

advancement of the Church, for the salvation of my own soul 

and the souls confided to me, the pains and privations, the 

harshness of the climate, the suffering of persecution and even 

martyrdom, should God deem me worthy to bear witness to 

the faith by my death. May God deign to accept my promise 

and may He and these His holy gospels give me the strength 

to fulfil it. 

The Superior or director will then say: ‘Dear confrere, I admit 

you into the pious Society of African Missions, in the name of 

the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, Amen’. 

The Superior and the confreres present will embrace the new 

member and all sing the Te Deum. His name is immediately 

written into the register of the Society and he will never cease 

to be a member of the Society unless he leaves of his own free 

will or deserves to be excluded”. 

The substance of this resolution was undoubtedly inspired by the 

‘Acte de bon propos’ by which the Paris Foreign Missions admitted 
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its aspirants and which was “the only personal commitment 

which bound the members”10. 

It is surprising to find that since 1856 the Founder had no doubts 

about the sufficiency of this bond for the Society. In the 

Fundamental Articles11 he had said: “Later on it will be decided if 

there is an advantage in taking an oath of perseverance”. The 

same idea constantly recurs in his conversations with Fr Planque, 

as the latter makes clear in a letter of 17 March 186012 to Cardinal 

Barnabò and in other correspondence13. 

Anticipating the difficulties which perhaps he already foresaw, Fr 

Planque requested the Cardinal Prefect on 17 March 1860 to send 

on a copy of the oath-formula used by the students of 

Propaganda, and asked the Cardinal’s advice on the question of 

replacing the resolution by a similar oath. Difficulties, in fact, were 

not long in coming. They arose at the same time [1862] at Puerto 

Real and Ouidah: a tendency to regard the resolution as not 

binding in conscience to the extent that a member could not leave 

the Society on the missions when he judged opportune, and a 

tendency to consider himself as free after he had taken the 

resolution as he was before14.  

It seems strange to interpret in this way an action which in its 

wording and ceremonial expresses quite clearly the Founder’s 

intention, “to make of this act a grave step in the life of a serious 

man”. It is not easy to explain it. 

It is true that the 1858 text includes these words: “… [The person 

admitted to the Society] will never cease to be a member unless he 

leaves of his own free will or deserves to be excluded”. But it 

seems obvious that these words simply mean that the bond can be 

                                           
10 La Société des Missions Étrangères, Paris, 1916, p35-36 
11 AG, 11/5, 1856, 419419 
12 AG, 2/0, 1860, 22990 
13 AG, Lett. Pl. III, 83, 115, 238 
14 AG, 2/0, Planque to Propaganda,16 Nov 1862, 23056 
AG, 12/80200, Cordioux to Planque, 31 Dec 1862, 17304 
AG, 2/0, Planque to Propaganda, 2 Aug 1863, 23063 
AG, Lett. Pl. III, Planque to confreres at Ouidah, 18 Dec 1861, 83 
AG, Lett. Pl. III, Planque to Lafitte, 16 Nov 1862, 205 
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broken – either by the member or the Society – but that both are 

bound by a bilateral contract. As the Society is bound by rigid 

conditions in excluding a member and could not act as it ‘thought 

opportune’, or regard itself ‘as free before as after’, so a member 

could not consider himself free in the same sense that he could 

leave the Society when this suited him and for unilateral reasons. 

This is simply Canon Law. 

To understand their attitude of mind we must not forget that the 

first members of the Society had, of necessity, received an 

incomplete formation15. We are struck by the oft-repeated 

assertion – without giving it too much credence – that at the time 

they took their resolution they were not fully aware they were 

binding themselves as irrevocably as their Superior now made 

them understand16. 

Moreover, we are speaking of the very early years of a young 

Society which, as regards the formation of aspirants, had as yet no 

established tradition. And lastly, we must take into account the 

troubled atmosphere of the Ouidah mission in the years 1862 – 63 

and, as we shall see later on, the weak attitude of its Superior. 

But whatever the circumstances which led members to make this 

interpretation, Fr Planque immediately saw the danger in it. The 

very stability of the Society – neither more nor less – was at stake. 

The Cardinal had not replied to his request for the oath-formula in 

use at Rome. In answer to a further request made during 1861, the 

Cardinal sent a copy on 7 January 1862, with instructions “to use it 

in composing one which suits the needs of your Society and to 

send on your formula and examination and approval by the 

Congregation”17. Fr Planque set to work, composed his own 

formula18, made the corrections requested by the Cardinal19, and 

                                           
15 And in addition, that they should remain incardinated in their dioceses of 
origin.  
16 AG, 12/80200, 1862, 17272, 17304  
12/80200, 1863, Confreres to Planque, 19904, 19932 
17 AG, 2/0, 1862, 23047 
18 AG, 2/0, 1862, S.C Prop. 27 Apr 1862, 23051 
19 AG, 2/0, 1862, S.C. Prop, 18 June 1862, 23052, 23055, 23063 
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evolved the formula which the Society has used ever since for its 

priest-members. 

But all this took some time to complete, and meanwhile the 

question continued to cause agitation. The Superior General, 

therefore, fearing that new arrivals on the missions would be 

upset, had no option but to inform Propaganda20. He received a 

peremptory reply on 29 December 1862: “Your members who go 

on the missions are, like all other missionaries, subject to this 

Congregation, and as they have gone there with its permissions, 

so they cannot return without its prior approval, except in an 

extraordinary and urgent case, which the Superior General will 

regularise as best he can by writing to the Congregation. Please 

pass this letter on to Fr Borghero, the interim Superior at 

Dahomey, so that he may draw the attention of all members to it 

and prevent any further discord…”21.  

Although the Cardinal, in his reply, made no mention of the 

Resolution and its binding force, he did confirm quite clearly one 

of its essential points: the obligation to remain on the missions 

once a member has been sent there. And he answered precisely 

the point constantly raised by the opponents of the Resolution: the 

freedom of each one to return to Europe when he saw fit and on 

his own authority. On this point Propaganda fully supported the 

Resolution and the future oath, and upheld them with all its 

authority. 

Armed with this reply, Fr Planque repeated his objections to the 

ruinous interpretation being given to the Resolution. He 

strengthened those of goodwill by letting them know that soon 

the oath, approved by Propaganda, would replace the Solemn 

Resolution for the new recruits and so put an end to all 

uncertainty22. 

The oath was, in fact, introduced in the month of September 1863. 

Fathers Claude Vermorel and Hector Noché were the first to take 
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22 AG, Lett. Pl. III, 227, 238, 241, 282 
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it23. With a sigh of relief, though conscious also of having fulfiled 

the duty of a faithful depositary, Fr Planque wrote to the 

confreres24: “The Cardinal wishes that we fix a day each year to 

renew the oath ad augmendum fervorem”25. The Superior General 

himself, although he had officially taken the personal resolution 

on 24 July 185826 would take the oath in the presence of the 

Ordinary, while the others would take or renew it in the presence 

of the Superior General or his representative27. 

The principle of order had prevailed. On this first point the 

stability of the young Society was assured. But the storm was not 

over: other clouds were already darkening the sky. 

Mass Offerings  

One of the pillars with which Bishop deBrésillac wished to 

support his Society was the principle of common life, and equality 

of conditions and treatment for all members. He made this clear as 

early as 1856 in his Fundamental Articles; and while leaving every 

member free to dispose of his own patrimony – since he wanted a 

Society essentially secular – he still added: “Whatever they receive 

directly or indirectly from the missions or for the missions shall be 

put into the common pool”. And he had given Superiors the right 

to require members to apply a certain number of Masses for the 

needs of the community, “not more, however, than four per 

week”. 

The 1858 redaction was even more detailed: “Whatever they 

receive directly or indirectly from their missionary work or on 

behalf of the missions, as also the honoraria they receive for every 

exercise of the ministry shall be put into the common pool; put 

priest-members will be allowed ten or twelve Masses per month”. 

It is clear from this text that the original idea had taken a more 

specific from in the legislator’s mind. The Society could not only 

                                           
23 AG, 2.C.II, p5 and 7, Registre du Personnel I 
24 AG, Lett. Pl. III, 424 
25 AG, ibid., 434 
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require every member to apply a maximum of four Masses per 

week for the common needs, but all Mass offerings belonged of 

right to the Society. The latter allowed ten or twelve per month to 

the member. From Fr Planque’s correspondence it is clear from 

1860 at the latest the number was definitely fixed at twelve. This, 

then, was the principle and the law when the first difficulties 

arose.  

To understand clearly what these difficulties were we must bear 

in mind several aspects of the question, which may cause some 

surprise at the present time. These twelve stipends, intended as a 

means of providing for each one’s personal needs, might come 

from the people of the place where a member worked, or from his 

family, or from among the Mass offerings sent by the Mother 

House to be acquitted on the missions. It was soon discovered that 

the implementation of the rule was less easy at Ouidah than at 

Lyon. The number of intentions received at Ouidah, even during 

the second year after the missionaries arrived, hardly amounted to 

thirty per year28. That is to say, less than one third of the personal 

intentions to which a single Father was entitled. Offerings from 

members’ families came at irregular intervals. And during the first 

year the Mother House was unable to send any at all29. In 

addition, it often happened that as a result of illness or travel 

members were unable to celebrate Mass. Were these omissions to 

be reckoned among the twelve personal Masses, or among the 

eighteen for the needs of the community, or equally among these 

two sets of Masses? 

The Fathers at Ouidah considered that this was a matter to be 

settled on the spot and by their own Superior, to whom an 

erroneous interpretation of the Constitution gave too absolute an 

authority over the members of the Society. They settled the 

question in their own way. On 30 October 1861, Fr Borghero wrote 

to Fr Planque: “Whatever money comes from the exercise of the 

                                           
28 AG, 12/80200, 1863, 19904, Borghero to Planque, 24 Mar 1863 
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sacred ministry we put together and share among us; we do the 

same with Mass offerings, if we have them”30. 

Fr Planque was dumbfounded – so much so that he did not 

immediately grasp the implication of what had been done and 

thought there was question only of Mass offerings. But the 

Ouidah arrangement applied to all offerings. Faced with this 

measure which, by a single stroke, changed the nature of the 

Society by abolishing the principle of common life, and could 

become the source of much unrest, there was only one thing Fr 

Planque could do: oppose the measure with the rule31. The rule 

must be observed until the question was examined fully and, if 

necessary, until Propaganda was consulted. It was a matter which 

had seemed to Bishop deBrésillac of vital importance. 

In an effort to render observance of the rule more easy, Fr Planque 

sent Mass offerings to Ouidah without delay, but upheld the rule 

in principle: “Until such time as Propaganda has altered this 

article it seems to me that we must not ourselves alter it”32. “Take 

the widest interpretation: carry over these twelve Masses from one 

month to another if they cannot be said on account of illness or 

travel. I even allow a departure from the principle: one hundred 

and forty-four personal Masses in globo for each one per year”33. 

Shaken by Fr Planque’s arguments, Fr Borghero made recourse to 

Propaganda on 20 April 186334. He summarised the circumstances 

which necessitated the Ouidah arrangement; how difficult it 

would be to re-introduce the rule which, he maintained, was not 

generally observed even in the Mother House; and declared 

himself quite willing to submit if Propaganda gave a decision 

contrary to his. Propaganda asked Fr Planque for his opinion. In a 

long statement the Superior General said that the Founder had 

regarded this matter as of capital importance for the future 

Constitution of the Society and that he, Fr Planque, did not in 
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conscience see any serious reason for making a change which 

undermined the foundation of the common life. Outside Dahomey 

the rule was everywhere observed in the Society35. And on 18 

August 1863, he wrote to the Superior at Ouidah: “I said what my 

conscience dictated to me; Propaganda will do what it judges 

best”36. 

The Sacred Congregation soon made its decision known. Replying 

to both questions together – the question of Mass offerings and 

that of dual authority on the missions – Propaganda ordered the 

Superior General to submit both matters to the Ordinary, Cardinal 

de Bonald, Archbishop of Lyon, if the Constitution had ever been 

approved by him, and if not, to send the Constitution to Rome for 

examination37. 

Both parties to the dispute waited impatiently for the final 

outcome38, which was not reached until April 1864 after Fr 

Planque visited Rome. In a letter to Borghero of 20 April he was 

able to say: “Far from changing the system established by our 

Founder, Propaganda is endeavouring to have it adopted in its 

own missions. The mission, then, provides for each one’s needs, 

but all offerings are put into the common mission pool. Twelve 

personal Masses per month are considered quite ample. This 

common life, the Cardinal remarked, is of the greatest advantage 

for God’s work”39. 

Little by little the rule became accepted in Ouidah40, though there 

was still an inclination to wait and see41: a direct order from Rome 

in reply to Borghero’s letter to Propaganda was hoped for – a 

reply which never came, since in a matter of internal government 

of the Society Rome had turned to the Superior General and dealt 

with him. When it became known at the beginning of 1865 that the 
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Ordinary had now approved the Constitution there was no 

further hesitation42. Fr Planque was in a position to write to 

Propaganda on 5 February 1865: “Fr Borghero, before leaving the 

mission, was able to settle finally the question of offerings; this 

item of good news I have received from Fr Belin”43. 

On 18 January 1865, Fr Planque wrote to Fr Belin, Borghero’s 

successor: “With the matter of offerings now back to the point 

from which it should never have departed, a difficulty is 

overcome which has caused me much worry since the opening of 

the mission…. In so far as I can do so and in answer to Fr 

Borghero’s request and yours, I authorise every member of the 

Society to retain whatever offerings he has received over and 

above his twelve personal Masses up to 1 January 1865”44. 

During these three years, then, this man had fought less for 

material gain than for a principle of order and stability. 

The authority of the Superior General 

Here we must deal with that aspect of the three-fold conflict 

which most of all shook to the foundations the stability and 

existence of the young Society of African Missions. 

At the present time, in the light of the Constitution Romanos 

Pontifices of 1881, in the light of the ideas long ago accepted 

everywhere and the clear directives of Rome, as well as in the 

light of three-quarters of a century of experience within the 

Society, we find it hard at first to get an exact idea of the problems 

and principles in dispute. The solutions seem to us evident. But it 

was not so in those days and we shall have to clarify the whole 

matter. 

Statement of the Question  

In the Fundamental Articles of 1858 we find the following: 
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“The Major Superiors are those members of the Society who 

are Bishops, Vicars or Prefects Apostolic – in short, those 

members who, even though lacking the episcopal character, 

are appointed by the Sacred Congregation to exercise quasi-

episcopal jurisdiction.  

Local Superiors are those who receive this title from the 

Superior General and who have charge of a certain number of 

confreres, whether in Europe or in missions which are under 

the spiritual jurisdiction of Bishops or Vicars Apostolic who 

are not members of the Society. 

The Superior General, assisted by his Council, will have full 

authority over all Society members in Europe and over all 

those in foreign countries where there are no Major Superiors. 

He will send the new members to the different missions, but 

once they are under the authority of the Major Superiors he 

will have no further authority over them. 

As the need arises, other regulations will be made in order to 

determine the prerogatives of the Superior General, which he 

will exercise for the good of the whole Society, without 

interfering with the full authority which the mission Major 

Superiors have received from the Holy See”45.  

This is the letter of the Fundamental Articles. The Founder’s mind, 

however, was quite different. According as ideas became clarified 

and as the debate became concentrated on the kernel of the matter, 

Fr Planque’s assertions revealed more and more a flagrant 

contradiction between the letter and the spirit of the Articles. “I 

realise”, Fr Planque wrote, “how difficult my position is in view of 

the fact that our rules are incomplete46 … Fortunately, Bishop 

deBrésillac frequently explained to me what he wished to do and 

what he wished to avoid; I am guided at all times by these 

principles47 …. Bishop deBrésillac often said to me – and he has 

put something about this in his redaction – that the article on the 

Superior General and the Major Superiors needed to be studied 
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and perhaps modified. I regret that he has left this task to us but 

we cannot shrink from it since he placed his confidence in us”48.  

And again: “In our Constitution there is something which makes 

impossible the community state in which our venerable Founder 

wished to place us. It is this sentence: ‘The Superior will have no 

further authority over the members of the Society once they are in 

a mission under a Major Superior’. Either we must abandon the 

idea of forming a single community or leave to the Superior 

General a certain amount of authority over all members wherever 

they may be. Not to form a community runs counter to the formal 

intention of the Founder; but it is easy to leave to the Superior 

General a certain authority without encroaching on the 

jurisdiction of the Major Superiors49…  Our fundamental point left 

by Bishop deBrésillac are basically unsound; he wishes above all 

to establish a Society that would have a Superior General, a single 

head, a Society corporate body… and yet he destroyed the 

Superior General’s position by taking from him all authority over 

members on the missions. The Founder would certainly have 

regulated this matter differently if instead of rough notes jotted 

down without order he had drafted a definitive Constitution”50.  

When some alterations had been made by Rome, Fr Planque 

commented: “If there are one or two points changed in the letter, 

it is because the letter did not truly represent what was in Bishop 

deBrésillac’s mind. He did not draft a complete Constitution but 

simply put on paper in an uncoordinated way the basic ideas on 

which he intended to build; in one or two instances he put down 

the wording used in the Paris Foreign Missions, without taking 

the trouble, in this preliminary outline, to reduce it to its basic 

idea, saying that in a final draft he would solve the difficulty. In 

our daily conversations he often spoke of the foundations on 

which he wanted his Society to rest and of the differences between 

our Society and the Paris Foreign Missions he wished to 

introduce. The Paris Foreign Missions, he used to say, have no 
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head; I want our Society to have one, and for this reason I am 

establishing the post of Superior General. How then did he 

include this article from the Paris Foreign Missions, which places 

every missionary under the authority of those he called Major 

Superiors? To deprive him of members is to abolish the head.”51. 

The conclusion to be drawn from these extracts is that in fact “the 

letter of the Articles misrepresented the intention of the Founder”, 

and the explanation of this is there to be found. Cardinal Barnabò 

had already said to Bishop deBrésillac that the Paris Foreign 

Missions were a Society sui generis and that he should not consider 

copying it52. The special nature of this Society called for special 

rules and a particular type of administrative structure. Chapter III 

of the Society’s Constitution proves the truth of this53, and in 

articles 25 and 27 of this chapter we find the substance of the 

passages quoted above from our Fundamental Articles, and 

almost the same wording. 

Bishop deBrésillac wanted to have a Superior General who would 

be a real head of his Society – a system which at this time did not 

exist in the Paris Foreign Missions – but he did not yet have a clear 

idea of how a Superior General could exercise effectively – as a 

real head must – his authority over all the members wherever they 

might be. Accustomed to the system of the Paris Foreign Missions 

in which he spent fourteen years, Bishop deBrésillac borrowed 

their text until such time as “other regulations were made to 

determine the prerogatives of the Superior General”. He had a 

feeling, then, that some other solution was possible but did not yet 

see what it was. He spoke of it to his collaborator and confided his 

idea to him: “The article would need to be studied and perhaps 

modified”54. But the change had not been made and the 

incriminating passage remained as it was. It was now about to 

become the subject of a long dispute, until, first in 1864 and then 
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in 1880, under the direction of Propaganda, the problem was 

logically and finally solved. 

The Dispute 

The dispute arose in 1862 when the authority of Fr Borghero at 

Dahomey was under discussion. By a decree of 28 August 1860 

the Sacred Congregation had established and fixed the boundaries 

of the new Vicariate Apostolic of Dahomey and confided it to the 

Society of African Missions. Fr Planque had proposed Fr 

Borghero, whom he praised highly, as Pro-Vicar of the new 

mission55. But Propaganda had appointed him only as Superior ad 

interim, the authority “to do whatever the government of these 

missions requires”56. Propaganda thought he should not be given 

a more definite title, “so that Fr Planque, knowing in detail Bishop 

deBrésillac’s mind could continue to develop the Society in 

accordance with this mind and avoid the difficulties which a 

mission-head with a more formal title might create”57. 

Fr Borghero’s position, though quite clear to us now, was not 

nearly so to his contemporaries. It straddled two principles. On 

the one hand, it was certain that he enjoyed quasi-episcopal 

authority in his mission with the full spiritual and temporal 

jurisdiction which Rome gave to Vicars and Prefects Apostolic: “to 

do whatever the government of the mission requires”. On the 

other hand, Fr Borghero was not regarded by the Society as a 

Major Superior, since he did not have the title of Vicar or Prefect 

Apostolic. Consequently, he did not have spiritual authority over 

the members who, therefore, remained subject to the direction of 

the Superior General. Nor was he a local Superior as defined in 

the Articles, since he did not receive his appointment from the 

Superior General. 

From the point of view of the administration of mission goods the 

situation was complicated still more. Major Superiors, according 

to the text of the Fundamental Articles, were obliged to submit 
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accounts directly to Propaganda but to nobody else, while a local 

Superior had to submit an annual account of receipts and 

expenditure of his mission to the Superior General58. Now it seems 

obvious to us that Fr Borghero was in this respect responsible only 

to Rome, since he was appointed, although “provisionally” by 

Rome itself and not by the Superior General, and was, therefore, 

to a certain degree “Ordinary” of his mission. Nevertheless, Fr 

Planque needed to have up-to-date information on the general 

financial state of the Dahomey mission. It was he who had to 

plead the cause of the mission with the Propagation of the Faith 

whose headquarters were at Lyon, and with other agencies, 

including those of the government. Besides, it was to him that the 

Dahomey mission sent their orders for supplies from Europe and 

it was he who stood surety for them. To avoid the collapse of the 

mission, which ignorance of the financial position could always 

occasion, he needed to know the limit which he could not pass59.  

Fr Lafitte, to whom the Superior of Ouidah gave charge of 

administration at the beginning of 1862, does not seem to have 

appreciated this situation. A man of many advanced ideas, he 

maintained that the Ouidah mission was no business of the 

“Superior of Lyon”, who should content himself with fulfilling the 

orders sent to him. Fr Borghero was their Superior; only from him 

would they take direction. Was he not their Major Superior? He 

alone was responsible for financial matters… And there we have 

the first indication of the difficulties to come. 

Fr Planque soon grasped all the consequences of this theory: the 

collapse before long of the mission, of the seminary at Lyon and of 

the entire Society. But it meant especially the destruction of the 

principle of the unity of the Society which, since it was not 

founded on the same principles as the Paris Foreign Missions, 

would disintegrate into as many disparate parts as it had 

territories on the missions, with no bond other than that of 

common origin.  
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()60 

Father Planque 

In this long drawn-out affair we shall see Fr Planque in all his 

greatness. One doesn’t know which to admire most: his 

straightforwardness, his quick and disciplined mind, his purity of 

intention, his patient efforts to lead his opponents in the right 

direction, or his perfect style of writing in which the word always 

goes straight to the thought and never misrepresents it. 

In this matter, as in all others throughout his long life he was 

guided by the motive of guarding a deposit and fulfiling a special 

commission. The deposit was the message given to him as 

testament by the Founder: “If I die suddenly I know that my work 

will survive, provided the will to continue it is there: you will be 

that will”. And again, this farewell message in Bishop 

deBrésillac’s letter of 1 January 1859 as he was about to leave for 

the missions: “If the sea and its reefs decree that this year is to be 

my last you will be there to see that the work is not 

shipwrecked”61. The deposit was the Society as Bishop deBrésillac 

wanted it to be. The Founder’s own work, in accord with his 

intentions, must not be shipwrecked. Fr Planque must vigorously 

defend this work against all other conceptions of it, even his own; 

for he believed he would betray the Founder’s trust in him if he 

departed from his idea of what the Society should be, and 

believed that he would offend against charity if he imposed on his 

confreres ideas which were not strictly those of his mandator62. In 

addition to this deposit to be guarded, “I have a special 

commission from Propaganda to change nothing or to introduce 

nothing into our Founder’s rule unless Propaganda approves. In 
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this way, arbitrary change, as well as the disintegration of the 

Society, will be prevented”63. 

Father Borghero 

Confronting Fr Planque was Fr Borghero: a genuinely holy priest, 

full of zeal and of the spirit of sacrifice, humble, self-effacing; a 

really great missionary who laid the foundations of our first 

mission and explored the interior, where for the next twenty years 

all our principal stations and key positions were established. But 

we cannot extend our admiration to the Superior in him. All 

human greatness had its limits. Too good, too affable towards his 

subordinates, he did not know how to keep the required distance. 

He thought he should tell them, not only all the measures adopted 

on the spot, but also all the suggestions coming to him from the 

Superior General and the affairs of general administration. All this 

he allowed them to discuss in his presence. His condescendence, 

his affability, his exquisite refinement – qualities which did 

honour to the man became weakness in the Superior. He was not 

of sufficient stature to carry the heavy burden of a leader. He too 

readily became the echo of his followers opinions in his dealings 

with Fr Planque, so much so that it was often difficult to 

distinguish his opinions from theirs64. He continued to make 

excuses for them, even when they advocated the wildest notions65. 

He felt weak before them, suffered on this account, but did not 

have the courage to hold out against them66. 

Father Lafitte 

In between these two men came Fr Lafitte: a very talented man 

indeed and very energetic, but lacking in balance and moderation, 

often using violent language in heated defence of ideas that were 

too advanced and domineering. With a Superior that was almost 

timid, with confreres younger than himself, and defending a 

position to which the letter of the Fundamental Articles gave a 
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semblance of reason, Fr Lafitte became such a source of 

disturbance that Propaganda recalled him from Dahomey on 5 

September 1863 when it was alerted on the situation existing 

there67. 

In 1862, then, three subjects were causing unrest: the Solemn 

Resolution, Mass offerings, and the principle of authority on the 

missions: the whole Constitution seemed to be challenged. 

Substantial changes, to be made by one’s own authority, were 

advocated, and even Propaganda was considered to have no say 

in the matter. Fr Planque informed the Sacred Congregation in 

November, reminding the Cardinal of what he had said in 

conversation: ‘Make no change yourself in the rules established by 

Bishop deBrésillac, but take good care that they are observed until 

such time as Propaganda decides otherwise’68. The reply was 

clear-cut confirmation: “Bishop deBrésillac, of happy memory, 

founded this pious Society and, in agreement with Propaganda, 

gave it a rule; consequently no change can be made in it without 

the knowledge of this Sacred Congregation”69. 

Initially, the debate centred on Fr Borghero’s position. The Fathers 

at Ouidah made no distinction between spiritual jurisdiction – 

which Fr Borghero certainly had and which the Superior General 

fully recognised – and authority over the confreres as members of 

the Society. This Fr Planque did not recognise, since Fr Borghero 

was not a Major Superior in the sense of the Articles. But Fr 

Borghero himself, influenced by his confreres’ arguments, was 

convinced he had such authority, in the conviction that he was 

entitled to quasi-episcopal jurisdiction70. 

The Kernel of the Dispute 

According as the discussion progressed in the more serene 

exchanges between Planque and Borghero – both equally 
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animated by the purest and most upright motives – its focal point 

moved away imperceptively from the question of personalities to 

that made with imperturbable logic; on Fr Borghero’s, more 

slowly, haltingly, in some confusion and with tedious and tiring 

repetitions71. At a certain point Fr Planque realised that he must 

seek a decision from Propaganda. He had for this situation: a 

mission Superior with quasi-episcopal authority who was not a 

Major Superior. 

On 2 August 1863 he put the direct question to the Cardinal 

Prefect72: can a Superior ad interim be regarded as a Major 

Superior? “No”, Propaganda replied, on 5 September: “Fr 

Borghero is not a Major Superior; he can be removed ad nutum S. 

Sedis”. And Propaganda added: “The Society’s position is in no 

way different from that of other Congregations which are in 

charge of missions”73. In this last sentence the Cardinal seemed to 

be hinting at the solution given in 1858 to the Marist Fathers who 

had encountered a similar difficulty.  

Fr Planque now began to think along new lines. It was no longer 

the question of Fr Borghero’s position – whether or not he 

possessed spiritual jurisdiction over the members on the missions. 

There was another problem, a very serious one, arising out of the 

first: Was it wise to grant – as the Article did – spiritual authority 

over the members to the Major Superior? Would not such a 

system itself beget the continual danger of division within the 

Society? Would the Society not be beheaded if the Superior 

General, its head, was rendered superfluous for all the members 

on the missions? Would he not become a phantom, invested with 

an honorary title, if all authority over them was denied him? 

Moreover, such a system would run counter to the explicit 

intention of the Founder.  

What was Fr Planque to do? He was well aware of all the 

difficulties created by an incomplete Constitution. But, 

fortunately, he knew the Founder’s mind. Not indeed that 
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Planque will insert his own ideas into the Constitution, but 

Propaganda and experience will be of great help to him in giving 

stability to the Society74. 

A letter from the Cardinal assured him that even when Major 

Superiors were appointed, the Superior General must always 

retain a certain general authority over the members on the 

missions. From then on, he felt certain that “on this point our rules 

will undergo a slight alteration which seems necessary for the 

common good. The members will then be more firmly attached to 

the Society and we will be spared those awkward situations which 

would often embarrass the Vicars Apostolic themselves, as 

harmful and almost irremedial divisions occurred”75. And he 

concluded: “There is an impossible thing in our Constitution: “We 

must have a Superior General with a certain amount of authority 

over the members on the missions or renounce the idea of forming 

a single community”76. 

The Solution 

Fr Planque did not wait for Propaganda to reply to his questions 

before going to Rome to have the points examined which seemed 

badly provided for in the Constitution. In regard to the question 

which interests us here – the question of Superiors – it was certain 

that the principle of a single Society would be upheld: our Society 

governed by a Superior General, with all the consequences of such 

a system. For the previous seven years and a half Propaganda had 

repeatedly insisted on the establishment of a stable and durable 

Society, and anything that could cause division would certainly be 

removed. Planque became more and more convinced that the 

solution he foresaw was the only logical one. “It is from Rome”, 

he wrote, “in consultation with Propaganda that the solution to 

the question will come. The article of the draft Constitution left by 

our Founder in the terms already known to you will disappear 

altogether and be replaced by a special ruling, not to be included, 

however, in the Constitution; this was the decision of Propaganda 
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when the Marists asked for a ruling on the vexed question of the 

powers of their Superior General vis-á-vis the Vicar Apostolic of 

Oceania. I know that since then, Propaganda has tended to 

generalise this ruling and to apply it to missions other than those 

of the Marists. This is the first paragraph of the ruling: ‘When a 

Society takes on missionary work as its principal task, under the 

Holy See’s authority, delegated to one of the Society’s members, 

the mission must be regarded as confided to the Society. The 

Society itself is one the missions; the mission is like of its 

Provinces, administered by a member chosen by the Society and 

invested with the authority of the Holy See’”77. This letter 

forecasts so accurate what was to happen five months later that 

one is led to believe that Fr Planque had already made contact 

with Propaganda, but no traces of this are to be found. 

From the incomplete replies he received to his requests for 

guidance, Fr Planque saw that the Cardinal was not aware of the 

position given to mission Superiors by the Founder. The title 

“Major Superior” was equivocal unless on knew fully Bishop 

deBrésillac’s line of reasoning. The Cardinal would need some 

clarification on this point78. From every point of view it would be 

better, he concluded, to go to Rome to deal in depth with all these 

questions of rules. 

Fr Planque went there at the end of March 1864. It was a business 

journey. He brought back an entire Constitution, elaborated with 

the help of Cardinal Barnabò. All questions, Oath, Mass offerings, 

the delimitation of authority were straightened out79.  

For 21 days he worked under the Cardinal’s direction. He first 

gave an outline of each chapter, heard the Cardinal’s observations 

and then made a first draft. In the evening, at an appointed time, 

he submitted to the Cardinal the work done during the day. They 

discussed it together and then Fr Planque himself wrote out the 

final copy. Practically every day he had an interview with a 

consultor from the Congregation of Bishops and Religious, to help 
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him in drafting the articles and to ensure that they conformed 

fully to the general rules in force80. 

The section of the delimitation of authority was entirely re-cast. 

When the Cardinal heard from Fr Planque that the title Major 

Superior was ambiguous he agreed to have it expunged from the 

Constitution81. His Eminence then handed him the ruling given to 

the Marists in 1858, in which were set out the relations between 

the mission-heads and the Superior General, and their respective 

spheres of authority. Fr Planque was greatly impressed by this 

ruling and borrowed the articles which he believed were suitable 

for his own Society. These he discussed with the Cardinal, from 

whom he received comments and advice, as well as a better 

insight into the mind and methods of Propaganda in regard to 

these matters. 

The result, in regard to the particular question we are dealing with 

here, can be summarised in this way. In the new articles a clear 

distinction is made between the jurisdiction of a mission-head and 

the government of the Society by the Superior General. The latter 

retains authority over all members wherever they are, in so far as 

the observation of the Society rules and Constitution is concerned. 

The mission-head’s authority over the Society’s members, as 

members, is the same as that of a Provincial in a Religious Order. 

He can make no change in the Society’s rules without the consent 

of the Superior General. His ecclesiastical jurisdiction is supreme, 

but he must send an annual report to the Superior General on both 

his spiritual and temporal administration. To ensure still further 

the preservation of the spirit of the  

Society and the observance of its rules the Superior General will 

appoint a Visitor. The latter will have no ecclesiastical jurisdiction, 

but in the name of the Superior General will ensure that the 

Constitution is observed in all missions and in every mission 

station. The mission-head cannot employ missionaries of another 
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Congregation in the Society’s missions without authorisation from 

the Superior General and permission from Propaganda82. 

All that remained to be done now was to receive official approval 

for the revised Constitution. Fr Planque left this in the hands of 

the Cardinal. He hoped that after some time and after a thorough 

examination by the Sacred Congregation the Cardinal would give 

his opinion and indicate the changes he thought necessary or say 

if the Constitution must first be given a trial before approbation 

was granted. Fr Planque awaited word from Rome before 

promulgating the Constitution to the members83.  

But the Cardinal took his time84. He had first decided to approve 

the Constitution with his own authority as Prefect and that of his 

Secretary. Fr Planque now thought that His Eminence wished to 

go further and submit it to the Congregation itself. Planque would 

prefer a short trial-period before submitting the rules to a final 

examination by the Congregation, “but the Cardinal knows better 

than we do what is best for us and no doubt he wants to stabilise 

the Society”85. 

Fr Planque need not have worried. There would, indeed, be “a 

short trial-period” for these rules. Rome, in its wise inertia, was 

going to wait another twenty-five years. 

Meanwhile, the Cardinal made a new proposal to Planque: “Get 

the opinion of the Archbishop of Lyon. It was he who authorised 

the opening of your seminary and he should examine and 

approve its rules. For this reason I am not for the present 

submitting them to Propaganda; we must see further if they are in 

need of change and on what points”86. 

Fr Planque was uneasy. On the pretext that a reply from 

Propaganda to Fr Borghero’s letters must be awaited, the Fathers 

at Ouidah continued on as before. Could the Sacred Congregation, 

Fr Planque wrote, not give at least a provisional reply to the 
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question of offerings? “Personally, I do not wish to act without 

advice from Your Eminence”87.  

But Propaganda pursued its own line of action. It was reluctant to 

interfere at this stage in the internal government of the Society. 

“Your Institute is still new, and since it is dependent on the 

Ordinary you must discuss the questions in dispute with him, and 

settle them with your Council”. After an experimental period the 

judgement of the Congregation would be sought. “Meanwhile, it 

is better no to curtail the Ordinary’s jurisdiction and the Superior’s 

freedom of action, so that both of you can see how the rules are 

observed and agree on whatever alterations are necessary”88. 

The delaying tactics – in the event very wise – of Rome! Fr 

Planque understood. He was already assured of the approval of 

Cardinal deBonald, Archbishop of Lyon, who “approved these 

statues of the Society of African Missions on 23 September 1864”89. 

It was their first canonical approval90.  

The Dispute comes to an end  

This approbation ended the dispute straightaway. For the time 

being peace was restored. Once again the principle of order had 

triumphed, and from the clash of ideas came the light which 

found its focal point in a Constitution which enabled the young 

Society to continue to grow and become strong.  

In his “Chronique de la Mission du Golfe du Bénin 1861-1867, Fr 

Philbert Courdioux, writing on Fr Bouche, pays a fine tribute to Fr 

Planque’s uprightness of mind. Speaking of the dispute we have 

just related, Fr Courdioux says: “At this time the later on also, Fr 

Planque called on certain members to observe the Constitution 

which, on certain points, they were ignoring. We leave it to the 

history of the Society to record the quarrelling that went on. But 

we must record the extraordinary care taken by Fr Planque not to 
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decide anything except in accordance with the Constitution and 

the decisions of Propaganda”91. 

Coming from that pen, these words are particularly eloquent92. 

                                           
91 AG, 12/802, 1867, p8, 29497 
92 The author of these lines opposed Planque’s ideas. 



53 

Chapter 2 

The 1864 Constitution 

From 1864 onwards, that is, after Fr Planque’s visit to Rome, 

where, with assistance from Cardinal Barnabò, he had drawn up a 

body of rules, we can really speak of a Society Constitution. It was 

no longer a matter of Fundamental Articles “jotted down on 

paper” according as they came to mind, but a codified set of rules, 

open of course to change and expansion, but still a body of rules 

whose parts fitted together into a unified whole. 

Unfortunately, we have only one manuscript copy of the 1864 

Constitution, in an old exercise book of notes written by Fr 

Ligouri Pagès1. It runs to eighteen rather closely-written pages, 

with this note at the end: “The copy I have used in transcribing the 

Constitution has Fr Courdioux’s signature underneath the words: 

‘Concordat cum originali’2. And he made his copy after Cardinal de 

Bonald’s approbation of the Constitution on 23 December 1864. 

He also transcribed the Cardinal Prefect’s goodwill message of 2 

March 1868”3. 

While the new Constitution has the Fundamental Articles as its 

inspiration – it breathes the same spirit and in many places uses 

the same words – one is immediately struck by the maturation 

that has taken place under Rome’s direction and through 

concentrated thought and experience. Not only are the old articles 

grouped in more logical order, but are enlarged and enriched, and 

the reshaping which we have studied is here perfectly codified. 

The aim of the Society, the admission of aspirants, the probation 

year, admission to the Society, the member’s duties, sending to 

and recall from the missions: all these subjects are first dealt with, 

and there follows a long chapter on “Ruling adopted by the 
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Society”. This lays down the principles governing the dual-

authority system on the missions – the authority of the mission-

head and of the Superior General – and states what the functions 

of the Visitor are. Finally there is a chapter on the Superior 

General and the General Assembly. The harmony and the logic 

are evident: the basic principles are first dealt with, then the 

ordinary members, later the Society as a whole, and lastly the 

Society’s supreme authority. 

In March 1868, replying to a report on the Society and its missions, 

the Sacred Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith sent a 

letter of congratulation, in which it recommended the observance 

of this 1864 Constitution4. The following is the letter: 

“Reverendissime Domine, Sacrae Congregationi de Propaganda 

relationes exhibuisti, datis llitteris sub 2 Januarii, de Seminario, 

quod pro Missionibus Africanis R. P. D. Melchior Marion de 

Bresillac instituit, deque missione eidem concredita, quae a Dahomey 

nuncupatur. Pergratum autem accidit Sacra Concilio, quod 

praedictum Institutum prospere progrediatur et quod illius alumni 

utiles in memorata missione labores sustinere non desinant. 

Quapropter futurus spero, ut larga super illud Domini benedictio 

descendat, utque illius membra fideliter exsequendo Constsitutiones, 

quae ab Eminentissimo et Reverendissimo Domino Archiepiscopo 

Lugdunensi adprobata sunt, finem eidem ab memorato Institutore 

laudabiliter propositum consequantur. Quod vigilantiae tuae enixe 

commendare non praetermitto. 

Deum interea adprecor, ut tibi maxima bona largiatur. 

Romae ex Aed. S. C. de Pnda Fide 2 Martii 1868.  

Addictissimus 

Al. C. Barnabò, P. 

The Society was to live and work under this Constitution until the 

end of 1890 when it was first officially approved by Propaganda. 

Its eventful history followed the ebb and flow of events within the 

Society: the Nice affair, the Cape tragedy and the consequent state 
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of unrest. In his letters, Fr Planque often makes veiled references 

to these sad years, but keeps to himself their terrible reality. This 

would find its true place in an intimate biography of this great 

man. Will such a book ever be written? If it is, it can be written 

only with a pen soaked in tears and blood – but also in the 

manliness that was second nature to Fr Planque. 

Associate Members 

In the Fundamental Articles of 1858 there are some references to 

Associate Members5: 

“The Society of African Missions will have attached to it 

Associates, who will share in its merits in a special way, if they 

are willing to support it wholeheartedly. 

These Associates can give useful service to the Society in two 

ways: personally, by becoming members or by their moral 

influence and the material help they can procure for it”. 

The Founder, therefore, distinguished two kinds of Associates: 

“Members” and non-members of the Society. 

Members 

These are priests, of any age. They do not take a resolution or 

oath, and hence are not members of the Society in the canonical 

sense. But they share the common life in Society houses, for which 

they pay an agreed fee. They are attached to the Society and place 

their talents at its disposal. The Society gives them the benefits of 

common living and care for them for the rest of their lives. They 

retain their Mass offerings, out of which they pay their fee and 

provide themselves with clothes, heating and lighting. Whatever 

payment they receive for their work as priests they hand over to 

the Society. They are not obliged to go to the missions, but if they 

wish to go and the Society agrees, they will be treated as full 

members and dispensed from paying any fee. But since they do 

not become full members, even if they go on the missions, they are 

not obliged to remain on the mission any longer than they wish; 

                                           
5 AG, 2.A.11.1, p35 



56 

they may return whenever they want to, but at their own expense. 

Not being fully committed to the Society, they are not bound to it 

and have no vote, active or passive, at an Assembly. 

It is natural that a young Society, recruiting exclusively from the 

secular clergy and from diocesan seminaries, should eagerly 

welcome every sign of goodwill and generous interest. It was glad 

to accept mature and experienced men, both as a means of making 

the society better known and as a help in educating young 

aspirants. The Founder himself welcomed Fr Adolphus Papetart 

and had no hesitation in naming him Vicar General of the Society. 

A few years later Fr Joudain Arnal arrived. As seminary Director 

in Lyon he dedicated the last ten years of his life to the Society and 

gave invaluable service in training young priests. And there were 

others who, as Associate members, filled the posts of seminary 

professors for shorter or longer periods, thus allowing full 

members to go to Africa on missionary work. 

They became true rearguard workers, and their status seemed to 

change in the course of time. One of them who was about to 

become a full member was told by Fr Planque in 1868: “Bishop de 

Marion Brésillac seemed to have the idea that Associate priests 

would be no more than pensioners. In our present system they 

form an integral part of the Society, as in the case of the Jesuits. 

The co-adjutor Fathers form a part of that Order, although they 

may not be professed, and in fact, the vast majority of them are 

never professed”6. 

Consequently they could fill almost any post of responsibility in 

the Society, except that of Superior General. Fr Planque thought 

that their material conditions should be the same as those for full 

members. But this point was not yet settled; practical experience 

was required before making any rule7. They were engaged in 

work for the novices and seminarians: giving spiritual lectures, 

teaching theology, scripture, canon law etc., according to 

circumstances and needs8. 

                                           
6 AG, Lett. Pl. V, 125 
7 AG, ibid. 
8 AG, ibid., 121 
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It is impossible to say for how long this institution of Associate 

Members lasted. No mention is made of it in the 1864 

Constitution, nor in the 1890 edition. But by this time Fathers 

Papetart and Arnal were dead, the former in 1877 and the latter in 

1873, and there is no reference to any others after that time. 

Associate membership was probably a feature of the very early 

years of the Society and disappeared according as the Society was 

able to provide for its seminary’s needs. 

Non-Members 

The 1858 Constitution says little about these. They were people 

who were ready to support the Society morally and materially. In 

other words, propagandists and benefactors. Apart from the last 

paragraph of the article nothing more is said about them. This 

paragraph must refer to them since it would make no sense for the 

Superior General to send an annual circular letter to priest-

associates informing them of the progress of the Society. This 

would be already known to the priests since they were living in 

the seminary community and filling posts of responsibility there. 

The following official document (AG, 2F5, p38) dates from the 

year 1858 and was written by the founder himself: 

Certificate of Association 

“The Superior of the Society of African Missions is impressed by the 

interest you are showing in our Society and we are moved by the good 

you have already done and by your intention to assist us in the future as 

far as you are able. By our joint efforts and prayers we can more 

effectively work for the salvation of those people who until now groan in 

darkness and are seated in the shadow of death. In my own name and in 

the name of my dear confreres, we present you in all charity with this 

certificate of association, in testimony of your participation in all our 

prayers, works, privations, sufferings and even martyrdom, should God 

find us worthy to die for the sake of the Gospel. You will share also, after 

your death, in the prayers of our benefactors and deceased associates, so 

that it may please God to give you full remission of all your sins and to 

receive you into the company of the saints, whose number you will have 

increased, we venture to say, by your association with our Society. 
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Given at Lyon, in the Seminary of the Society of African Missions, 21st 

November 1858.” 

In our manuscript copy of the 1864 Constitution there is no 

reference to Associate Members, neither to one kind nor to the 

other. But we do know that at the time when the Cardinal 

Archbishop of Lyon, Mgr. deBonald, approved the constitution on 

23 December 1864, he thought it well to add an article on 

“Associate Membership”. Fr Planque sent a printed copy to 

Cardinal Barnabò, and at the same time requested a number of 

plenary and partial indulgences for living and deceased 

associates, which he received during a papal audience on 26 

February 18659. 

This is the last date on which reference is made to Associates in 

connection with the Constitution. From what we have said it is 

clear that there was question of a Work of Piety, which can find a 

place in the Fundamental Articles but which disappeared from the 

text when these articles took on a more organised form. As a work 

of piety, it continued to exist, and many references to it are to be 

found in our Archives10. 

                                           
9 AG, 2/0, 1865, 23085-86.    
10/0, 1865, 29797 
10 AG, 2.E.36, ‘The Golden Book of Associates’, containing: The benefits of 
Associate membership, the members’ Duties and particular Devotion, a special 
Prayer they can say. It also contains the approbation and partial indulgence 
granted by Mgr. deBonald on 23 December 1865. His name appears at the head 
of a list which runs to eight pages. 
Around 1876, when Fr Gaston Describes established groups of supporters for 
Apostolic Schools, first at Clermont-Ferrand, then at Nantes and later at Keer, 
he appealed to the existing Associates and enrolled new members in each of 
these places. Fr Zimmermann must have done something similar in Ireland. As 
time went on, Association became a matter for each house and then for each 
Province. 
There is a document dated 9 May 1914, granting the Imprimatur of the Vicar 
General of Lyon for the conditions under which Associate members can gain 
indulgences and spiritual favours. 
In 1952, Mgr. Paventi, minutante in Propaganda, was asked if the privileges 
granted in February 1865 remained valid even after the issuing of the Decree of 
the Apostolic Penitentiary, AAS, 1933, p170.  His reply was: “Certainly”  
AG, 11/003, 1858-65, 40211 
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The formation of the General Council 

In 1876, following the unfortunate Nice affair – organised 

opposition to Fr Planque’s administration – it became obvious that 

Society government had to be organised in accordance with what 

was laid down in the Constitution. 

1856 

The 1856 Articles had already provided in principle for four 

Councillors: the four priests who were senior by age in the society. 

1858 

The 1858 Articles had stated that the Superior General would 

decide no important question without consulting his Council, 

whose opinion he would hear but would not be obliged to follow. 

He would make known his proposals to his Councillors, and if 

two-thirds of them were opposed, the proposals would be out in 

abeyance, apart from cases where a majority of votes sufficed. 

“In addition to a Vicar General, he (the Superior General) will 

have Councillors to assist him in his administration. His 

Council will consist of those Councillors who can be present 

with him (at a given time). The following are Councillors: 

1 Those who have been in the Society as priests for 20 years; 

2 The representatives of the missions in the Mother House; 

3 Two missionaries from each mission, to assist the Major 

Superior, elected by their mission confreres. 

Those who have obtained the status of Councillor will always 

retain it, whatever posts the Superior General or Major 

Superior may later on call upon them to fill”. 

The first thing that strikes us about this statute is its 

vagueness. Only a careful examination can clarify it to some 

extent. 

There is no trace in it of the corps of real Councillors such as 

we now know. The Vicar General seems to be envisaged as not 

belonging to the Council. He is chosen by the delegates who 
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elect the Superior General and at the same time. He resides in 

the Mother House and is its Superior. He remains in office 

until the Superior General’s death (who is elected for life), and 

if not re-elected the Vicar General “takes his place among the 

Society’s Councillors”. 

These “Councillors” form a separate category among the 

Society’s members. One enters this category when he is in the 

Society for twenty years as a priest, or by becoming a mission 

representative in the Mother House, or by being elected 

Councillor to his Vicar or Prefect Apostolic. 

If the occasion presented itself, all these could be Councillors of 

the Superior General: it sufficed that they be “present with him”. 

Nowhere is it said that a corps of Councillors can be taken or 

chosen from among this category, nor in what number. The 

Superior General is so independent of these Councillors that he is 

hardly ever obliged to follow their advice. He is bound only to 

give them a hearing. Audiente consilio, scarcely audito, he can 

always act as he thinks fit, unless two-thirds are opposed, and 

then all he need do is not to act. The only exceptions to this rule 

are the cases where a majority of votes would be required, but no 

such cases are legislated for.  

In 1858 this vagueness in the statutes was certainly not a serious 

matter! Apart from the fact that this Council would have been of 

little value- it was also impossible. Who for a long time would 

have spent twenty years as a priest in the Society? Who would be 

the mission representatives in the Mother House? And where 

would the Councillors of the Vicars or Prefects Apostolic live, if 

not in their respective missions? 

We can conclude then that in 1858 and during the following years 

no General Council was established as a body because this was 

impossible. But were there Councillors, or was the administration 

a completely autocratic one in those years? 

A letter from Fr Planque to Propaganda in 1885 says explicitly: 

“With these two men, Fathers Papetart and Arnal, whose 

dedication and fine spirit never for a single moment flagged, I 

have worked and administrated the Society during very difficult 
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years. We discussed together whatever was to be done; we agreed 

on all measures to be taken, and never were we at cross purposes. 

For as long as they lived they were the real and active Council of 

the Society”11. 

What kind of men were those two, both Associate members? 

Adolph Papetart12 was born at Pierry (Marne) on 15 June 1808. He 

studied at St. Cyr and became a captain in August 1837. He left 

the army in 1838, entered the Roman seminary and was ordained 

in 1846. He became an Associate member of the Society of African 

Missions in 1857 and was appointed Vicar General by Bishop 

deBrésillac. He gave invaluable service as a collector of funds in 

Spain until, worn out, he retired to our house in Nice where he 

died on 6 May 1877. 

Jourdain Arnal13 was born at Fuchun, in the Aude region, in 1801. 

Ordained in 1821, he was Director in the minor seminary of 

Carcassonne from 1830 to 1862, where he had as pupil the future 

Bishop deBrésillac. When he heard of the latter’s death he decided 

to devote his remaining energies to his former pupil’s Society. He 

came to Lyon as an Associate member and was seminary Director 

until his death in 1873. 

The help of these two level-headed and experienced men was 

gladly accepted by Fr Planque in administering the Society. For 

among its own members there was as yet nobody who could give 

advice from experience. 

1864  

His five years of administrative experience were of great value to 

the Superior General in drawing up the 1864 Constitution. While 

preserving the spirit of the Founder, he developed and tidied up 

the articles dealing with the General Council and adapted them as 

far as possible to the real needs of the moment. Not indeed that 

                                           
11 AG, 11/003, 1878, 31178.   
11/003, 1885, 40925 
12 AG, 2.C.11, Grand Régistre III, p5 
13 AG, ibid., p13 
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they were as yet perfect, but a decisive step was taken towards 

forming ‘a corps of Councillors’. 

Although knowing that the following statutes could not be 

implemented for the present he put them on paper: 

“As soon as this becomes possible, the Superior General will 

be assisted by a Council of at least two members. This number 

can be raised to six. The Councillors will be chosen from 

among former missionaries who have returned to Europe after 

good service on the missions. 

Councillors, even on matters on which they have deliberative 

voice, can make no decision contrary to the will of the 

Superior General. They have deliberative voice: 

1.  In admitting aspirants to probation and oath. 

2.  in administration, mortgaging and borrowing. 

3.  in the use of capital. 

4.  in the dismissal of members. 

They have consultative voice: 

1. In the appointment of Directors of aspirants. 

2. In the placement of members, their appointment to and 

recall from the missions, and in other important matters. 

It is their duty to train the young missionaries in the Mother 

House, to assist the Superior General in looking after the 

general state of the Society, his conduct of important affairs, 

and, if the need arises, to give him salutary warnings. If his 

behaviour demands measures out of the ordinary they will 

consult Propaganda Fide”. 

The Vicar General’s position has also become clearer:  

“When there are at least three Councillors, they will elect a 

Vicar General. Meanwhile he will be appointed by the 

Superior General. On the latter’s death, the Society will be 

governed by the Vicar General who will have the Superior 

General’s authority until the new Superior General is elected.” 
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A member, therefore, no longer becomes a Councillor 

automatically after 20 years as a priest in the Society. He must be 

elected, and the qualification for this is ‘good service on the 

missions’. But it is not said who will choose him or how the choice 

will be made – omissions which were to cause much controversy 

in subsequent years. Nor is explicit mention made of ‘mission 

representatives’, though, strictly speaking, this could be inferred 

from what goes before, and it became the practice for a Councillor 

to represent his mission. A third omission, which also became a 

subject of dispute, was the question of a representative on the 

Council from the Mother House and from other houses 

established later on. 

Enough has now been said, we think, about the articles on the 

General Council to enable the reader to follow the historical 

sequence during the period, 1884-1890, with which we are 

dealing. Later on we shall speak of the General Assembly. 

In search of a method of appointment 

From 1870 onwards Fr Planque was occupied with finding a 

method of establishing a General Council14. At the time of the First 

Vatican Council he had several conferences in Rome, presided 

over by Cardinal Barnabò, with Vicars Apostolic of the Paris 

Foreign Missions, with Fr Rouseille, their Procurator at Rome, and 

with Mgr. Zitelli, to whom the Cardinal had referred this 

question. Fr Planque’s first proposal – to have the General 

Councillors from the missions elected by the members of each 

mission – was strongly opposed by Fr Rouseille. He proposed that 

a candidate per mission be presented by the Superior General and 

approved by the mission-head. This method was derived from the 

system obtaining in the Paris Foreign Mission, where candidates 

from each mission or group of missions were presented by the 

Society Superiors in Paris, from among whom the missionaries 

elected their representative on the Council. Taking account of the 

differences between the two Societies, Fr Rouseille wanted the 

Society of African Missions to put the selection of Councillors in 

                                           
14 AG, Lett. Pl. I, Planque to Propaganda, 8 July 1886, 317 
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the hands of those who were in authority and most concerned 

with having efficient administration: the Superior General and the 

mission-heads. 

No record of the discussion that took place can be found in the 

archives, but Fr Planque’s letters of 1876 and after show that the 

method used by the Paris Foreign Missions rather than the one 

proposed by Fr Rouseille was preferred. And Cardinal Franchi, 

Prefect of Propaganda, fully approved of this method for our 

Society15. 

At a meeting of the most influential members in 1873 it was 

unanimously agreed that the Society’s stage of development did 

not yet call for a General Council16. But three years later, in 1876, 

there was a general feeling that a real Council was needed, 

consisting of confreres from Europe and Africa, elected by the 

confrere’s votes, to share the administration of the Society with the 

Superior General17. 

Fr Planque, who asked for nothing better, wrote in June of that 

year to Benin and the Cape, asking for a confrere for the Council18. 

He named two or three, from whom the confreres would elect 

one. He wanted this method of electing Councillors to become 

accepted. He intended that later on each mission or group of 

missions would have its representative on the Council19. The 

Mother House would also have its own20. It would be decided if 

this first experimental Council would hold office for three or five 

years21. 

The need for a General Council was fully acknowledged from 

1876 onwards, but the method of forming it remained a matter of 

                                           
15 AG, Lett. Pl. VIII, 145 
16 AG, 11/003, 1878, 31179 
17 AG, 12/405, 1876, 35560 
18 AG, Lett. Pl. VI, 451 & 485; VII, 126. idem. VI. 467: “Make it well known to 
the confreres how much I desire to set up an administration which can take a 
good part of the responsibility” – letter to the Vicar Delegate of Benin, 10 July 
1876. 
19 AG, Lett. Pl. VI, 473 
20 AG, ibid., VII, 126 
21 AG, ibid., VI, 451 & 467 
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contention. It was obvious that the method foreseen by the 

Founder – Councillors selected from among missionaries retired 

to Europe after 30 years on the missions – was altogether 

impracticable in our Society. Besides, this clause – after 30 years 

on the missions – was suppressed in the 1864 Constitution by Fr 

Planque, in agreement with Cardinal Barnabò. And the signs were 

there that it would be a long time before the society had a 

sufficient number of retired missionaries from whose number a 

Council might be chosen. Among the remaining possibilities there 

was that of a free election by the confreres in a mission of their 

representative, or a free election by universal suffrage. But in each 

case the result might be that men were sent to Lyon who were 

little suited to the needs of the seminary where they would fill the 

posts of Director and professor22. Both these methods were 

quickly ruled out by Propaganda and the Superior General. There 

was also the method by which the Superior General would 

appoint a man by his sole authority, but this seemed to everybody 

too authoritarian. Finally there was a possible method by which 

three names would be presented by the Superior General to each 

mission and from among these candidates the confrere could elect 

one. As we have just seen, this was the stage the discussion had 

reached in 187623. 

The first objection came from the Cape: the members there refused 

to vote. They objected to the two appointments already made by 

the Superior General: Fr Guillon who was named representative 

of the Mother House and the other houses, and Fr Gaston 

Desribes who represented the Brothers, whose Superior he was 

and whose house he had established in Clermont-Ferrand. Never 

having been on the missions, the Fathers in the Cape argued, how 

could these two men be eligible for places on the Council? What 

did they know about the missions which they were appointed to 

administer? Why two representatives from Europe, in addition to 

the Superior General and Fr Papetart? Besides, the whole Council 

                                           
22 AG, ibid., VII, 145 
23 AG, ibid., VI, 474, 485, 492.   
I, 317 
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should be appointed by the whole Society at a General 

Assembly24. 

Fr Planque replied25: “We are trying to find a way of setting up a 

first Council. To do this we must change the method laid down in 

the Constitution. This method would be unworkable for a long 

time and a General Assembly is out of the question: there would 

be only two or three of us26…  I presume you are not disputing the 

fact that as we now have no Council I was entitled to make this 

change on my own; that also on my own, I could make the 

members eligible for election. I have not acted without giving the 

matter much thought and without discussing the question 

seriously with those higher up. As for the Mother House, I 

thought that it too should have a representative, as well as the 

Brothers”. 

The men in the Cape did not accept these arguments: Councillors 

must have authority, must be named by the whole Society and 

must be missionaries of experience. 

Faced with this obstinate inconsistency, Fr Planque took the bit 

between his teeth. On 2 November 1876 he wrote: Our Society 

Council has been set up and has begun to function27. In 1877 he 

asked the opinion of Propaganda on the method he had followed. 

The Sacred Congregation approved, and decided that this first 

Council would hold office only for three years28. 

Neither the method of forming the Council nor the presence on it 

of representatives from Europe found favour with the 

opposition29. Fr Planque explained that, contrary to what was 

alleged, there was no Councillor representing the house at Nice, 

but that Fr Guillon, occasionally living in Nice, represented the 

Mother House and all other houses, including the house at Nice, 

as well as the Fathers at Clermont-Ferrand and the stations in 

                                           
24 AG, 11/104, 1876, 23342 & 23347   
25 AG, Lett. Pl. VIII, 10 
26 AG, 11/104, 1876, 23345.   
Lett. Pl. VII, 147 
27 AG, Lett. Pl. VIII, 29 
28 AG, Lett. Pl. VIII, 89 
29 AG, ibid., 92 & 100 
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Algeria and Egypt30. But try as he might, he could not convince his 

adversaries31. 

These took their complaint to the new Archbishop of Lyon, 

Cardinal Caverot, who, knowing little as yet about the Society of 

African Missions, seems to have asked for a report on its 

administration from the retired Fr Courdioux whom he had met 

by chance. Fr Courdioux, who had become discontented with Fr 

Planque’s administration, and had left the Society some years 

previously, was not a little flattered by the Cardinal’s request and 

quickly took counsel with another ex-confrere, Fr Bouche, who 

had left the Society in the same circumstances32. 

As soon as he became aware of the Cardinal’s extraordinary 

behaviour, Fr Planque alerted Propaganda which seemed to know 

nothing about it. Propaganda decided to hold an enquiry, but 

instead of appointing the Cardinal at Lyon, commissioned Bishop 

Fava, Bishop of Grenoble, to make an official report on the 

Society’s administration33. This enquiry – which would do honour 

to Fr Planque and cause embarrassment to his opponents – would 

naturally deal with the question of the Council. 

In a long letter to Bishop Fava, Fr Planque spoke frankly of the 

real state of affairs, in answer to the complaints that were made: 

“For the past two years we have had an elected Council – 

something that was impossible in the past because the 

missionaries were dying one after the other, and we were 

preoccupied above all with replacing them. After 15 years we had 

only two or three who had withstood the climate; all others had 

disappeared after less than four years on the missions. I have 

always had, in practice, a non-elected Council, in the persons of 

Fathers Papetart and Arnal, two Associate members, and the 

Ordinary of Lyon whom Cardinal Barnabò enjoined on me to 

consult on important matters. With the approval of the Cardinal 

Prefect I have kept some Society business from certain members in 
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31 AG, ibid., 118 
32 AG, 11/003, 1878, 31173 
33 AG, 11/003, 1878, 31174 
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whom I felt I could not place sufficient trust. At a meeting of a 

number of senior Fathers in 1873 it was agreed that the Society did 

not yet need a General Council and that for the present the 

existing arrangement sufficed”34. 

Attached to this letter there is a note, from which we learn nothing 

new about the question of forming the Council, but in which he 

asks Bishop Fava to obtain from the Cardinal “at least approval in 

principle of the presentation of two or three names by the 

Superior General”. “This is vital”, he adds, “for the progress of the 

Seminary and the Society”35. 

Bishop Fava wrote from Rome on 23 September 1878: “During my 

last visit to Propaganda I spoke to the Cardinal on the change to 

be made in the election of Councillors. His Eminence agrees with 

you on the method to be followed. I am going to put in writing for 

him the request for this change and shall ask him to reply to 

you”36. 

We shall now see what this change was. The following year, 1879, 

Fr Planque officially proposed to Propaganda a number of 

changes he wished to make in the Constitution. Among these was 

the entire chapter on Councillors. We shall select the more 

important points. 

‘The Superior General is assisted by a Council. The number of 

Councillors will be decided by the General Assembly. For the 

present it is provisionally fixed at four. But between 

Assemblies, the Superior General, if he considers that more 

Councillors are needed, can provisionally increase the 

number. 

Councillors from the missions are selected in the following 

way. The Superior General presents a candidate. If the 

mission-head or the heads of a group of missions refuse to 

                                           
34 AG, 11/003, 1878, 31179 
We do not have Propaganda’s letter to Mgr. Fava, in which the accusations 
were made. But its contents are known from the point-by-point reply made by 
Fr Planque. 
35 AG, 11/003, 1878, 31182 
36 AG, 11/003, 1878, 31176 
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accept this candidate the Superior General must proceed to 

present another. In such a case the mission-heads must consult 

their Council. 

The other Councillors can be chosen by the Superior General 

from the staffs of the Society houses. 

Councillors are appointed for life. (But until the Society has 

increased in numbers they will be appointed only for five 

years). 

If a Councillor becomes a danger to the common good he can 

be dismissed by the Superior General with the majority vote of 

the mission-heads’37. 

On 23 September 1879 Propaganda replied that since the proposed 

plan did not say by whom the Councillors would be appointed it 

was necessary to state that the first Councillors would be 

appointed by the Superior General and subsequent ones by the 

General Assembly. “Moreover”, Propaganda added, “the plan 

gives power to the Superior General to increase the number of 

Councillors whenever he thinks necessary. It is evident that this 

power could negative the Council’s decisions, since in a case 

where the majority was opposed to the Superior General’s 

opinion, the latter could always overcome this obstacle by co-

opting Councillors who shared his views. This paragraph must, 

therefore, be omitted. Finally, you give power to the Superior 

General to dismiss a Councillor whose presence is harmful to the 

general good of the Institute, requiring only that the dismissal be 

ratified by the mission-heads. But in view of the distance at which 

they live these are not in a position to pass judgment on a 

Councillor’s conduct and behaviour. Such a decision ought, 

therefore, be left to the Sacred Congregation, which will decide on 

the basis of information it procures for itself. 

With these changes made, the Sacred Congregation has no 

objection to your inserting into the Institute’s Constitution the 

plan you have proposed”38. 

                                           
37 AG, 11/5, 1879, 40262 
38 AG, 11/5, 1879, 40936 
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It seems that Fr Planque was not entirely pleased with this reply. 

The Consultor, Fr Rouseille (at Fr Planque’s request?) wrote to 

Propaganda on 10 May 1880 giving his own opinion of some of 

the points in the reply of 23 September39. The Superior General’s 

naming the first Council, Fr Rouseille argued, would displease the 

entire Congregation. And how could future Councillors be elected 

by a General Assembly when it was decided recently that an 

Assembly would be held only after the death or resignation of the 

Superior General? In the meantime, must the seminary, in which 

each Councillor holds an office, be left to drift until replacements 

are made? Why not give a trial to the method of presenting names, 

as proposed by Fr Planque? And if this is thought to give too 

much authority to the Superior General, why not state explicitly 

that he cannot propose candidates or appoint Councillors except 

with the approval of his present Council? And why not reduce the 

number of Councillors from Europe (the ones he himself can 

appoint) to one-third of the total number, thus leaving two-thirds 

to be elected? 

Propaganda, it appears, went back on its decision, at least in 

regard to the method of appointment. This is implied in a letter of 

10 December 1884 which Fr Planque wrote to Fr Chausse: “Five or 

six years ago I promulgated the changes made by Propaganda on 

the original method of selecting Councillors40. A revised method 

was adopted after a study made by an ad hoc Consultor on the 

orders of the Cardinal Prefect41. It was decided that the Superior 

General would present a name to the mission-head who, for good 

reasons which he must make known, could refuse to approve the 

candidate. There is, therefore, no election properly so-called, 

because this is seen to have serious drawbacks”42. 

                                           
39 AG, 11/5, 1880, 40263 
40 i.e. the Superior General presents three names to a mission for the election of 
a Councillor by the missionaries of that mission. 
41 Fr Rouseille, no doubt. 
42 AG, Lett. Pl. X, 76 



71 

1885-1890 

We have now come to the time when preparations began for the 

official approval of the Constitution by Propaganda in 1890.  

Fr Planque submitted his proposals to Propaganda in July 188543. 

The new chapter on Councillors, which is completely different 

from the one in the 1864 Constitution, has greatly benefited from 

the years of experience, from the discussion that had taken place, 

and, especially, from the decisions given by Rome. The chapter 

incorporates the changes made around 1876, and as we have just 

studied these changes it will suffice now if we make a brief 

analysis of the proposed chapter. 

At least half of the Councillors are to be chosen from among 

members on the missions. The Superior General presents a 

candidate for each mission or group of missions, to whom the 

mission-head, having consulted his Council, can object. If there is 

an objection, the Superior General presents another candidate. The 

Councillors from Europe are appointed by the Superior General 

from among members in the home houses. Their function will be 

those of Director and professors in the seminary. 

Councillors will have deliberative voice: 

1. In the admission of aspirants to probation and oath. 

2. In the sale of property, mortgaging and borrowing. 

3. In the use of capital. 

4. In the dismissal of members. 

They have consultative voice: 

1. In the appointment of the Director of aspirants. 

2. In the placement of members, their appointment to and 

recall from the missions and in other important matters. 

There is no longer any question of the Superior General increasing 

the number of Councillors at his own behest, nor his dismissal of a 

Councillor whose presence on the Council is considered harmful 

to the general good. 

                                           
43 AG, 11/5, 1885, 40266 
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Propaganda appointed Fr Casenave as Consultor, to study the 

proposed Constitution. His report, made on 16 June 1885, was 

unfavourable. As regards the chapter on Councillors, he found the 

Superior General’s authority vis-à-vis his Council too absolute. It 

was stated that he must consult his Council on all important 

matters, but in fact there were only four cases on which the 

Councils had deliberative voice. This would reduce the influence 

of the Council to a minimum, Fr Casenave thought. And he 

enumerated a number of points on which the Councillors should 

have deliberative voice44. 

On receiving the Consultor’s report, Propaganda decided not to 

give approval to the proposed Constitution45. Fr Planque replied 

at length to Fr Casenave’s comments: “I have no hesitation in 

saying that the granting of deliberative voice to the Council in 

details of administration, as advocated by the Consultor, would 

lead to the negation of the Superior General’s position, and leave 

him a titulus sine re. But this is exactly what our Founder did not 

want to happen, and that is why Bishop deBrésillac gave so much 

authority to the Superior General in the Society”46. 

The spirited eloquence of this letter, where point after point is 

attacked and refuted, gives us a picture of Fr Planque fighting 

blow by blow for his cherished ideas. But were they his ideas? 

Rather, was he not defending the “sacred deposit” – the Society as 

the venerable Founder wished it to be? 

About the same time he wrote to Mgr. Jacobini47, and consulted a 

priest who was well versed in all matters concerning Religious 

Congregations. Document 40265 in 11/5 of 1885, seems to contain 

this priest’s arguments countering the ideas put forward by the 

Consultor. 

At this time Fr Planque was in his sixties, but still at full strength, 

physically and mentally. Since Bishop deBrésillac’s death, his 

shoulders had become bent under the great load of responsibility. 

                                           
44 AG, 11/5, 1885, 40264 
45 AG, 11/5, 1885, 40245 
46 AG, Lett. Pl. I, 316 
47 AG, ibid., 321 
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Trials from within and without had beset him. Disappointments, 

disillusionment, ingratitude, misunderstanding, accusations, 

attacks – open or underhanded – on his authority, the anxieties of 

the times, the constant care for the welfare and growth of his 

Society, the financial worry of supporting it: all this was his daily 

bread for the previous twenty-five years. He did not know any 

other kind of life. But all these trials seem to have been sent in 

order to prepare him to withstand the ten years now to come. 

They will be for him the dark night of the soul. He will have to 

fight tenaciously over the next six years to obtain approval for a 

Constitution that will be in accord with Bishop deBrésillac’s mind 

and its adequate expression, but which will also be adapted to the 

realities of the missions in Africa. The ever-recurring 

postponements will be incomprehensible to his confreres, and 

they will accuse him of seeking, at all costs, to retain all authority 

in his own hands and give none to the General Council. He will 

have to fight a long battle with the mission-heads who object to 

the Visitor’s position, regarded by them as interference by the 

Superior General in mission affairs. The battle ends only when the 

system is imposed by the decree ‘Firmandis’. All these difficulties, 

together with the many others that are part and parcel of the 

government of the Institute, will make the next ten or twelve years 

a crucible of extreme suffering for Fr Planque. He will emerge 

from it all as an old man with deeply-furrowed brow, with sunken 

shoulders and stooping back, but with a soul upright and 

unshakeable. 

But let us follow the course of events. There were repeated 

objections to the Council, and these had to be countered by 

appeals to Propaganda and by changes in the method of forming 

it; there were long postponements of the approbation which 

would have brought an end to the whole business. In these 

circumstances, it is easy to see that the Council could not function 

normally, resulting in dissatisfaction throughout the Society and 

mistrust of the Superior General. Hence the repeated calls for a 

real and effective Council48. The point was reached where 

                                           
48 AG, 11/200, 1885, 32261.   
11/003, 1888, 40157-59 
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members expected to have a Council with real executive 

authority, almost autonomous, a thing very foreign to our 

Constitution and which could easily become a kind of counter-

administration49. Because of the prevailing uncertainty the Council 

was rarely convoked, and even within the Council itself the 

question was asked if a Council still existed50. The question might 

well be asked. Fr Planque was accustomed for so long to ruling 

with his own authority or with unofficial Councillors that he did 

not call official and full Council meetings often enough, and was 

content too often with having informal conversations during 

which he asked for the Councillors’ opinions51. It does seem that 

that is what happened, and at any rate it is certain that in 

November 1888 a document was signed by Fr Bricet (Councillor) 

and Fathers F. Terrien, J. Lecron and C. Bel and addressed to 

“Monseigneur” (Archbishop of Lyon?), inviting him to act as their 

intermediary with the Cardinal Prefect of Propaganda, to request 

among other things “to have present with the Superior General a 

Council, not chosen by the Superior General alone, but chosen and 

elected by the mission-heads, by the local Superiors and by all 

members who have spent five years as priests in the Society”52. 

There is ample proof, then, that on the eve of the final 

preparations for approval of the Constitution there was a general 

feeling of dissatisfaction in regard to the existing General Council. 

Another Consultor, Fr H. Smeulders, a Cistercian Abbot, was 

appointed by Propaganda to examine the Constitution, and, 

naturally, he dealt with the chapter on the Councillors. In his 

Ponenza53 of July 1889 he proposed some slight changes which put 

                                           
49 AG, Lett. Pl. IX, 402 
50 AG, ibid., 64 
51 AG, Lett. Pl. IX, 14, 32262.  II/200, 1888.   II/003, 1893, 41513 
52 AG, 11/003, 1888, 40156 
53 AG, A Ponenza comprises two parts: 
1 - A report from a minutante (a secretary) on some important question which 
is to be discussed at a General meeting.  The report concluded with Dubbi or 
propositions to be voted on by the Cardinals. 
2 - A Compendium of documentation relating to the question under discussion. 
Sometimes, though rarely, this compendium includes the Votum of one or more 
consultors, and a background note from the Archivist. 
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things in focus, and the final text, approved on 1 January 1890 

reads: 

1. The Superior General is assisted by a Council. 

2. The number of Councillors is fixed by the General 

Assembly (At present and provisionally, the number is 

fixed at four). 

3. At least half of the Councillors shall be taken from among 

members on the missions. 

4. Councillors from the missions shall be chosen as follows: 

The Superior General shall present a candidate for each 

mission of group of missions. If the mission-head or the 

heads of a group of missions object to this candidate the 

Superior General will present another. In this case the 

mission-heads must consult their council; they themselves 

will observe secrecy and impose it on their councillors. 

Those who rashly violate the secrecy shall be deprived of 

active and passive suffrage. 

5. The other Councillors can be chosen by the Superior 

General, with the consent of his Council, from among 

members in the home houses. 

6. The mission-heads and the missionaries shall bear in mind 

that the general welfare of the Society demands that the 

Mother House, where the seminary is, must be provided 

with men who are suitable not only to look after the 

interests of the missions but also to fill the posts of 

                                                                                          
The Ponenza, which is always printed, is distributed a week in advance of the 
Congregazione Plenaria to the Cardinals attached to Propaganda, who are resident 
in Rome, and also to the Holy Father. The Cardinals’ decisions are written on a 
separate sheet by the Secretary, who takes part in the Plenaria but does not vote. 
He also takes the Minutes. The decisions are later taken to a Papal Audience, 
except those concerning the erection of new ecclesiastical jurisdictions, for 
which Propaganda has recently received special authority. In this case the 
Cardinal Prefect executes the decisions taken at the Plenary meeting. 
All the Cardinals attached to Propaganda attend the Congregazione generale or 
Adunanza Plenaria. The meeting is not held at fixed times. The first is held ‘post 
acquas’ in November, the last, as a rule, in July. 
The weekly Congresso is presided over by the Cardinal Prefect.  The Secretary, 
assistant Secretary and the minutanti take part. 
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Director and professors for the aspirants and students. In 

their concern for the best interests of the Society, then, the 

mission-heads and the missionaries will willingly fall into 

line with the Superior General’s request, and the members 

chosen will accept his new post as a means of rendering 

the greatest service to the missions. 

7. Councillors will be appointed for five years. They can be 

re-appointed indefinitely. 

8. The Councillors will receive their posts from the Superior 

General, either as professors of theology or philosophy, or 

as helpers in the training of aspirants, the running of the 

seminary or whatever is needed for the general good. 

9. The Councillors will have deliberative voice: 

in admitting aspirants to probation and oath. 

in the sale of property, mortgaging and borrowing, 

with the obligation to apply for a beneplacitum 

apostolicum. 

in the use of capital. 

in the dismissal of members. 

in the appointment of the Director of Aspirants. 

10. They will have consultative voice in the placement of 

members, their appointment to and recall from the 

missions, and in other important matters. 

11. The Councillors will take an oath to preserve absolute 

silence about all questions dealt with In the Council and 

those who rashly violate their oath of secrecy will be 

deprived of their post and of active and passive suffrage. 

The Constitution was approved, and according to Fr Planque this 

approbation put an end to the difficulties regarding the formation 

and the work of the Council: “The Council has been appointed 

and is functioning since the Constitution was approved”, he wrote 

in 189354. 

                                           
54 AG, 11/003, 1893, 41513. According to Fr Planque, Mgr. Zitelli was greatly 
involved in certain questions relating to our Constitution, particularly the 
question of appointing Councillors.     
AG, 11/003, 1892, 41506 
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From that time on there was, formally speaking, a General 

Council. Was there one in practice? Was it convoked regularly and 

did it meet regularly? A careful reading of correspondence leads 

one to doubt it. There were certainly frequent changes in its 

membership. And no Minutes are to be had. It was quite 

otherwise after the 1901 General Assembly. From then on there 

was a Council, all of whose members are known, whose meetings 

are written up, whose decisions have been put on record. This 

Council, too, was established in a different way: it was elected by 

the General Assembly; each member represented the whole 

Society and its entire mission, and not as formerly when the 

Council consisted of representatives of particular missions and 

houses in Europe. 

If after the creation of the Provinces there seemed to be a return to 

the old system, in so far as each Province was asked to propose a 

candidate to represent it and its missions, this method was 

adopted to ensure that a Councillor would be an ‘informant’ on 

the affairs of his Province and its missions rather than a 

‘representative’ properly so-called. 
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Chapter 3 

Approval: 1885 – 1890 

On 7 March 1885, Fr Planque wrote to Propaganda: “It is greatly 

to be desired that our rules receive from Propaganda at least a first 

approval. I have been urging this since 1879”1. The Cardinal 

replied on 30 March: “I too believe that the time has come to 

examine your rules and to submit them for approval to the 

General Meeting. Insert, then, all the changes which experience 

has shown you to be the most useful for the Institute’s progress”2. 

In July of that year Fr Planque sent his proposed rules to Rome. 

We have a manuscript copy of this draft, which follows very 

closely the text of the 1864 Constitution3. But at page 15 there is a 

special chapter for missionaries returned to Europe, a chapter 

which was not in the 1864 text but which was crossed out before 

the draft copy was sent to Rome. At page 21 there is a new chapter 

on Councillors, completely reshaping the one in the 1864 text. 

Lastly, the chapter on the General Assembly has been all re-

written. Some notes have been made on the margin by Fr Planque 

and perhaps by somebody else. For the most part these are 

corrections of terminology or changes of little importance. Only a 

few have any real significance. 

First examination: 1885 

The consultor appointed by Propaganda to examine Fr Planque’s 

draft Constitution was Fr Casenave, and he had quite a few 

comments to make. He commented first of all on the ‘Ruling’ 

given by Cardinal Barnabò to Fr Planque. This ruling had adopted 

the following principle as a basis for delimiting authority on the 

missions: 

                                           
1 AG, Lett. Pl. I, 272 
2 AG, 11/5, 1885, 40246 
3 AG, 11/5, 1885, 40266 
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“When a Society takes on mission work as its principal task, under 

the Holy See’s authority, delegated to one of the Society’s 

members, the mission must be regarded as confided to the Society. 

The Society itself is on the missions; the mission is like one of its 

Provinces, administered by a member chosen by the Society and 

invested with the authority of the Holy See”. 

The consultor found this principle lacking in precision. A mission, 

he argued, cannot be regarded as confided to a Society except in 

so far as the Holy See does so by a positive act. Nor can it be said 

the Society chooses the Vicar or Prefect Apostolic of a mission and 

that the Holy See simply invests him with authority. The Holy See 

appoints him directly; the Society merely presents a candidate. 

He also found fault with the amount of authority given to the 

Superior General, to the detriment of the Council, as we have just 

seen in the preceding chapter, and he criticised the section on the 

General Assembly, as we shall see later on. 

“To sum up”, he concluded, “in my opinion some very important 

changes must be made in these Rules, so that the Society may 

continue to do the good work it is already doing, in a spirit of 

peace and harmony so indispensable to the progress of the 

missions”4. 

Following this unfavourable report, Propaganda returned the 

draft Constitution to Fr Planque on 5 December 1885 with the 

note: “The consultor appointed by us did not find your Rule 

suitable for submission to the General Meeting. He suggests that a 

different order be follow and that various changes be made, all of 

which you will find enclosed. In the light of these suggestions you 

must compose a new draft”5. 

A long visit to Egypt prevented Fr Planque from replying 

immediately. When he did reply in July 1886 he gave the history 

of the 1864 Constitution: his visit to Rome, his work with Cardinal 

Barnabò, the approval granted by Cardinal deBonald, the 

commendatory letter of 1868. He then speaks to the formation of 

                                           
4 AG, 11/5, 1885, 40264 
5 AG, 11/5, 1885, 40245 
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the General Council and the different phases gone through up to 

the present. Finally, he replied to particular points. He could not 

at all agree with the consultor’s proposal to change the order of 

the chapters: a monument is not built by commencing at the top 

and ending with the foundations. 

As regards the comments made on the Ruling, all Fr Planque 

could say was: “We received this Ruling ready-made from 

Cardinal Barnabò’s hands; it had been submitted to Propaganda, 

approved and blessed by the Holy Father, as is stated in a letter of 

31 March 1857 from the Cardinal to Fr Favre, Superior General of 

the Society of Mary, to whom this ruling was given. The Cardinal 

gave it to me, with instructions to adapt it to the missions, which I 

did in the 1864 Constitution.” 

We have dealt in the preceding chapter with Fr Casenave’s 

remarks on the functions of the Councillors and the authority of 

the Superior General. Fr Planque’s reaction was: “To follow the 

consulter’s proposals here would destroy the work of Bishop 

deBrésillac and Cardinal Barnabò”6. 

For a year and a half nothing further was heard about the 

approval of our Constitution. Had the whole business been 

consigned to the files of Propaganda? It seems, however, that 

something was being done. On 5 January 1888 Fr Planque wrote to 

Fr Terrien: “Mgr. Jacobini (Secretary of Propaganda) wants to 

avoid all further delay and has taken the matter of our 

Constitution in hand. I have spent an evening with him, reading 

and studying it. He wants to pass it on to the General meeting 

very soon. The Cardinal is of the same opinion”7. 

Second examination: January 1889 

But between January and June 1888 nothing was done8. A new 

hope dawned in October: “While in Rome I recovered our 

Constitution and the business is getting underway. The Cardinal 

                                           
6 AG, Lett. Pl. 316.  cfr 11/5, 1885, 40265 
7 AG, Lett. Pl. IX, 476 
8 AG, ibid., I, 359 
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was very annoyed at the delay”9. At last, in January 1889, the new 

consultor, Fr Smeulders, made his report10. The Constitution was 

going to be brought to an Adunanza Plenaria. 

The Ponenza, Prot. Nº A.1889 Nº I, of which we have a copy11, 

consists of a fascicule of fifteen printed pages, with the title: “Sacra 

Congegazione de Propaganda Fide. Ponente l’Eminentissimo e 

Reverendissimo Signor Cardinale Placido Maria Schiaffino, Relazione 

con voto sull’approbazione delle Constitutioni delle Seminario delle 

Missioni Africani di Lione, Gennaro 1889”. 

On pages one and two of the fascicule a brief outline is given of 

the Society’s foundation and of its extension to Africa and Europe. 

The origin and development of the Constitution is then dealt with, 

followed by a note on Fr Planque’s authority and on the need for 

missionaries in English-speaking Nigeria. This section concludes 

with the question: “If and in what manner should approval be 

given to the Constitution of the Society of African Missions of 

Lyon?” Pages five and six contain the consultors comments, with 

the recommendation: “The Institute should receive the decretum 

laudis, and its statutes can be approved for six years or at any rate 

ad experimentum”. On page seven to thirteen the text of the 

proposed Constitution is given in full. 

We shall not take up the consultor’s comments one by one, but 

merely select the more important. A few lines at the beginning of 

the fascicule are worth noting for their delicacy of touch. We have 

had occasion earlier on to speak of Fr Planque’s undue authority, 

of which certain confreres complained. Some echo of these 

complaints must have reached the ears of the Roman authorities. 

The consultor’s remarks: “Although this Constitution has been 

very carefully drafted, some missionaries complain of Fr 

Planque’s excessive spirit of authority, which proceeds not from 

any evil source but from the very qualities of this founder who 

watches over his own creation with the eye of a mother watching 

over the tender child whom she keeps tied to her apron strings”. 

                                           
9 AG, ibid., X, 495 
10 AG, 11/5, 1889, 40267 
11 AG, ibid. 
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These words must have brought a smile of comprehension to the 

lips of the old Eminences at the Adunanza, and those venerable 

heads must have nodded in good-natured approval. They at least 

would understand the continuous anxiety which in time becomes 

love. 

Even though the Cistercian Abbot had some difficulty, as his 

comments indicate, in understanding a Congregation without 

vows, it must be said that his examination was very minute and 

balanced, replete with judicious remarks, some of which were 

later inserted in the final text. 

Fr Smeulders fell foul of the Ruling on authority in the missions, 

as the previous consultor, Fr Casenave, had done four years 

before. He found it obscure, and feared that the principle adopted 

might interfere with the Holy See’s absolute and immediate 

authority on the missions. There were many, he said, who 

disagreed with the commonly accepted theory. “However”, he 

went on, “when I learnt that this Ruling had already been 

approved by the Sacred Congregation for the Marist Fathers and 

had been given by Cardinal Barnabo to Fr Planque, with 

instructions to adopt it as a norm in drafting the Constitution, I 

felt I must refrain from passing judgment or commenting on it.” 

Third examination in 1889 

The Adunanza was held on 28 January 1889. Some points in the 

Constitution, it concluded, would have to be re-examined, and Fr 

Smeulders was again appointed to do the preparatory work. The 

principal points for re-examination were chapter X – the  

Ruling on authority on the missions – and chapter XI – the 

mission-head and the Visitor – which Fr Smeulders undertook to 

bring into line with the Apostolic Constitutions ‘Firmandis’ and 

‘Romanos Pontifices’ in matter referring to the administration of 

temporal goods12. 

The Cardinals did not abide by the prudent gesture of their 

consultor who halted when faced with a statute already approved 

                                           
12 AG, 11/5, 1889, 40269 
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and refrained from commenting on it. They pursued the matter 

and ordered a complete re-examination of this point. 

A special Congresso was held, presided over by Cardinal Camillo 

Mezella, President of the Commission for the Revision of the 

Constitutions of new Congregations subject to Propaganda. At 

this Congresso Fr Planque was able to make all his observations in 

the presence of the consultors. But these maintained their position: 

changes must be made in the light of the Bulls. And Fr Planque 

had to admit defeat (AG 2.D.IV, p14. Assembly Acts 1893). 

This time, Fr Smeulders formally demanded the suppression of 

the Ruling. It must disappear, he said. For although it had been 

inserted into the Rules of the Marist Fathers, it had never been 

finally approved. This was clear from Cardinal Barnabò’s letter of 

31 March 1857, which gave approbation only, rather an unofficial 

and provisional concession as an experiment “donec aliter a S. Sede 

praecipiatur”. These Rules had not even been given a decree of 

approbation ad experimentum, which it was the custom to give 

when a Constitution was examined by the Sacred Congregation, 

and it could not be shown that they had been given any other 

approval. 

“We have decided, then, to suppress this Ruling which assumes a 

principle of practical ontology, of I know not what kind, but 

which is false and leads to an infringement of the Holy See’s rights 

over the missions and missionaries. In fact, the proposition 

deduced from this fanciful ontology – ‘it is, then, the Society 

which is on the missions… which are administered by one its 

members chosen by the Society and invested with the authority 

conferred on him by the Holy See’ – that proposition is false in 

itself and the source is inadmissible conclusions that appear in this 

and the following chapter. These conclusions will very likely 

cause dissension in the future between the Superior General and 

the Vicars and Prefects Apostolic, so much so that this ontological 

principle will produce results the very opposite of those expected. 

Far from cementing unity, it will sow the seeds of discord. 

According to the intention of the Constitution’s redactor, the 

purpose of this principle is to make the Superior General of the 
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Society at Lyon the head and recognised Superior not only of the 

missionaries but of the missions themselves, so that Vicars and 

Prefects Apostolic will be immediately subject to him in the 

government and administration of the missions. This mentality is 

to be found in the entire context: the Holy See has confided and 

given the mission to the Society as such; hence the Society not 

only has its members on the missions but ‘it is the Society itself 

which is on the missions’. Furthermore, the Superior and the head 

of the Society is also head and Superior of all the missions 

confided to the Society. The Holy See, therefore, seems to have 

reserved to itself no more than the right to appoint Vicars and 

Prefects Apostolic, and appears to have relinquished the exercise 

of its other rights in favour of the Superior General of the Lyon 

Society. 

The role of the Holy See is merely to confer jurisdiction on the 

Vicars Apostolic, while these remain subject to the Superior 

General, under whose direction they must rule, govern and 

administrate everything. The very selection of the Vicars and 

Prefects Apostolic is said to be given to the Society: ‘a Province 

administered by one of its members chosen by the Society. The 

Society itself, through its Superior General, makes the choice 

(‘eligit’) of the Vicars and Prefects Apostolic, the Holy See 

conferring its jurisdiction on the one elected. Such a system does 

not deserve the recommendation given to it in the subsequent 

paragraph: ‘Such being the situation of the missions… the Society 

adopts this principle all the more willingly since it conforms better 

with the intentions and decisions of the Holy See’. Quite the 

contrary: this principle does not correspond with the intentions or 

decisions of the Holy See, but under mines the canonical 

relationship between the Vicars and Prefects Apostolic and the 

Holy See; under this system they could not in fact be called Vicars 

Apostolic but Vicars of the Superior General of the Lyon Society – 

the name, in fact, which is given to them in chapter XI: ‘the 

mission-head (i.e. Vicar or Prefect Apostolic) and the Visitor, 

being both representatives of one and the same person’ (i.e. the 

Superior General)”. 
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Having thus made a tabula rasa of the first paragraph of chapter X 

– “The underlying principle of the present Ruling” – the consultor 

redrafted this entire chapter in the light of the views he had 

expressed. But he took Fr Planque’s opinions into consideration 

whenever he could do so without infringing the rights of the Holy 

See. The result was that everything concerning the principle of 

two authorities on the missions was revised and codified – the 

two authorities which Fr Planque, in his anxiety for a greater 

Society had wished to unite in the one person of the mission-head. 

We shall have more to say on this subject in the following chapter. 

The consultor’s conclusions were submitted to an Adunanza on 22 

July 1889. Once more the matter was referred back: the Cardinals 

were insistent that the function of the mission-head be absolutely 

separated in the Constitution from that of the Religious Superior. 

Fr Smeulders was again instructed to make the necessary changes 

before submitting his work for their Eminences final judgment13 

(13). 

And according to its wont, Rome hastened slowly. Meanwhile 

confreres grew more and more impatient. They could not 

understand the reason for all the postponements and blamed Fr 

Planque. Besides, progress was being held up. The Vicariate of 

Benin, for example, required a Vicar Apostolic, but Rome wanted 

to finalise the question of the Constitution before making the 

appointment. And there were other important matters overdue for 

decision. A kind of fear took hold of many that Rome would not 

approve our statutes because it lacked confidence in the Society. 

On 4 October 1889, Fr Planque wrote to Mgr. Jacobini: “I cannot 

help feeling sad at seeing our Constitution being put back. I 

thought I had adequately explained the origin of this chapter X 

which seems to be the great obstacle. In your Congresso last April 

I conceded everything that was asked, and Fr Smeulders was to 

revise the chapter accordingly. The Cardinal Prefect said 

afterwards to our Fr Chausse that all difficulties would be 

removed and everything would be completed by May. If I were 

the only one concerned, these delays would affect me less, but 

                                           
13 AG, 11/5, 1890, 40270 
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many confreres are attributing the postponements to me and 

blaming me indignantly… I often say to myself that it would 

perhaps be better to suppress this chapter entirely than have it 

hold up the approval of the Constitution. You may find this idea 

worth considering. As for me, my only concern is the good of our 

Society and missions”14. 

The Ponenza of January 1890 

The new Ponenza was ready in January15. In accordance with the 

decisions of the General Meeting, it established the principle that 

the mission-head who is immediately subject to the Holy See is 

entirely separate from the Religious Superior who is subject to the 

Superior General and the latter’s representative on the missions. 

The consultor made no attempt to hide the fact that this separation 

ran counter to the ideas of Fr Planque who had insisted in his 

proposed Constitution that both functions should be united in one 

person. This viewpoint, the consultor said, had its effect on all 

subsequent statutes. The adoption of the contrary principle 

necessitated the complete re-shaping of the remaining chapters. It 

was found impossible to prevail on Fr Planque to revise them in 

accordance with the Constitution of the Paris Foreign Missions. 

The consultor had himself attempted, therefore, to re-shape these 

two chapters, drawing in part from the Constitution of the Paris 

Foreign Missions and in part from the draft submitted by Fr 

Planque. 

We have a copy of the revision made by the consultor. Three 

quarters of his suggestions were accepted by the Cardinals and 

one quarter rejected. 

In the Consulta of 23 January 189016, some very slight changes 

were made in the consultor’s proposals, and now everybody 

                                           
14 AG, Lett. Pl. I, 391 
15 AG, 11/5, 1890, 40270.    
Lett. Pl. I, 399A 
16 AG, 11/5, 1890, 40271 
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awaited the Adunanza of 27 January for the discussion of the 

Ponenza17. 

It was discussed all right… but the approbation was not 

forthcoming. A decision was postponed until the next meeting 

when the final approbation of the Constitution of the Paris 

Foreign Missions was due for decision. This meeting would not 

take place before Lent18. Would this coincidence make approval of 

our Constitution easier? There were many who doubted it. The 

consequences might well be deplorable. 

All these new delays did nothing to allay the uneasiness in the 

Society and in Fr Planque’s mind. There is an echo of it in the 

letter of 30 April: “It is not I who am the obstacle in the way of 

having our Constitution approved, and I am convinced that things 

should move more quickly if some members had been less prone 

to speak more or less at random about these question. I think I can 

say that the Constitution could have been approved ad 

experimentum several years ago without all this unnecessary fuss. 

Those who are now au courant with the matter see from the 

evidence that it is not I who am holding it up”19. 

And still the Constitution was not to be discussed at Lent: perhaps 

in May, he was told in a letter from Rome20. “And God grant this 

long and painful via crucis will then come to an end”. 

Approval 

Fr Planque made another journey to Rome, determined to hurry 

up the business. He waited there twelve long days to ensure that it 

was being brought to a conclusion: “the meeting at which all was 

finished did not take long”, the old warrior wrote. “Tomorrow, 2 

                                           
17 AG, 11/5, 1890, 41434 
18 AG, 11/5, 1890, 41435 
19 AG, Lett. Pl. XII, 144. Letter to Fr Jules Poirier, Superior of the Western 
Nigeria mission, which he founded. 
20 AG, 11/5, 1890, 41436 
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August21, the matter will be brought to the papal audience and the 

Secretary will then issue the Decretum Laudis”22. 

Mgr. Jacobini, before leaving Rome, had put all in his minutante’s 

hands, signed: 

2 Aug. 1890 

Emus. Pref. habito examine duorum capitulorum ea admisit. 

3 Aug. 1890 

SSmus instituti Lugdunensis Constitutiones cum suis 

modificationibus et duobus capitulis reformatis ad quinquennium ad 

experimentum approbavit. 

+ D. Archiop. Tyren.23 

The Decretum Laudis itself had now to run the gauntlet of the 

Roman bureaucracy and did not appear until 1 November 189024. 

()25 It was dispatched on 12 November: a long document, in which 

much is said about the evangelisation of Africa and the 

Missionary Societies, including the Society of African Missions of 

Lyon, who have devoted their energies to the task. On the subject 

of the Constitution the Decree says: 

“Quemobrem, cum regulae quaedam, ob Ordinario Lugdunensi 

nonnullis abhinc annis adprobatae, judicio huius Sacrae 

Congregationies a R. D. Augustino Planque eiusdem Seminarii 

Superiore, submissae fuissent: eas praefata Sacra Congregatio in 

generalibus committis diei 28 januarii 1889 prima vice maturae 

examinavit; quot cum iterum eodem anno et insequenti fecisset, 

demum easdem Constitutiones variis introductis modificationibus, 

uti in adnexo exemplari videre est, adprobandas ad quinquennium 

ad experimentum decrevit. Quam sententiam Emorum Patrum 

Sactissimus Dominus Noster Leo Div. Prov. P.P. XIII in audiencia 

3 Augusti 1890, ab infrascripto Archiepiscopo Tyrensi, huius Sacrae 

                                           
21 It was not held until 3 August, cf Decretum Laudis 
22 AG, Lett. Pl. XII, 173 
23 AG, 11/5, 1890, 41437 
24 AG, Lett. Pl. XI, 326. 11/5, 1890, 41439 
25 This note is not attributed to any body text in the originals. A. G. 40247A, 
11/5 1890 
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Congregationis Secretario habita, in omnibus ratam habuit, 

praesensque ad id decretum confici jussit. 

Datum Romae ex edibus S. C. Prda. Fide, 

die 1 Novembris anno MDCCLXXXX. 

Joannes Card. Simeoni, Praef. 

+ D. Archiepi. Tyrensi Saecr.26 

This long “via crucis” seemed to have reached its term: “I have 

received the decree of approval for our Constitution”. Fr Planque 

wrote joyfully on 19 November to Fr Lecron, Prefect Apostolic of 

Dahomey. “I hope that this will mark the beginning of new 

blessings from the good God on our Society and missions. Give 

thanks with us for this favour”27. Was this, then, the end of his 

worries? 

We have printed copies of this 1890 Constitution: a little book, 12 x 

18 cm, of 16 pages; a faithful reproduction of the text, as 

untouched and approved in the Adunanza Plenaria at the end of 

July 1890, and certified by the “concordat cum originali of A. O. 

Borgia, Prefect of the Archives of the Sacred Congregation for the 

Propagation of the Faith28. 

                                           
26 AG, 11/5, 1890, 40247 
27 AG, Lett. Pl. XII 206. cf ibidem XII 207 
28 AG, 2.A.III, 2 
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Chapter 4 

The Experimental Years 

If Fr Planque had momentarily cherished the hope that the official 

approval of the Constitution on 1 November 1890 would restore 

peace and tranquillity he was soon to find he was mistaken. The 

Society had not yet emerged from the turbulence of puberty and 

youth into the calm self-possession of maturity. 

The sad and senseless events which we must record in this 

chapter caused the greatest crisis to which it pleased God to 

submit His work. Amidst the circumstances and the frailties of 

human nature it is easy to discern the bitter attacks of the devil, 

bent on destroying an undertaking which would snatch from him 

millions of souls. When the storm blew over and calm gradually 

returned, the Society emerged more strong and healthy; those of 

goodwill were more self-assured and purified, and once again 

there was striking proof that the Society of African Missions was a 

work willed by God. 

Along new paths 

The 1890 Constitution, as it came from the Propaganda melting 

pot, seemed singularly different from the one which was in force 

until then, and which had been regarded as coming from the 

hands of the Founder himself. But in the course of the 19th century 

when so many missionary Congregations were founded, Rome 

had gained a lot of experience. After much groping about and 

delay, the Sacred Congregation eventually succeeded in 

discovering a way of adapting the rules of Religious Institutes to 

its own hierarchical rights in mission countries. The Institutes 

themselves were on new ground where it was difficult for them to 

see the way, and where the rights of one party seemed to overrule 

those of another. The Holy See did not fail, of course, to outline a 

modus operandi. There were the Pontifical Constitutions, 

‘Firmandis’ and ‘Romanos Pontifices’ which regulated the 

administration of goods and the relations between ecclesiastical 
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and religious authority. But the application of these Constitutions 

which were intended for Religious properly so called seemed to 

create special difficulties for non-Religious Institutes. 

As regards our Constitution, the whole effort during the years 

1889-90 was designed to bring it into line with these two papal 

Bulls. The Superior General was at first unwilling to make the 

necessary changes, and the reason is easily understood, given Fr 

Planque’s strong attachment to what he believed was the 

Founder’s spirit and intentions. But in the end he did agree. Once 

he saw that this was the formal wish of the Sacred Congregation 

which alone had authority over the missions and missionaries 

subject to it, his spirit of obedience to Rome prevailed over his 

personal views. He fully submitted to the decisions given by 

Rome, which he now studied carefully in order to adapt to them 

the principles of which he saw himself the depositary. According 

as he studied them, alone and with others, he grasped their 

substance, and what had been at the start an act of pure obedience 

became an acquired conviction: here lay the solution to many of 

the difficulties which arose according as the missions and the 

Society developed and took on a more settled shape. 

These difficulties were becoming more numerous from year to 

year, and were of a fundamental kind. What portion of temporal 

goods belonged to the Society and what portion to the mission? If 

the administration of Society goods outside the missions was the 

exclusive right of the Superior General and his assistants, whose 

right was it to administer Society goods on the missions? The 

mission-head’s or the Visitor’s? The missionaries – not as 

missionaries but as members of the Society – whom must they 

obey? To whom and in what measure belonged the authority to 

appoint and recall missionaries? To whom must they render 

account for their observance of the Constitution? 

It is true that these were, for the most part, were old questions that 

arose in the first years at Ouidah. But by this this time they had 

become more serious and complicated, and weighted with 

consequences. Not only did these old problems continue to crop 

up, but the partial solutions given to them had created a tradition 

in the Society and the missions – a tradition which was going to 
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prove obstinate and extremely resistant to change. So many later 

difficulties would have been avoided if instead of combining the 

ecclesiastical and religious authority in the one person of the 

mission-head, a determined effort had been made from 1864 

onwards to appoint Visitors on the missions, as representatives of 

the Superior General, invested with real authority and established 

in a material and moral position sufficiently independent to 

exercise that authority, as laid down in the 1864 Constitution1. 

But such criticism is easy to make now. Experience, which came 

only with time, was needed to discover the defects in the system. 

It was also necessary to be convinced that the decentralisation of 

the two authorities, which was so much feared, would in reality 

lead to the greater centralisation of Society or religious authority, 

which was so much desired; a centralisation which would have 

entitled the Superior General alone to the obedience of all 

members as such, and which, by keeping more clearly distinct the 

two authorities (often at least apparently opposed) would have 

made the position of each more clear, and consequently stronger 

and more easy to reconcile.  

The Founder himself did not see this point, although his 

experience in the Paris Foreign Missions had convinced him of the 

need of effective authority in the hands of a single head. This 

latter idea had so taken hold of Fr Planque that he did not see the 

                                           
1 AG, 11/5, 1864, 40259 
“The Superior General can appoint a Visitor on the missions. The Visitor, 
without becoming involved in the government of the mission, shall be the 
Superior General’s representative for the members of the Society. He shall 
promote harmony and reconciliation and foster among all the missionaries the 
true spirit of the Society”. 
This article of the Constitution leaves it optional for the Superior General to 
appoint a Visitor. It provided for situations where the Superior General might 
consider it useful to appoint a special representative in a particular mission. 
In this 1864 Constitution we find a reference to the mission-head as religious 
Superior of his confreres. This is the article: 
“Following the directives of the Holy See, and to promote the sanctification of the Society’s 
members, the mission-head shall earnestly endeavour to establish a spiritual Retreat House 
where, at least from time to time, his confreres will spend some time in renewal of the spirit of 
their holy state”. 
This is the earliest reference to what we now call the Tyrocinium 
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value of separating the two authorities until the end of his life and 

only at the price of much suffering. Among the members of the 

Society, was there even one who saw vaguely where the new 

paths were leading? 

Father Planque 

It was a new road for Fr Planque too, and from more than one 

point of view. His great spirit of faith and perfect submission to 

the wishes of Propaganda enabled him to see the way soon 

enough. But his progress along the way was hampered by the 

inveterate habit of being in command. It must be admitted, too, 

that the desire to command, the spirit of authority, the tendency 

towards authoritarianism, were in his blood and race. On the 

sudden death of the Founder, Fr Planque started off, literally 

speaking from scratch. The Founder had designated him in 

advance as the ‘volonté présente’ – the ever-present will – who 

would save the Society from shipwreck. He had been encouraged 

by the prophetic words of Pius IX: The work will live, yes, it will 

live’. His cool and tenacious will had first of all kept the Society 

afloat, and had then got it underway.  

He sent all members to Africa as soon as they had completed their 

training, and death mowed them down with a frightening 

regularity after a few years there. Thus he was left without helpers 

and assumed responsibility for everything: he became educator 

and trainer, professor, administrator and accountant, 

propagandist for the Society and its mission, recruiter, liaison 

officer between the Society and the Roman and civil authorities, 

even supplier of provisions for the missions, founder of a 

missionary Congregation of Sisters, collector of funds throughout 

his long life for both Institutes: he regulated everything, provided 

for everything, decided everything, He really made himself the 

‘volonté’ which kept the work moving ahead. He was its 

‘presence’. 

How was he able to support it all? The secret of his strength was 

his unwavering confidence in God, his short nights of sleep, his 

uninterrupted work-days of 20 hours. This was his way of uniting 
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with and sharing in the work of his confreres whom he sent out to 

conquer this terrible Africa which he was never to see himself. 

This man in whom authority seemed incarnated was a man of 

Providence, thanks to whose labours the young Society was able 

to survive and grow. In these 30 years it developed internationally 

and externally. It passed from childhood to youth and, was now 

on the threshold of maturity. It was obeying imperceptibly the law 

of all growth: it was becoming conscious of its existence and of its 

own responsibilities to itself. But it is normal in human life that 

the child’s self-awareness precedes the father’s recognition of it.  

There is no point in pretending that Fr Planque did not find it 

difficult to share his authority with others. But apart from the fact 

that such sharing was foreign to his natural inclinations and to his 

long-established habit of giving orders, he did have some reason 

for being apprehensive. With Fathers Arnal and Papetart, senior to 

him in age and experience of life, he never had any difficulty: he 

listened to them and made known his opinions to them. But apart 

from these two, the other Councillors whom he later appointed or 

who were given to him, his own pupils of a few years before, were 

almost all very young men of necessarily short experience. It 

would have been even unwise on his part to place confidence in 

some of them. He discovered in others a strong tendency to form a 

counter-administration, and some did not scruple to make a 

common cause in an underhand way with those who openly 

opposed his authority. All told, he had to put up with an 

astonishing amount of frustration from his Councillors. There was 

only one clear-cut exception: Fr Gaston Desribes, a man who 

remained loyal all his life, but who was always perfectly, though 

respectfully, frank in disagreeing with Fr Planque. The latter 

always held him in high esteem and attached great importance to 

his opinions. 

There was difficulty, then, in working with a Council which 

inspired so little confidence: Fr Planque had a tendency to make 

all decisions on his own and was for long accustomed to doing so; 

the delay in approving the Constitution, with all the 

accompanying uncertainty, had harmful repercussions on the 

whole administration. All these factors had a bad effect on the 
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working of the Council: meetings were held irregularly, were 

incomplete and unofficial. Hence the complaints, even from 

within the Council itself: the Superior General was continuing to 

do everything himself, to make all decisions on his own. This 

mounting dissatisfaction brought cliques into being, which 

protested openly and made wild accusations. Some Councillors 

resigned and others were sacked. There were continual changes. 

The eagerness to take part in over-all responsibility was there, but 

there were real indications of a want of ability to do so.  

And yet, who was credited with being the most autocratic of 

Superiors, showed the greatest openness of heart and mind over a 

period of forty years towards the Sacred Congregation. He 

decided nothing, undertook nothing, whether in the 

administration of the Society or in the direction of mission affairs, 

without first consulting Propaganda. He kept the Sacred 

Congregation up to date not only on the results obtained and his 

hopes for the future, but also on the difficulties encountered, on 

internal matters, failures, cases of insubordination – all, in order to 

get advice and be told how to cope. His great volume of 

correspondence with Propaganda from 1859 to 1906 is eloquent 

testimony to his determination to implement and to have 

implemented in the Society only what was in accord with the will 

of the Church. 

His opponents 

Even before the Constitution was published and sent to the 

Superiors, the rumblings of the gathering storm could be heard. 

On 29 December 1890 a new church at Elmina was blessed. The 

Superior, Fr Pellat, had invited the Superiors of Benin, Dahomey 

and Niger. They took this opportunity to address a letter to 

Propaganda, with copies to Fr Planque and others. It was dated 12 

January 1891 and had six signatures. This letter, denouncing Fr 

Planque’s administration became known in the history of the 

Society as the “Elmina Manifesto”. The document itself has 

disappeared from the archives, but we know the principal 

accusations it contained from Fr Planque’s refutation of them in 

his letter to Propaganda on 17 February in which he takes up, 
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point after point, the “manifesto”2 accusations. The following are 

the points relevant to this story of the Constitution: 

Fr Planque wrote off as false the accusation that even in the most 

important matters the Constitution had not been observed during 

the thirty-four years of the Society’s existence. This had been the 

subject-matter of the Nice and Cape revolts in 1876: at that time he 

had replied to a long questionnaire from Propaganda, and he did 

not propose to go into the matter now.  

“The new text of the Constitution”, he added, “will be sent to the 

confreres as soon as I have received replies to the three points on 

which I have sought clarification from the Sacred Congregation”. 

“As regards the forming of the new four-member Council, at least 

half of whom must be selected from the missions, there is one 

from Benin, one whom I intend to select from Egypt, where we 

have more missionaries than in the three missions of Dahomey, 

Niger and Gold Coast together, one from this group of three 

missions, and only one from the houses in Europe. Besides, with 

the best will in the world, one could not find three men in these 

three missions who could be appointed Councillors: the majority 

are too new to the missions. 

It is false to say that up to now the Councillors have not been 

appointed in accordance with the Constitutions. It is false to say 

the Councillors have played no part, unless by this is meant that 

they were not allowed to correspond with those in revolt and to 

set up a sort of counter-administration. 

It is false to say that at the time the Niger mission was established 

I had already ceased to have jurisdiction over Benin. It was I who 

later on asked that sheet IV be given to Fr Chausse. The letters and 

dates are proof of that. When people accuse a Superior of so 

serious a matter as that of deceiving the missionaries by granting 

authority he does not possess, they should at least be certain of 

what they say. I am deeply hurt by this accusation”. 

                                           
2 AG, Lett. Pl. I, 413 
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From this time on the attacks became more numerous, more 

violent and venomous. 

On 12 May 18913 on the strength of a very laudatory terna sent in 

by Fr Planque, the Sacred Congregation issued a Bull appointing 

the Society’s first Bishop, Fr John Baptist Chausse, as Vicar 

Apostolic of the Benin Coast. He was 46 years of age, twenty years 

a priest, and since his ordination a missionary in Porto-Novo and 

Lagos. In 1880 he had been appointed Superior-delegate of the 

mission and probably in 1888 Pro-Vicar. He was one of the very 

few in the West Coast whom death seemed to have overlooked. A 

remarkable missionary, zealous, a good administrator, highly 

esteemed by his priests and loved by the people whose Yoruba 

language he spoke like one of themselves. 

For several years Fr Planque had him in mind as a future Bishop, 

had so informed Propaganda, and was overjoyed when the 

appointment was made: ‘our first Bishop!’ He saw him 

consecrated in Lyon cathedral on 12 July. But it was from Bishop 

Chausse that Fr Planque was to receive the most direct and 

stunning blows. 

The new Bishop was installed in his mission in December 1891. 

The following 21 April, he wrote a virulent letter to Fr Planque on 

the question of subsidies and donations for the Benin mission, 

which had been paid into the Procurator’s account in Lyon, and 

part of which Fr Planque had prudently held over until he 

received orders from the Bishop.  

His Lordship protested in a manner unworthy of an educated 

man, still less a priest and bishop writing to his Superior4. ‘This 

money should not have fallen into your clutches. The Vicar 

Apostolic of Benin forbids you to make lying, unjust and arbitrary 

accusations against him, as you did when you said we were using 

this money for purposes other than those intended by the donors. 

If within eight days you have made the mistake of not having 

                                           
3 AG,  11/11, Chausse, 29516 
4 AG, Lett. Pl. I, 412 
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handed over this money with interest to the procurator, Fr Terrien 

and the other members of the Council will be informed”5. 

In June, Bishop Chausse, in a letter of thanks to the Cardinal 

Prefect for an anti-slavery grant to Benin of 60,000 francs, asked 

his Eminence not to send this money to the Superior General, Fr 

Planque, because “he has the habit of lodging mission money in a 

bank in his own name, in order to profit from the interest”6. 

The Sacred Congregation asked Fr Planque to explain, which he 

did on 12 June7. Anticipating a request from the Bishop, Fr 

Planque replied, he had sent on a first instalment, saying that the 

remainder was at his Lordship’s disposal and would be sent on 

whenever he asked for it. He feared that if he sent on the whole 

sum before it was requested, some of it might be stolen or ‘used 

too freely’. 

This last reason was obviously not a valid one. Since he was no 

longer Pro-Vicar of Benin it was not for him to judge how money 

given to the mission should be used. It was not his responsibility. 

Was this another consequence of being so long a time Pro-Vicar of 

Benin? But this was a title which he did not have, probably since 

1888. He was still Pro-Prefect of the Niger and of the Gold Coast 

and had a say in the administration of these territories. At any rate 

Rome could not accept his explanation and let him know that in 

future he must send on without delay all donations and subsidies 

to the mission-heads, and immediately inform the Sacred 

Congregation that he had done so. Other mission-heads, 

Propaganda said, had also complained of arbitrary delays in 

sending on money to which they were entitled. And – in cauda 

venenum “these same mission heads complain further that you are 

not implementing the Constitution recently approved by 

Propaganda”8. 

                                           
5 AG, 14/80202, 1882, 17678 
6 AG, 14/80202, 1882,  17681 
7 AG, Lett. Pl. I, 431 
8 AG, 14/80202, 1892, Prop., 30 June 1892, 29446 
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It was like a signal to let slip the hounds! And from all sides 

complaints and accusations came rushing at him9.  

There seems no doubt that Propaganda, inundated with 

complaints asked Bishop Fava, Bishop of Grenoble, to make an 

enquiry. In reply to his report the Cardinal Prefect wrote, in 

French, on 10 July: “I sincerely thank your Lordship for your letter 

of 6 July which I have just received. You have done me a good 

service, because I needed to be assured by somebody of standing 

such as yourself about this excellent man Fr Planque. I do not 

know him personally, but I have always held in high regard the 

head of one of the finest Institutes in the missionary world at the 

present time, the successor to the heroic Bishop deBrésillac. 

Unfortunately I have had complaints from one source and another 

in regard to the administration of goods in the Superior General’s 

control, and the non-observance of the Constitution in some 

essential points, especially on the obligation to treat important 

questions in Council and to invest securely Society funds, in 

agreement with the Councillors. 

I have had to write to Fr Planque and to make known to him 

Propaganda’s wishes in regard to anti-slavery grants. His last 

letter, which you have read throws little light on the subject. Your 

letter has consoled me. I had thought of asking Fr Planque to come 

to Rome because personal acquaintance makes understanding 

more easy. Perhaps he would visit the eternal city in Autumn, a 

thing that would please me very much. 

Meanwhile, to set at ease an old school-fellow, to dispel 

misunderstandings, to redress some irregularities to which men 

are prone – all of which your lordship has done – are things of 

benefit to all, though often difficult to achieve”. 

M. Card. Ledochowski10 

This letter which we have quoted in full allows us to see clearly 

the mind of Rome. Fr Planque, as always, was held in high esteem. 

But since very serious complaints had come from a bishop and 

                                           
9 The letters are in Propaganda archives and will not be available for inspection 
until 1992. 
10 AG, 11/003, 1892, 31189  
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other mission-heads Rome wished to get to the bottom of them, 

and did not hide its joy at being assured by a person in authority 

that things were not as they were alleged to be, nor clearly so 

serious. Let us recall the principal accusations made: retention of 

mission grants, matters not discussed in Council, negligence in 

investing Society funds. This latter, we shall speak of later on.  

But if Rome continued to be sure of its faithful servant, Fr Planque 

was not now so sure of himself. The Cardinal did not know him 

personally, and since the changes of personnel in 1891-92 there 

were few in the Propaganda administration who knew him11. 

Under the torrent of accusations and threats which continued to 

pour over him he began to feel unsure of himself. In these 

circumstances it did not always suffice to say that God knew the 

intentions and scrutinised the heart. What was the Church of 

Christ on earth to think of all these accusations? And he was not 

being spared them! 

One of his councillors had just written him: “Our Society lacks 

organisation, and this is the Superior’s fault, who is self-sufficient 

and has never been able to suffer any other authority to be 

established near him. We have now got a Constitution made out 

in detail by Rome. We must submit to it, and among the first you 

yourself, if you want the good God to bless you. Otherwise our 

Society will collapse, in spite of its material resources, to which the 

greatest attention of all is paid. Personally, I have now decided – 

and all the mission-heads agree with me – to make known our 

grievances to the Cardinal Prefect of Propaganda, who, as we 

know, is willing to take heed of our just complaints. The report is 

already prepared and deals only with the articles of the 

Constitution which are not being observed. I shall send or bring it 

to Rome when the appointments are made and the school year 

begins: by that time I shall be satisfied that you are persisting in 

your evil intention not to observe the Constitution”12. 

                                           
11 In 1892 Cardinal Ledochowski succeeded Cardinal Simeoni as Prefect. In 
1891 Mgr Persico succeeded Mgr. Jacobini as Secretary to Propaganda. 
12 AG, 11/003, 1892, Letters from Fr Pagnon, 40177 
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Fr Gaston Desribes warned Fr Planque of impending danger. The 

latter replied complaining: “I do not understand your letter 

because I don’t know what embers are being stirred up. I am 

forever the object of anger and threats, and never know the real 

reason. I have never been told cooly and calmly what people want 

in regard to the Constitution. I would be the first to want to have 

it implemented, but all I hear are vague and angry threats. What 

am I to think or to do? I am down and out”13. 

Bishop Fava, however, was of great support to him. As Cardinal 

Ledochowski had recommended, the bishop consoled his friend, 

gave him wise counsel, did his best to set right what he found 

unstable and irregular and urged him to go to Rome himself to 

give all useful information and to make himself known there 

personally. “Call your Councillors together”, Bishop Fava advised 

him; “set in order with them all these money matters, and make 

out Minutes of the meeting, signed by all the Councillors. Armed 

with these and perhaps other documents proving that all is in 

order in case of death, consider whatever it would not be well to 

go to Rome”14. 

To Rome! The very idea seemed to frighten him – he who had 

made the journey so often, had been received so often in special 

audience of the Holy Father, had spoken and discussed intimately 

with three successive Cardinal Prefects, he who had had long 

conferences with eight successive Secretaries and had visited 

regularly five minutantes. “I don’t know what I’ll achieve in 

Rome”, he wrote to Fr Bricet on 11 November. “I don’t know 

anybody in the Propaganda administration, and I have been 

portrayed in such a way that I might well be chased away as an 

evil being, the wrecker of the Society of African Missions. You 

must have heard about all the plans that are being hatched and 

circulated. Bits and pieces of them have reached my ears from one 

source or another, enough to convince me that I can expect 

anything. If Rome has accepted as true all that has been said, I am 

blacker than all Negroes put together and I should do well to flee 

                                           
13 AG, Lett. Pl, XIII, 148, 9 Aug 1892 
14 AG, 11/003, 1892, 31190 
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to the remotest desert. For my great crime in not allowing Bishop 

deBrésillac’s Society to die”15. 

What more was the poor man accused of, and what plots were 

being hatched against him? 

The Vicar Apostolic of Benin continued to attack him violently, 

accusing him, very wrongly, of supporting the seminary with 

money destined for the missions. Bishop Chausse so forgot the 

dignity due to his position that in a letter of 8 July he called Fr 

Planque “a rogue who deserves to be taken to court”. His 

Lordship did all in his power to turn his confreres against their 

Superior General, representing everything from his own point of 

view, and sending them copies of his disgraceful letters, even to 

members in Europe. He found a willing ear in Fr Terrien who had 

now returned from Mexico where he had gone as delegate of the 

Society for the Propagation of the Faith. These two, with help from 

others, plotted to force the Superior General to resign and give 

place to Fr Terrien himself 16. 

At the end of November 1892 Fr Planque went to Rome. His heart 

was heavy. He took a Councillor with him: Fr Gaston Desribes, 

the most reliable as well as the most positive and clear-sighted 

helper he could have chosen in the circumstances. Fr Desribes has 

left detailed and valuable notes on what went on, notes which 

throw much light on the state of affairs17. We think we cannot do 

better than to reproduce them here, in order to present exactly the 

two sides of the story. The notes were written for the Superior 

General, in order to remind him of the points discussed, and were 

written by an independent witness of what transpired. They are 

entitled: “Fr Desribes’ account of the two interviews – at which he 

was present – given by the Cardinal Prefect of Propaganda to Fr 

Planque”: 

                                           
15 AG, Lett. Pl. XIII, 222 
16 AG, 11/003, 1892, Rough copy made in Rome by Planque in Nov 1892. 
41.505-06.        
1892. cf. 41.504 
17 AG, 11/5, 1892, 40282 
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“During our first meeting with the Cardinal, his Eminence 

repeated many times that since he had come to Propaganda he 

had taken the greatest interest in us, because all his life he had 

been struck by our missionaries’ heroism in pursuing relentlessly 

a task that called for so much sacrifice. The Cardinal told us that 

his greatest wish, then, was to iron out any difficulties there were 

to prevent them from arising again. At the meeting on 26 

November, attended by the Secretary, Mgr. Persico, the Cardinal 

said – and these are almost his exact words: Propaganda is very 

pleased with your latest circular18, showing that you have begun 

to implement the Constitution. We congratulate you on this and 

we must tell you that it now makes our task easier. But we must 

draw your attention to certain points which must be urgently 

attended to, if you do not want to compromise your Society’s 

future and to see difficulties arising again. These points – which 

have occasioned your visit to Rome, are the following: 

1. A meeting of the Society’s Council at least four times a 

year. 

2. The Minutes of these meetings must be taken with the 

greatest exactness. 

3. The more important business of the Society must be 

discussed in Council, as is stated in the Constitution. 

4. Among these important matters the following come first: 

the possession, alienation and use of Society goods. The 

Cardinal instructs you to present to your Councillors, at 

one of your next meetings, a very detailed account of these 

goods, letting them see exactly the measures taken by you 

to safeguard them. 

5. He instructs you to send to Propaganda the Minutes of the 

meeting at which this question is discussed. 

6. You may begin to consider how some lacunae in the 

Constitution can be filled, and to note what changes may 

need to be made. On these matters the opinion of the 

mission-heads should be ascertained. Then at the end of 

the five-year experimental period, you will be able, in 

                                           
18 The one of 24 October, of which we shall speak later on. 
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accord with Propaganda, to add or to change as you think 

necessary. 

The Cardinal makes the request given in Nº 5 above, solely in 

order to have arguments in case of new attacks on you. He 

understands how much pain these denunciations have caused you 

– you who have dedicated yourself to the work of the missions for 

over 40 years19. He deplores especially the unfortunate 

expressions used by Bishop X… which he can attribute only to the 

excitement of the moment. The Cardinal appreciates well the 

entire situation and sympathises with you in your suffering. But 

he is convinced that such things will not happen again when your 

Council is fully organised. If, in spite of your goodwill and that of 

your Councillors, some members of the Society again create 

difficulties or attempt to foment discord, you can inform 

Propaganda which will certainly put them in their place… 

In parting, their Eminences again assured us of their esteem and 

their sympathetic collaboration in your work for the salvation of 

souls”. 

Nothing sums up the whole question so well as this document. 

Propaganda understands the Superior General, sympathises with 

him, condemns the violent outbursts of his opponents, but puts its 

finger on the weak spots in his administration, which are partly 

the cause of the divisions or at least the occasion of them. And 

Propaganda urges him strongly to fall into step with the 1890 

Constitution. For him it is a new way, and he must sum up 

courage to embark on it. The Society has reached a stage in its 

growth, where it needs to take a real part in its own 

administration: the Father must realise this, and act accordingly. 

He will not be immune from difficulties in the future, the result of 

the inexperience of his immediate collaborators. But he must place 

confidence in them and he will find that Propaganda is ready to 

support and sustain him. 

With the circular of 24 October 1892, mentioned by the Cardinal, a 

beginning had already been made in changing over to the new 

                                           
19 More correctly, 36 years. 
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Constitution. The circular stated that as soon as the Constitution 

had been approved the Superior General had taken steps 

immediately to form a full Council. He had made the required 

proposals, and if replies had to be awaited beyond the time 

specified he was the first to regret it. Since the full Council was 

formed three meetings had been held, at which important matters 

which seemed of general interest were discussed. On the advice of 

his Councillors, the Superior General was giving in this circular a 

resumé of the decisions made: 

- The Masses and Communions for deceased members. 

- A part of the house to be set aside for aspirants, and the 

appointment of a special director. 

- The transfer of the general procure to Marseilles. 

- Information given to the Councillors on the funds 

earmarked for works which were the direct responsibility 

of the Mother House. 

- The role of the Councillors to whom the missionaries 

could send their proposals for discussion in Council. Only 

the Superior General or the one specially commissioned by 

him, could make known the decisions made in the 

Council. 

- A six months holiday with their family for those who 

return ill from the missions. 

- The total of the stipends from the twelve personal 

Masses20. 

The General Assembly  

When the Council was established in working order, the 

battleground moved to another area – the Constitution itself.  

On 24 June 1891 the printed copy of the newly-approved text was 

sent to the mission-heads, with a circular enclosed. The circular 

instructed that in each house the Constitution was to be read at 

least once every three months, so that every member would know 

it thoroughly and be in a position to observe it faithfully. But on 

                                           
20 AG, 11/003, 1892, 40932 
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account of the prevailing hostilities towards Religious 

Congregations it was forbidden to pass on the Constitution to 

anybody outside the Society. One copy, with its circular letter, was 

to be sent to each mission station21. 

Scarcely had the Constitution become known when attacks were 

launched against the articles on the Visitor and the famous 

chapters X and XI, whose painful birth we have studied at length. 

And, we are sad to say, it was again Bishop Chausse who made 

himself the champion of this deplorable cause, and allowed 

himself once more to be carried beyond the permitted limits. The 

fact that Rome had sanctioned the Constitution with its authority 

did not prevent him from criticising it violently, using his 

authority as bishop to undermine the confreres’ submission and to 

draw them after him. Disregarding every semblance of respect 

due to his Superior, simply pushing him aside, he set out to win 

support in Africa and Europe to force a General Assembly. But, 

then, on the threshold of his dismal victory he found himself 

confronted by a force stronger than himself – the invincible 

strength of an alert Rome, which stopped him in his tracks. He 

was not to survive it. 

But let us give the facts. In a note to Propaganda, in November 

1892, Fr Planque quoted from Bishop Chausse’s letter: “The 

question of the Visitor in the new Constitution is not a practical 

question for a Society which is not a Religious Order and which 

possesses nothing in the West Coast missions, where it has neither 

funds nor property to invest and to administer”. His Lordship 

added: “I have been told that many confreres are unwilling to 

accept this Constitution which, they complain, reeks of despotism 

and tyranny in every line”22. 

Bishop Chausse had been asked by the Council to name the 

missionary he considered most suitable to fill the Visitor’s post – 

an act of deference on the Council’s part and proof of its desire to 

proceed in full accord with the Vicar Apostolic. Bishop Chausse, 

however, not only refused to name anybody but launched a new 

                                           
21 AG, Lett. Pl. XII, 286 
22 AG, 11/5, 1892, 40272 
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attack against the very idea of a Visitor. He did not want anybody 

in such a post in his jurisdiction: himself, his pro-Vicar, and the 

mission procurator were sufficient. The Council foresaw that even 

when a Visitor was appointed, Bishop Chausse would deny him 

the position granted to him by the Constitution23. 

In April 1893 Fr Planque received a copy of a letter sent to 

Propaganda and signed by all the mission-heads. The signatories 

demanded, on the authority of the Constitution, that a General 

Assembly be convoked for the purpose of reorganising the 

Society. Propaganda wrote to Fr Planque on 2 April. It was of the 

opinion that an Assembly should be held: “I need not tell you”, 

wrote the Cardinal, “that a spirit of dissatisfaction among the 

missionaries towards their Superiors cannot but do real harm to 

the missions. To cut short this unrest, all means which seem 

effective must be adopted, and a very excellent means, it seems to 

me, is the convocation of this Assembly”24. 

There were others who thought the same. On 7 April, one of the 

Councillors, Fr Brun, wrote to Fr Planque: “An Assembly is 

absolutely necessary: it is the only way to put an end to the 

regrettable misunderstandings and disastrous divisions which 

exist in the Society. All the members are so devoted to the Society 

that they must surely reach the desired agreement. Your authority 

will lose nothing by it: it can only recover the trust which it has 

not had for a long time”25. 

Fr Planque, who was better aware of the undercurrents than 

anybody else, saw the tidal wave approaching nearer and nearer26. 

Did he fear for his personal authority, sensitive as he was on this 

point? Or was he afraid that his beloved Society would be 

wrecked by a few loud-mouthed people who would deafen the 

others? Enfeebled by age, he would hardly be able to bear it: “I am 

becoming more and more ill as you know,” he wrote to Fr Duret 

on 29 April. “I don’t sleep, I cannot eat or digest food”27. And 

                                           
23 AG, Lett. Pl. I, to Propaganda, 439 
24 AG, 11/003, 1893, 31194 
25 AG, 11/200, 1893, 32266 
26 AG, 11/003, 1893, 41509  
27 AG, Lett. Pl. XII, 454 
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fifteen days later he wrote to his loyal friend in Propaganda, Fr 

Cornazzani: “You know how depressed I am. I do not feel able for 

any serious work at present. I am preparing notes but what will it 

all come to? I see the disruption of the Society looming ever larger, 

through all these accusations which, without a shadow of proof, 

are almost accepted as true. Pray for me”28. 

Almost accepted as true! This was what really hurt him. Did he 

still enjoy the confidence of the Sacred Congregation? The 

opposition continued to take a more menacing form. Bishop 

Chausse persisted in refusing to have a Visitor and threatened that 

if chapters X and XI were revised and given the meaning they had 

before the approbation of the new Constitution, he and all the 

personnel of his mission would depart and join another Society. 

The Superior General could not convince him that these chapters 

and the statute on the Visitor were Propaganda’s creation not his, 

and that the Congregation would certainly not reverse its 

decision. His Lordship did not want to believe it29. 

And there were other, more poisonous accusations. On 17 May Fr 

Planque replied to Propaganda’s letter, in which he was advised 

to hold an Assembly. In his reply, speaking of his financial 

administration, he had to defend himself against the charge that 

he had converted Society money to the use of his own family! His 

apologia has a striking resemblance to St. Paul’s “Si gloriari 

oportet”: “I protest before God and man! Instead of taking what 

did not belong to me. I have given what was mine. For 35 years I 

have put into the house account the twelve stipends per month to 

which every member is entitled. I have sold valuable property 

which I inherited from my family and have loaned the money free 

of interest to the Society. Out of my own pocket I have paid their 

pensions for two nieces who entered the Congregation of Our 

Lady of Apostles where practically all novices are accepted 

without fees”. No, he had not taken: he had given. 

There was still another matter. Doubts had been raised about 

measures taken to transmit Society and seminary goods. Again, 

                                           
28 AG, Lett. Pl. XIII, 294 
29 AG, Lett. Pl. XII, 456-474 
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no, Fr Planque defended himself, he had not robbed the Society on 

behalf of his relations! A Council member – the one who seemed 

inclined to believe his preposterous idea – had been sent to the 

office of the public notary, Mr Berloty. The Council member had 

read Fr Planque’s will and an attached declaration, and assured 

the Council that the documents could not be more clear and 

specific. At Fr Planque’s request, Mr Berloty, a member of the 

Society for the Propagation of the Faith and personally known to 

the Cardinal Prefect of Propaganda, sent a copy of Fr Planque’s 

will and declaration to his Eminence, with his opinion of the 

means taken to transmit the goods of the Society30.  

The accused was the man who for 37 years had worked and toiled, 

had suffered the humiliation of questing from door to door for a 

Society which he had snatched from the graves of Freetown, 

which he had made live and grow, and to which he had given 

missions and missionaries, nourished by his own hard life. This 

was the man who had now to defend himself before Propaganda 

against unspeakable insinuations made by some of his own sons. 

Fr Planque, in his letter to Propaganda, examines one by one the 

reasons advanced for convoking a General Assembly. He 

considered them trivial and inspired, every one of them, by a 

spirit of revolt, disrespectful even of Propaganda’s authority. But 

if his Eminence decided that an Assembly must be held, would he 

please indicate what questions should be dealt with, because the 

Council could not see what might be usefully discussed: “At all 

events it is essential for a start to retain for the present 

Constitution until the end of the experimental period and not to 

allow comments and proposals demanding changes and 

additions.” What he feared most was that an Assembly conducted 

in the spirit and atmosphere of the letters that came from Benin 

and the Gold Coast would end in scandal and the break-up of the 

Society. 

The opposition to the new Constitution had spread even to his 

own Council. Fr Pagnon made no secret of his opinion, saying that 

                                           
30 Reply sent to Rome on 3 June. 
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in consequence of the changes made by Propaganda he intended 

to retract his Society oath. 

Propaganda replied on 1 July 1893 to Fr Planque’s comments on 

the validity of the reasons advanced in favour of holding an 

Assembly. Propaganda also considered these reasons – want of 

organisation in the Society – lacking validity and weight, but said 

there were others which justified an Assembly. The meeting of 

Society members would give the Superior General an opportunity 

to evaluate the work done, to make known the origin of the 

Constitution, the examination to which it was subjected in Rome 

and its approbation. The members could be shown how the 

Constitution had been implemented through the holding of 

Council meetings and executing its decisions. Finally, an 

Assembly would dispel the disagreement between the mission-

heads and the Superior General, caused by want of information 

more than by real opposition. Propaganda agreed with the 

suggestion that the question of retaining the Constitution in force 

should not be discussed. But where experience indicated the need 

for changes, these could be discussed and in time proposed to 

Propaganda. The Cardinal added that for these reasons he felt that 

he must accede to the request for an Assembly. He was convinced 

that in order to achieve reconciliation the Superior General had no 

better means than the immediate convocation of an Assembly(31)32.  

 

Five days later Fr Planque informed his Eminence that the 

convocation of an Assembly had been discussed in Council. They 

had tried to fix an exact date but found this impossible, on account 

of the time required to name mission delegates and the difficulty 

of contacting some stations in the interior. Once again he 

expressed his fear that the presence of Bishop Chausse, if he was 

going to speak as he had written, would lead to scandal, discord 

and disruption. Propaganda knew him well. As for himself: “I 

                                           
31 Footnote 31 is not attributed to anywhere in the body text in the originals. 
A.G. 41. 508 11/003 1893 
32 A.G. 29. 823 11/301 1893 
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have the work at heart and will do everything in my power to see 

that it is not destroyed”33.  

The Superior General’s circular officially convoking the Assembly 

is dated 12 July 1893. The letter states clearly that the reasons 

advanced by the signatories of the petition were regarded as 

insufficient by Propaganda. It then gives the reason regarded as 

valid, the subjects for discussion as decided by Propaganda, and 

the subject which was above discussion-retention of the 

Constitution. “This programme”, he adds, “may not satisfy the 

wishes and intentions of some, but it must be strictly adhered to, 

demonstrating in this way our submission to the authority 

established by God.” 

“There is one point above all”, he stressed, “which Propaganda 

absolutely insists upon: the distinction between the authority of 

the mission-head and that of the Society’s Superior General. Study 

the two Pontifical Constitutions, ‘Firmandis’, and ‘Romanos 

Pontifices’, and apply to the mission-head what is said about the 

Ordinary and to the Superior General or his representative, the 

Visitor, what refers to Religious Superiors – no matter what their 

title, Provincial or any other. Then you will know which role 

Propaganda wishes each to fill. I know that those who are looking 

for change in this matter will not obtain it. Propaganda has 

decided to apply to all Societies working in mission countries this 

principle of separation of jurisdictional authority from religious or 

Society authority. We have a duty to conform respectfully to the 

Holy See’s wishes, being assured thereby of God’s blessings.  

And now see that the method prescribed in chapter XIV of the 

Constitution is adopted in choosing a delegate from each mission, 

and let me know later the date on which they will arrive. Pray to 

God that this first General Assembly will rebound to His glory 

and to the good of souls”34. 

The same mission-head made his voice heard again! The chorus of 

insults redoubled. Bishop Chausse, treating with contempt the 

explanations given by the Superior General, characterised his 

                                           
33 A.G. Lett. Pl. 1 454 
34 A.G. Lett. Pl. XII 475 
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good intention as “of the kind with which hell will be paved”. He 

formally denied the truth of the explanations given by Fr Planque, 

and accused him of resorting to shameful expedients, calling him 

“a liar and calumniator”. On the question of changes effected in 

the 1864 Constitution, he wrote in a tone of anticipated victory: 

“When the General Assembly examines the copy which came back 

from Rome it will readily recognise the hand that made such 

serious changes in the rules which we had all sworn to observe. It 

was these and not any others which we asked you to present to 

the Holy See for approval”. He himself undertook to give “by 

means of the General Assembly practical rules, wisely explained, 

leaving nothing to this arbitrariness, this tyrannical egoism of 

which we have had a surfeit”35. Was this the sounding of the final 

battle? 

Yes, indeed, if this Assembly got a free hand, Fr Planque could 

expect the most violent onslaught the Society of African Missions 

had ever had to withstand. He might have felt unable to control it 

if he had not received the calm assurance of Propaganda: “Rest 

assured. The Sacred Congregation is determined that the 

Constitution approved by it will be respected in the Assembly”36.  

And it was going to keep its word. It took into its own hands the 

reins of the Assembly which promised to be so stormy. A series of 

measures demonstrated its inflexible will, its perfect mastery of 

affairs and its imperturbable serenity. It decided: 

- To impose on the Assembly an agenda from which the 

delegates could not deviate. 

- To inform Bishop Chausse of what it expected from him. 

- To appoint its own delegate to preside at the Assembly. 

The following programme was handed down by Propaganda on 

19 September: 

1. The Constitution approved in 1890 for an experimental 

period which expires in 1895 has the full force of law and 

must be observed by all.  

                                           
35 A.G. 41 510 11/003 1893 cf. Lett. Pl. 1 457 
36 A.G. 29. 825 11/301 18th August 1893 
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2. The Superior General holds office for life and nobody may 

propose the election of a replacement. 

3. The General Assembly will discuss the changes in the 

Constitution which mission experience has shown to be 

useful. But every proposed change will be submitted to 

the judgement of the Sacred Congregation. 

4. As regards Society government, the most important 

matters will be discussed, whether concerning 

administration or the maintenance of discipline, so that the 

Council of the Society or this Congregation may decide 

that is to be done. After the Assembly, the acts, desiderata 

and observations, authenticated and signed, will be sent 

without delay to the Sacred Congregation for the 

Propagation of the Faith. 

I earnestly recommend to all that everything be done in a fraternal 

spirit; that you occupy yourselves, not with challenging but with 

strengthening and developing your Society which has already 

deserved so well of the Church”37. 

How necessary it was to have this rigid agenda can be concluded 

from a letter of 17 August from the Vicar Apostolic of Benin to Fr 

Brun: “You are wrong”, the bishop wrote, “in thinking that we 

have no good reasons for opposing Fr Planque. He did not submit 

to Propaganda the Constitution we had sworn to observe. He re-

made it after his own fashion. The copy returned from Rome, in 

which we can examine the re-making, holds more than one 

surprise for us. He changed completely the principle of the 

Constitution. 

Before he did anything like that, Fr Planque should have got 

advice from his Council, should have consulted the mission-heads 

and even convoked a General Assembly. Fr Planque has brought 

off a revolution, a real coup d’état; he has betrayed the Society. If 

Rome did not agree to approve the Constitution to which we took 

an oath, he should have said to us: ‘the Holy See does not approve 

what has served her for the past 36 years as a basis for the 
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Constitution which you swore to observe; what is to be done?’ 

Instead of that, he has acted stealthily, on his own, without saying 

a word to anybody. He is indeed guilty of treason towards the 

Society. And still more, if he had taken an oath to our Constitution 

he would have committed perjury in violating it. On the other 

hand, if he had not taken an oath as we did, he had no right to 

take the title and exercise the functions of Superior General”. 

His Lordship rejected as irrelevant the two Constitutions, 

‘Firmandis’ and ‘Romanos Pontifices’. They did not concern us. 

“The many anomalies that come to light when a comparison is 

made between the new and the old Constitution show clearly that 

Fr Planque, finding that the mission-heads had too much 

independence in the spiritual and temporal domain, and unable to 

restrict their spiritual jurisdiction, had set about creating 

difficulties for them and subjecting their temporal administrations 

to his own will and wishes. The mission-head, having no say in 

the administration of the goods of the Society of his mission, 

would have no right, according to the new Constitution, to take 

part in the management of funds. And since the mission-heads 

were the only ones who could appeal to Rome with some hope of 

being heeded, Fr Planque shut their mouths tightly, leaving them 

at his mercy – and this by means of the Constitution itself. It is the 

limit”38. 

Propaganda was distinctly displeased with Bishop Chausse’s 

ideas and conduct, and repeated its assurance to Fr Planque that it 

intended to see that the Constitution approved by it would be 

treated with respect at the Assembly, and that it would take steps 

to ensure that this was done39. 

Bishop Chausse, accompanied by the Benin delegate, Fr Pied, 

arrived in France in October. He spent a few days in the Trappist 

monastery of Acey, where his brother was Prior, and arrived in 

the seminary of the African Missions on 16 October. Fr Planque 

was in dread lest he might speak in the seminary, to Fathers and 
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students, as he used to write. The seminary would be disrupted 

within and discredited without40. But on 18 October the Cardinal 

Prefect wrote to Fr Planque: “I am enclosing a letter for Bishop 

Chausse in an open envelope, so that you may know discreetly 

and for your own personal use what I have thought necessary to 

say to him on the occasion of the General Assembly. When you 

have read it, seal the envelope and hand it to him. I very much 

hope that he will follow my paternal advice”41. 

The following is the letter, the second measure taken by 

Propaganda in its anxiety for the welfare of the Society:  

“The General Assembly of the Congregation of the African 

Missions, convoked some months ago, is now at hand, and you 

will be a member. This Sacred Congregation, sincerely concerned 

about the success of this Assembly, felt it necessary to give some 

special instructions which the Superior of the Society, Fr Planque, 

has duly promulgated, and we have recommended to him that 

they be faithfully followed, so that all the benefits which are 

expected from the aforesaid Assembly may be reaped. To achieve 

this purpose and to enable that the Assembly is held in the orderly 

and harmonious manner befitting it, it is of the highest importance 

that each and every delegate be animated by the same spirit; the 

desire to promote the welfare of the Society and each of the 

missions confided to it. 

For some time, however, and also very recently, letters from your 

Lordship have come to my notice, in which you express a too 

great an animosity towards the Superior of the Society of which 

your Lordship is a member. I have also seen from these letters that 

during this Assembly you intend to attack the Constitution which 

this Sacred Congregation has recognised and approved in 

accordance with the norms of ‘Firmandis’ and ‘Romanos 

Pontifices’ for the government of the Society. Your Lordship is not 

unaware that this Constitution has the force of law and cannot at 

this time be the object of any discussion or examination 

whatsoever. For this reason I am asking your Lordship to bear in 
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mind the sacred dignity with which you are clothed, and to render 

due respect to the Superior of your Society. I ask further that in 

deference to this Sacred Congregation you refrain prudently from 

attacking its decisions, and that you employ your energies of mind 

and soul in having this Assembly commence under happy 

auspices, and allow it to proceed to its desired end in the peace, 

harmony and concord which befits a meeting of confreres.” 

M. Card. Ladochowski42 

In his first interview with Fr Planque, Bishop Chausse showed 

that his attitude had in no way changed. The Superior General 

had failed in all his duties, by accepting, without consulting the 

confreres, the change introduced into the Constitution by 

Propaganda. Fr Planque could only reply: it was his duty to accept 

purely and simply Rome’s decision, and every member of the 

Society had the same duty43. 

One after another the mission delegates arrived in Europe. Only 

one Councillor, the Benin representative, was missing. Bishop 

Chausse had been requested to replace Fr Pagnon, who died at 

Clermon-Ferrand on 6 July. His Lordship had not even 

acknowledged the letter44. 

The third measure taken by Propaganda became known on 11 

November: “I am pleased to inform you”, the Cardinal wrote, 

“that in my anxiety to see the General Assembly of the seminary 

attain more easily the end envisaged, I have invited the 

Archbishop of Lyon to accept the presidency of the Assembly as 

the Sacred Congregation’s delegate. His Grace has accepted and I 

have sent him the relevant decree and the required instructions – 

the same as I sent to you on 19 September”45.  

On the morning of 22 November the twenty members met in the 

first session of the Assembly. Four sessions, excluding the closing 

session, were held. The members were: 

                                           
42 A.G. 29. 829 11/301 1893 
43 A.G. Lett. Pl. 1 469 Planque to Prop. 27th Oct. 
44 Lett Pl. 1 407-471-474 
45 A.G. 29. 830 11/301 1893 
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The Superior General: Fr Augustine Planque. 

Three Councillors: Fathers Brun, Sironi and Desribes. 

Five mission-heads:  

Bishop  J.B. Chausse (Benin)  

Fr Poirier (Niger) 

Fr Duret (Egypt) 

Fr Lecron (Dahomey) 

Fr Pellat (Gold Coast). 

Four Local Superiors:  

Fr Bricet (Nantes) 

Fr Zimmermann (Cork) 

Fr Fugier (Keer) 

Fr Dartois (The seminary) 

Fr Desribes (Clermont; already a member, in virtue of being 

Councillor) 

Five mission delegates: Fr Pied (Benin) 

Fr Wellinger (Egypt) 

Fr Michon (Gold Coast) 

Fr Schenkel (Dahomey) 

Fr Klauss (Niger) 

Two directors of students:  

Fr Chautard (Lyon) 

Fr Bozon (Chassenage)46 

The Minutes of the sessions, in four different places, contain a 

declaration of loyalty to Fr Planque. The members of the 

Assembly were astounded to hear that Propaganda had formally 

forbidden the election of a new Superior General. Where did the 

strange idea come from that they might wish to do so? They gave 

a solemn pledge to the presiding Archbishop of their attachment 

to the Holy See, of their submission to the Sacred Congregation, 

their respect and veneration for Fr Planque, the Society’s Superior 

General, and protested against the false rumours about him 

conveyed to Rome: “We are all aware that fatigue, trials and 

                                           
46 A.G. 2 D.IV p.1 & 2 Assembly Act 1893 
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worries of every kind have beset him. Seeing how much God has 

enabled him to do in a relatively short time we express to our 

Father Superior General our gratitude, mingled with admiration. 

Let him be convinced of this. And we ask him not to see in our 

observations and demands the least trace of opposition. We dare 

not speak of a bad spirit, because it is impossible to imagine that a 

majority in an Assembly of missionaries would be so inspired. Far 

from thinking of replacing the present Superior General, the 

members of the Society, seeing that Fr Planque, in addition to 

being Superior General, is also General Procurator, Superior and 

Bursar of the Seminary, and Superior of the Sisters, are frightened 

at the thought that at any moment they might lose him. They ask 

themselves, who among the members of the Society could replace 

him. This, we believe, is what has given rise to the rumour which 

has reached Rome, that we wished to elect a successor to Fr 

Planque”47. 

Calmly, and with an enviable mastery of the situation, the 

Archbishop carefully steered the barque of the Assembly through 

the rocks and ground-swell that surrounded it. On the few rare 

occasions when one or other member ventured into forbidden 

territory, a short call to order was sufficient. In general the 

atmosphere was perfectly serene, though in some voices and faces 

there may have been signs of strain. 

The financial report on the Society, the seminary and the home 

houses was listened to with unconcealed admiration. The financial 

position surpassed all expectations and flagrantly contradicted 

certain prophecies. The moral and intellectual formation given in 

the seminary was found to be satisfactory and was highly praised. 

The climate of these four sessions was such, it seems to me, that 

the Superior took the opportunity to produce the proposed 

Constitution submitted by him to Rome. He put into the hands of 

the president the voluminous dossier of documents which we 

have laboriously studied in the preceding chapter, and everybody 

could see for himself how Fr Planque had opposed to the end the 

insertion of chapters X and XI, literally imposed by Propaganda 

                                           
47 A.G. Ibid p.10, 15, 42, 54 
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and in no way “of his manufacture”. Some must have blushed 

with shame and remorse for all they had so vehemently alleged. 

As regards changes in the Constitution, to be presented for 

approval in 1895, it can be said that this first General Assembly 

took full advantage of the freedom given to it by Propaganda. The 

amplification and correction of detail, within the fixed framework, 

would be the best way to describe what was done. The members 

of the Assembly discussed in turn such questions as the time of 

probation, Society goods, the mandate of future Superior 

Generals, the General Council, the General Assembly, the 

Procurator General. The closing session was held on 8 December. 

Fr Cornazzani, his old friend in Rome, could rightly congratulate 

the Superior General on the outcome: “I was right, then, dear Fr 

Planque, in telling you at the time to take courage and 

wholeheartedly accept Propaganda’s instructions, and to remind 

you that not all evil comes in order to harm us. Time has shown 

how right I was. This chapter X has indeed caused you many 

difficulties and much anxiety. But it is now a powerful weapon in 

your hands. And what about your fear of holding a General 

Assembly? It has been held and has not led to the confusion you 

feared. It has even proved that your enemies are only a small 

minority, and that you are the founder and preserver of the 

work”48. 

The Vicar Apostolic of Benin in particular was routed. On 13 

December Fr Planque wrote to Propaganda: “I have had no 

conversation with Bishop Chausse. He said no word to me about 

the letters he had written and I avoided mentioning anything”49.  

In the second half of December his Lordship visited Rome. He had 

asked the Cardinal Prefect’s permission to make the visit before 

returning to his mission, and he excused himself for the letters he 

had written to Fr Planque. He could hope only “for a very cool 

reception”50. The Cardinal received him paternally. He spent two 

                                           
48 A.G. 41. 55L 11/003 1893 
49 A.G. Lett. Pl. 1 474 
50 A.G. 41. 550 11/003 1893 
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hours afterwards in Fr Cornazzani’s office and they discussed 

together all the accusations and complaints against Fr Planque. 

Mentioning no names and making no reference to the part played 

by his Lordship, the minutante let him see clearly how false and 

outrageous were all the accusations and how unreasonably the 

malcontents had behaved. The Propaganda archives, he said, were 

full of documents praising Fr Planque, and these documents could 

be contradicted neither by anonymous letters nor by letters signed 

by four or five people. Finally, Fr Cornazzani advised his 

Lordship to use his influence as a bishop to promote respect for 

their Superior among his confreres in Europe and the missions51. 

Back in Lyon, Bishop Chausse became ill of pneumonia and lasted 

only four days. He died on 17 January 1894, at the age of 48, after 

receiving the Viaticum from Fr Planque’s hands, and Extreme 

Unction from the Archbishop of Lyon, Archbishop Pierre 

Coullie52. 

                                           
51 A.G. 41.514 11/003 1893 
52 A.G. Lett. Pl. 1 476 
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Chapter 5 

On the Way to Final Approval 1894 – 1900 

With the 1893 General Assembly the serious crisis to which the 

Society had been subjected was passed. Little by little, peace and 

trust were re-born, and thanks to the prudent vigilance of the 

Sacred Congregation the Society would reach, within a few years, 

a maturity which seemed to make it finally secure against the kind 

of commotion it experienced in the past.  

Propaganda showed its wisdom and care in two ways. It 

postponed for five years the final approval of the Constitution, 

thus allowing ample time for changes or substantial additions that 

might still be required to come to light. As its second measure, 

Propaganda appointed the Archbishop of Lyon as Apostolic 

Visitor (1895-98), with very wide powers, to assist Fr Planque who 

was now becoming old, and was short of men of experience and 

authority to aid him1. 

1895  

On 1 November 1895 the five-year experimental period was due to 

expire. Propaganda had studied carefully the changes proposed 

by the 1893 General Assembly, but there is no document to prove 

that these were introduced into the Constitution before final 

approbation in 1900. Fr Planque requested a further five-year 

experimental period, to which Propaganda replied that for the 

present it did not consider it opportune to give approval for more 

than one year2. 

                                           
1 AG, 11/003, 1897, Lett. Pl. I, Report of Mgr Auguste Duret to Mgr Couille, 
Archbishop of Lyon, 30 Jan 1897, 31211 
2 AG, 2/0, Prop, 14 Sept 1895, 29673-74 
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1896  

Propaganda adopted the same attitude of wait-and-see the 

following year when the Superior General asked for approval “for 

a few years”. Again it was given only for a year3. 

1897 – 98  

On the expiry of this new trial period the Superior General 

repeated his request, this time, for three years. “Feeling has now 

died down”, he wrote, “and the members, I hope, will become 

more and more at ease. I even think that this longer period of 

approbation would promote the peace and good of the Society, 

because if there were some who still wished to raise opposition, 

they could not spread about the idea that approbation was coming 

to an end and that soon the whole Constitution was to be 

reformed”4. 

It seems that this assurance had an effect. On 10 January 1898 

Propaganda announced that the Constitution was approved until 

the end of 1899. At the end of that time all modifications which the 

experience of these last years showed to be useful should be 

submitted without fail to Rome, in view of final approbation5. 

1900  

When he visited Rome during 1899 Fr Planque had an 

opportunity of speaking to the Cardinal on the advisability of a 

definitive approval. He could now give a guarantee that a good 

spirit prevailed throughout the Society. Since the Assembly not a 

voice had been raised requesting change in any article whatever. It 

appeared to him that final approval could only strengthen that 

spirit6. 

                                           
3 AG, Lett. Pl. II, 47.    
11/5, 1896, 40249 
4 AG, Lett. Pl. II, 66, 14 Dec 1897 
5 AG, 11/5, 1898,40250 
6 AG, Lett. Pl. II, 102. To Prop., 22 Nov 1899 
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Propaganda agreed to this request7, and by a Decree, dated 23 

August 1900, gave final approval to our Constitution:  

“The Superior of the Society of African Missions of Lyon has 

recently requested this Congregation to approve definitively 

the Institute’s Constitution, which by Decree of 1 November 

1890 has been approved only for a trial period. The question 

has been studied at length by a special commission of the 

Sacred Congregation, under the presidency of his Eminence 

Cardinal Satolli, whose responsibility it is to examine the 

Constitutions of new Institutes subject to this Congregation. 

This commission has recommended that the approbation 

asked for be given, with the insertion, however, of 

modifications which will be found in an appendix. The Sacred 

Congregation, then, gives and publishes this present Decree 

on this subject. 

Given at Rome, at the palace of the Sacred Congregation 

for the Propagation of the Faith, 23 August 1900 

M. Cardinal Ledochowski, Prefect. 

Aloysious Veccia, Secretary”8. 

The part played by the special commission in formulating the new 

text can be exactly established if a close comparison is made 

between the edition printed in 1901 and the 1890 text9, an account 

taken of the changes proposed by the 1893 Assembly10. Out of a 

total of thirty-four changes, most of them quantitatively small, 

thirty-one had been suggested by the Assembly. Of the remaining 

three, the first laid down that dispensation from oath in all cases, 

and not merely for those in Sacred Orders, is reserved to the Holy 

See. The Assembly had proposed that dispensations for those not 

in Sacred Orders should be in the hands of the Superior General. 

The second modification dealt with the distinction between 

mission and Society goods, a question not finally settled by the 

Assembly. The third change, consisting of two articles, dealt with 

the Council Secretary and the replacement of a deceased 

                                           
7 AG, 11/5, 1899, 40251 
8 AG, 11/5, 1900, 40252 
9 AG, 2.A.11.3 
10 AG, 2.D.IV, 1893, p22 sq. General Assembly Acts 
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Councillor. A fourth change could be added. It had been proposed 

that the Superior General be elected for a period of six years and 

that he could be re-elected indefinitely. Propaganda retained the 

first part of the article but changed the second part, to read: he can 

be re-elected a second time for the same period, but to be elected a 

third time the consent of the Holy See must be obtained. 

The famous chapters X and XI underwent no important alteration. 

Article 12, on the appointment of missionaries, had its wording 

touched up, and a paragraph was added setting out the procedure 

for the recall of a confrere from mission work. The section on the 

Visitor in chapter XI provided for a Visitor’s Council, consisting of 

at least two members elected by the confreres of a mission. 

The chapter on the General Council underwent the greatest 

modification. This is not surprising when one recalls how difficult 

it had been to form a Council and the attack and constant changes 

to which it was subjected afterwards and even during recent 

years. In a note to Propaganda, commenting on the 

recommendations contained in the minutes of the Assembly, Fr 

Planque had said that the Assembly’s decision on the Council 

would “destroy the Superior General’s position, a thing which is 

contrary to the formal intention of the Founder”11. Obviously, 

then, it was against the wishes of Fr Planque that the Assembly 

had made the following points. It fixed the number of Councillors 

at six. On the presentation of candidates by the Superior General, 

the General Assembly, not the mission-heads, would elect the 

Councillors – and quite logically, too, since the Assembly was the 

highest authority in the Society and entitled to make of the 

Councillors a real General Council of the Society. Their 

deliberative voice was extended to the appointment of the 

Procurator General, the Mission Procurator, the Director of the 

Seminary, local Superiors, and the appointment of confreres to the 

mission and home houses and their recall. 

Finally, the last chapter, on the General Assembly, was modified 

to some extent. Since the Superior General’s mandate was fixed at 

                                           
11 AG, 2.D.IV, 1893, p60 



127 

six years12, it followed that a General Assembly must be held 

every six years. Membership of the Assembly was increased to 

include the Director of the Major Seminary, the Director of 

Aspirants, the Mission Procurator and a delegate of the home 

houses. The overall trend indicates that while Propaganda wanted 

the Society to develop a stronger organisation and administration, 

it left the Society perfectly free to evolve along its own lines, and 

favoured, contrary to Fr Planque’s views, the growing aspiration 

of the Society to take a share in its own administration.  

The Mission Procurator  

This same trend can be seen in Propaganda’s insistence on the 

appointment of a Mission Procurator. In a letter of 4 April 189413 

Fr Planque is told: “I must ask you to proceed without delay to 

appoint a Mission Procurator (if this has not already been done). 

You cannot but realise that such a post is indispensable to a 

Society such as yours. Besides, it is laid down in your present 

Constitution14; it is expressly demanded in the proposed changes 

submitted by the General Assembly15, and acknowledged by the 

Assembly’s president as very urgent. I am requesting you, then, to 

give me your reply to this question immediately”. 

The question of a Mission Procurator was already raised in the 

summer of 1870. A man with experience of mission affairs was to 

be sent to Lyon as a Bursar for the missions, with sole 

responsibility to the missions for monies received and accountable 

to trading houses for all expenses incurred on behalf of the 

missions. This decision was not implemented at the time, because 

it was decided in Rome that Fr Planque himself would go on the 

                                           
12 At the end of this article there is a “nota bene”: ‘This decision does not apply 
to the present Superior General, Fr Planque, who as co-founder remains 
Superior General for life’. 2.A.11.3 ,Ch.XII, art I. 
13 AG, 2/0, 1894, 30380 
14 AG, 2.A.11.3, Ch XIV, no.2 
15 AG, 2.D.IV, p55. About the same time a Procurator General was appointed. 
This was also passed by the Assembly and recommended by the Archbishop 
(2.D. IV 1901 p.39, 55). Fr Francis Villevaud was the first Procurator General. 
He held office from Oct 1895 to Oct 1901, when he was succeeded by Fr 
Poirier who remained in the post until 1920. 
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missions and take over the government of them. But he was 

prevented from doing this by the Franco-Prussian war and its 

consequences16.  

Fr Planque replied on 4 June to the instructions he had received 

from Propaganda in April 1894. Fr Jules Poirier, he informed 

Rome, was Mission Procurator, and had been for almost a year17. 

In fact he had been named Procurator as long ago as 187618, but he 

does not seem to have left Benin before 1879 or 1880, the date on 

which he was due to become Director of the seminary at Lyon. He 

held this post until 1884, when he returned to the missions to 

establish the Prefecture Apostolic of the Niger. Returning to 

France in May 1893, he was Mission Procurator in Marseilles until 

October 1901, when he came to Lyon as Procurator General. 

What Fr Planque wrote, then, was it quite exact? Officially, a 

Mission Procurator was appointed in May 189419 – Fr Poirier who 

had functioned as such since 1893. In order to determine the 

duties of the Procurator, Propaganda asked Fr Planque to study 

the question afresh and to submit his findings to Propaganda 

when making a new request for approval of the Constitution20. 

The norms made out at that time, although included in the 

Directory, were never inserted into the Constitution. 

Society and Mission Goods  

The separation of the mission-head’s authority form the Visitor’s, 

as laid down in the Constitution approved in 1890 and in 

accordance with the Bulls ‘Firmandis’ and ‘Romanos Pontifices’, 

entailed as a corollary the distinction between mission goods and 

Society goods on the mission. Between 1890 and 1900, and even 

for some years after, this question was studied, and it was left to 

the ‘modus vivendi’ of 1904 and especially to the Directory, of 

which the ‘modus’ was the initial form, to implement the principles 

                                           
16 AG, Lett. Pl. IV, 465 & 471 
17 AG, Lett. Pl. I, 477 
18 AG, Lett. Pl. VI, 420 
19 AG, 11/003, 1894, 31200 
20 AG, ibid. 
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through fixed and detailed norms. It was a question of delimiting 

exactly what belonged to the mission and what to the Society. The 

Constitution ‘Firmandis’ was based on the Decree of the four 

Provincial Councils of Westminster, 1852-1872, and Propaganda 

referred to Zitelli: ‘Apparatus Juris Ecclesiastici’, 2nd ed. 1888, as the 

source of the principles. 

The General Assembly had put the question back for more 

detailed study and for consultation with Propaganda21. The latter 

replied on 4 April 189422: “In the General Assembly doubts arose 

about the distinction between Society and mission goods. To give 

particular and precise rules would call for knowledge of the 

nature and provenance of these goods. But the following general 

principles may be given: 

1. All goods and revenues, bequests, jointures, or goods 

acquired in some other manner either for the missions of 

the Society in general or for the seminary and home 

houses, under whatsoever title, belong jointly and without 

distinction to the entire Society. 

2. All goods, movable or immovable, of whatever value, the 

proceeds of sales, alms, gifts, bequests, whatever, under 

any title, is collected or acquired in some other way for the 

support, maintenance or development of a mission and its 

establishments – all such goods belong to the missions.  

3. Whatever is given to the Society in general or to a 

particular mission, for specific purposes, must be used 

only in accordance with the donors’ intentions. 

4. If somebody gives specifically for a certain good work, 

without designating the place or particular mission he 

wishes to benefit, the Society administration will decide its 

destination. 

It must also be borne in mind that the Society of African Missions 

has the missions as its one and only aim, that the seminary at 

Lyon has the missions as its only reason for existence, and that the 

                                           
21 AG, 2.D.IV, 1891, p19 
22 AG, 2/0, 1894, 30380 
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missions could not exist without the seminary. If these principles 

are kept well in mind, the administration will easily resolve any 

difficulties that may arise in regard to this matter of temporal 

goods. It will allocate to the Society what it needs for the 

preparation of candidates for the missions, and at the same time 

endeavour to procure for the missions all possible resources for 

the progress of the common work”. 

These were no more than general principles which were indeed 

guidelines, but which still left a host of unresolved details in the 

delicate matter of financial administration. The Council found 

itself faced with a thorny problem, for which, cost what it may, a 

clear-cut solution and perfect understanding must be found23. 

The results of a preliminary investigation are to be found in a 

circular from the Superior General on 6 January 189624: 

“I have had a study made”, he wrote, “by several confreres of the 

Pontifical Constitutions and other Propaganda documents relating 

to these Constitutions. I myself have checked the notes which 

these confreres have given me25 and the oral opinions of those 

who took the trouble to study the question in ‘Firmandis’, 

‘Romanos Pontifices’ or Zitelli. 

I believe I am conforming to the wishes of Propaganda and our 

missionaries in publishing in a general circular the findings of this 

enquiry, so that they may be uniformly and completely applied 

throughout the missions. 

In general, I shall use the terms which are found in the documents 

which I use as sources. 

Temporal goods are divided into three categories: 

1. Society goods: The Society of African Missions of Lyon 

possesses goods in Europe and outside of Europe 

(Sanatoria, General procure, seminaries). Their 

administration is under the control of the Superior General 

                                           
23 AG, Lett. Pl. 477; XVI, 49 
24 AG, 11/5, 1896, 40279 
25 AG, 11/5, 40274-76; 78-78A 
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and Council, in accordance with the rules laid down by 

Propaganda. There is no need to speak of these goods 

here. 

2. Society goods on the missions: These goods must be used 

on the missions and for mission projects. The Society 

administers them and is obliged to render an account of 

them, not to the mission-head, but to Propaganda, once 

every three years.  

 These goods are the following (See Zitelli p134; the 

Council of Westminister, Art VIII-XIV, and ‘Romanos 

Pontifices’ p.25-7). 

i. Colleges, “maisons de pension” and their revenue. 

ii. Mass stipends. 

iii. Stole fees and incidental dues. 

iv. Oblationes quae in Ecclesia sub missis ad altare fiunt, 

et quae pro admiistratione Sacramentorum, pro 

benedicendis nuptiis aut mulieribus post partum, pro 

exequis et sepulturis, aut aliis similibus functionibus 

specialiter afferuntur. (Romanos Pontifices, p 27). 

v. The products of personal industry (Farms, fee-paying 

schools, particular works etc.). 

vi. Whatever is given to missionaries by the faithful in 

consideration of services rendered in the sacred 

ministry. 

vii. Presents customarily given at certain feasts, e.g. at 

Easter and Christmas. 

viii. Whatever is given to the Society as such. 

ix. The cathedraticum levied by the Vicar Apostolic with 

the permission of the Sacred Congregation. 

3. Mission goods properly so called: 

i. Churches, schools and all other buildings destined 

for religious purposes and erected not with aid 

from Society resources but by the offerings of the 

faithful or other gifts given “intuitu missionis”. 
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ii. Pew rents; offerings made at the Offertory; ad hoc 

collections made in the Church or in the people’s 

homes; the regular collections. 

iii. Offerings made for a specific project. These must 

be used for that project and administered by the 

one in charge. He will give an exact account. 

iv. Allocations from the Propagation of the Faith and 

from the Holy Childhood. 

The Society Superior administers these goods but he must account 

for them to the bishop, who has overall charge of them. According 

to our Constitution, the Visitor is the one who represents the 

Superior General on this point. He must see to it, then, that every 

man in charge of a station distinguishes in his accounts between 

mission goods, goods given “intuitu missionis” and Society goods. 

From all these amounts, the Society on the mission, in agreement 

with the Ordinary, takes all that is necessary for the decent 

upkeep of its members. 

Then, before the Ordinary can demand the remainder, great care 

must be taken, in accordance with the Council of Westminster 

page 104, to allow what is needed to support the mission stations 

undertakings. 

The surplus must be handed over to the Ordinary or put into the 

account of the mission station. 

The special goods belonging to a mission are in the care of the 

Ordinary and administered by him. The Society must not become 

involved with them”. 

Between 1896 and 1901 this matter seems to have remained at this 

point. At the 1901 General Assembly it was agreed that in the 

missions of the West Coast all goods belonged to the mission, 

because the mission paid for them. An exception was made for 

Egypt where there were Society and mission goods26.  

The Cardinal of Lyon, who presided at the 1901 Assembly, while 

paying public tribute to Fr Planque for all he had done and 

                                           
26 AG,  2.D.IV, 1901, p75 
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continued to do for the Society and the missions, added that he 

thought the time had come to establish clearly what goods belong 

to the mission, to the Society and to the seminary. This implied 

that a clear distinction must be made between the goods of the 

Society as such and those of its principal though not its only 

house, the major seminary of Lyon. 

On account of the French anti-religion laws, it was agreed long 

before that no mention of temporal goods should be made in the 

Constitution itself. This is the reason why there is no reference to 

them in the 1901 edition. The matter would be dealt with in the 

Directory which the 1901 Assembly voted to introduce. In the 

‘modus vivendi’ of 1904 – the first draft of the Directory – the 

question was fully dealt with and later inserted in the Directory 

where it has remained until the present time. 

Appointment of Personnel 

Another question, the consequence also of the separation of the 

two authorities on the missions, was that of the appointment of 

missionary personnel. To whom did the right belong to appoint 

and transfer the members on the missions? To the Ordinary or to 

the Visitor? It would seem at first sight that this right belong 

solely to the mission-head, as the only one who knew where 

missionaries were needed and as the one primarily responsible for 

mission work. And this is indeed how a bishop in his diocese 

allocates his clergy, and how until now things were done in our 

missions. But was a change not called for when the Ordinary was 

dealing with a clergy which was not his?  

The constitution ‘Firmandis’ had foreseen this case and the 1896 

circular27adopted the solution summarised in Zitelli, p.133: 

“Quatenus sunt religiosi subduntur Superioribus vero a jure nominatim 

expressis et generatim in iis, quae spectant curam animarum et 

Sacramentorum administrationem subsunt Vicario Apostolico obedientia 

canonica, uti jam Clemes VIII, in Indiam missos religiosos, in 

concernentibus curam animarum Ordinario loci subesse, in reliquis vero 

                                           
27 AG,  11/5, 1896, 40279 
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non Ordinario loci sed suis Superioribus subjectos remanere: Clemens 

VIII, Const. VI, id. Nov. 1601, religiosorum quorumque ad ministerai. 

Missionarimrum curam animarum concernentia, tum ad curanda pia 

Instituta, quae sent in Vicarii Apostolici potestate, ut seminaria, 

catechumenatus, hospitalia, scholas populares, et his similia, destination 

personnarum quas Superior regulariis praesentat, et collatio 

jurisdictionis pertinent ad Vicarium Apostolicum, ideo que etiam harum 

personarum remotio et translatio pertinent ad Vicarium Apestollcum et 

Superiorum Regularem juxta normas statutas a Benedicto XIV in Bulla 

‘Firmandis’ (par. 11).” 

Consequently, the 1890 Constitution had laid down that, when an 

appointment to the care of souls was being made, the Society 

Superior or Visitor could present a candidate to the mission-head, 

to whom it belongs to make the choice and to grant the necessary 

faculties28. This text was only slightly altered in the 1901 

Constitution. Here it was stated that when the Society Superior or 

Visitor presented a candidate the free acceptance of him belonged 

to the Ordinary, as well as the right to grant faculties29. 

Here again, it was natural that certain mission-heads felt 

themselves at an impasse. Some asked themselves if Zitelli’s text, 

on which the article of the Constitution was based really applied 

to us since we were not Religious. Others were of opinion that 

none of our missionaries had the cure of souls ‘in sensu stricto’, 

since the hierarchy was not established in our mission territories. 

Consequently, there could be question only of ‘vicem parochi 

gerentes’. All missionaries had the care of souls only in the wide 

sense, and all came under the exclusive authority of the Ordinary. 

They readily conceded to the Visitor the right to present a 

candidate, but wanted to safeguard the Ordinary’s right to choose 

another30. 

As in the case of temporal goods, the question of appointments 

and transfers was later regulated, first in the ‘modus vivendi’’31, and 

                                           
28 AG, 2.A.11.2, Ch. X, No 12 
29 AG, 2.A.11.3, Ch. X, No 12 
30 AG, 11/003, 1897, 31211 
31 AG, 2.A II.4, p24-27 
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then in the Directory32. It was decided that the Visitor, after 

consultation with the Ordinary, would ask the Society for the 

number of missionaries required by a mission. The Visitor would 

propose a candidate for a particular post to the Ordinary, and the 

latter was free to accept or not. Notification of appointment was 

always to be made by the Visitor. Appointments and transfers of 

members engaged in Society work on the missions were the 

business of the Visitor. Lastly, it was agreed that appointments 

and transfers of men in mission stations and in works of the 

mission were made by the Ordinary, after consultation with the 

Visitor. 

The Superior General and the Ordinary were each given the strict 

right to recall a missionary definitively from the missions, but 

both were urged strongly not to exercise this right without prior 

agreement. 

The arranging of leave-periods in Europe was a matter for the 

Visitor. When confreres engaged in work of the mission were 

involved, the Ordinary had to be consulted beforehand. In the 

case of those who held the posts of parish priest or curate, even in 

stations belonging to the Society, the Ordinary’s permission was 

required. 

Thus the statutes guaranteed its own rights to each of the two 

authorities. 

                                           
32 Directory, 1908 Ed., 428-440 
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CHAPTER 6 

Our Directory 1901-1908 

How strange to us the idea of a Directory was, at the beginning of 

the century, may be gathered from an exchange of letters between 

Fr Duret and the Superior General. Fr Duret wrote on 6 May 1901: 

“It would be good if a Directory were added to our Constitution”1. 

And Fr Planque replied on 29 May: “I should like very much if 

you would let me know what is to be understood by a Directory, 

added to our Constitution”2. 

Fr Duret set about explaining his idea: “There is such a thing, I 

believe, in every religious Institute. The Directory completes the 

Constitution, but it is distinct from it. It emanates from the 

General Chapter, which can, therefore, change it, while the 

Constitution comes from the Holy See and can be altered only by 

Rome. The Constitution designates offices; the Directory gives 

details on how they are to be fulfiled. The Constitution names the 

exercises of piety; the Directory deals with the manner of 

performing them; it also gives details on Society and community 

life. It often has a section of ascetics – on the virtues considered 

particularly necessary to the Institute etc… A Directory, it seems 

to me, would establish some unity in the Society and would be of 

great assistance especially to Visitors, who in making comments 

or giving directives would not give the impression of advocating 

their own personal views. They would refer to the Directory, 

everybody’s vade-mecum. Obedience and generosity would 

benefit much, I think, A little book of this kind could not be 

produced straightaway at the end of the Assembly: it requires 

thought and work, but the Assembly could appoint a special 

commission and even outline what is to be done”3. 

                                           
1 AG, 12/80302, 1901, 25091 
2 AG, Lett. Pl. XVIII, 12 avant 
3 AG, 12/80302, 13 June 1901, 25092 
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It is worth noting how accurately these few lines set out the 

general framework of our Directory. Fr Duret’s opinions, always 

well thought-out and well informed, carried weight in Lyon. It is 

not surprising, then, that his idea awakened the interest of the 

Superior General, who must have commended it to his Council. In 

fact it was a member of the Council, Fr Gaston Desribes, who 

proposed at the General Assembly held from 25 to 29 September 

of that year that a Directory be prepared. He was immediately 

supported by Fr Dartois, who suggested that two Fathers be 

appointed to compose a Directory. They were to work at it for 

three years, then submit it to the Superior General and Council 

and all mission-heads. Taking account of all comments made, they 

were to redact a more definitive form, to be submitted to the next 

General Assembly in six years’ time. Thus, the following decision 

is to be found in the Acts of the 1901 Assembly: “The composition 

of a Directory shall be commenced immediately; it will be 

submitted for examination to the mission–heads and their 

Councils”4. 

Bishop Paul Pellet 

The 1901 Assembly elected as first Councillor and Vicar General of 

the Society Bishop Paul Pellet, Vicar Apostolic of Benin. The 

Assembly was anxious to give to the seminary a Director of sure 

and proven ability, and to give to Fr Planque, in his declining 

years, a competent assistant with experience of Society affairs. The 

unanimous vote in the first ballot demonstrated the confidence 

and general esteem enjoyed by Bishop Pellet. 

He was not present at the Assembly. He had gone on a tour of 

Mexico, administering Confirmation, to collect funds for his 

mission, and was not due back until December. He was greatly 

upset on receiving the call of obedience to his new post from the 

Superior General and Propaganda, and if he were not a man of an 

eminently supernatural spirit – as indeed he was known to be – 

                                           
4 AG, 2.D.IV, 1901. pp22, 38, 72 
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the sacrifice of his Vicariate and of the missionary life would 

probably have been too much for him5. 

Since the composition of the Directory was going to be mainly his 

work, it will be worthwhile to give a brief sketch of his life. 

He was born in Isère on 14 November 1859, a few months after the 

drama of Sierra Leone. As a child, once he had made his first 

Communion, he constantly expressed the wish to become a priest. 

He was sent to Fr Chevrier’s school in Lyon, where he became 

personally acquainted with this great and holy man. Fr Chevrier 

made an indelible impression on him and imbued him with the 

ideal of austere holiness. He did his ecclesiastical and 

philosophical studies in the diocesan seminary of Grenoble, and in 

1880 joined the African Missions, where he did his theology and 

was ordained in 1883. 

At this time the young missionaries appointed to British colonies 

used to spend some time in Ireland learning English before going 

on the missions. Fr Pellet spent a year in Cork and then left for the 

Vicariate of Benin. His qualities were soon recognized. The 

Superior-Delegate, Fr Chausse, appointed him Director of Schools 

in 1885; Mission procurator the following year; and when Fr 

Chausse himself became Vicar Apostolic he chose Fr Pellet as his 

Vicar General. In 1895 he succeeded Bishop Chausse as Vicar 

Apostolic of Benin. The seven years he spent as head of the 

mission were an apprenticeship for the great work for which he 

was destined: Vicar General and Superior General of the Society. 

Called by the 1901 Assembly to become the right-hand man to the 

Superior General, now 75 years of age, he found himself faced 

with a huge programme of reform in regard to the spiritual and 

educational training given in the major seminary and in the 

Apostolic Schools in Cork, Nantes and Keer. He continued Fr 

Planque’s work of creating the Society of African Missions, and 

became the Moulder of its Spiritual and Intellectual life. 

His own lofty interior life, the example of extreme mortification 

which showed despite his anxiety to hide it from those around 

                                           
5 AG, Lett. Pellet IV, p237 & 239 
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him, his knowledge of the science of the Saints, and his 

continuous study of ascetical and mystical theology, especially the 

Gospels, the Pauline Epistles and the writings of Teresa of Avila 

and John of the Cross, made him the man set apart to give to the 

Society its own supernatural doctrine. 

His Plans for a Directory 

He returned from his tour of Mexico in December 1901 and took 

over his new post of Vicar General of the Society on 3 January 

19026. 

Straightaway he began to prepare the Directory. His letters make 

his plan of action clear. He started by asking the mission-heads 

and Visitors for their opinion of the circular on Visitors issued on 

24 October 1892, and the circular on temporal goods, 

administration and appointments sent out on 6 January 1896. 

What was their experience, he asked, of the practicality in mission 

conditions of these norms? From the replies received he would 

compose a first draft of rules for the missions, especially in regard 

to the Visitor, who, in his turn, was to send on his comments7. 

Later on, pending the forthcoming General Assembly, a ‘modus 

vivendi’ would be sent out to the mission-heads and Visitors8. 

Meanwhile he would make a tour of all missions of the West 

Coast, to explain the ‘modus vivendi’, to smooth its passage and to 

launch its implementation. He hoped in this way to have a 

Directory ready for the 1907 Assembly. 

The Implementation of his Plans 

The programme shows that Bishop Pellet began his work at the 

point reached by the Society at the time: he commenced with the 

Visitor and the administration of Society goods on the missions. 

He had been personally involved in the affairs since he became 

Vicar Apostolic. The Visitor, whom his predecessor had always 

refused to accept, was not only accepted by him but had been 

                                           
6 AG, 11/003, 1902, 41526 
7 AG, Lett. Pellet VI, 306 
8 AG, Lett. Pellet V, 40 
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helped by him in the discharge of his duties. He had appreciated 

the need for Society authority on the missions and had placed no 

obstacle in the Visitor’s way. 

A great number of comments came back from the mission-heads 

and Visitors9. Those made by Bishop Dartois10 and Fr Duret11 were 

the most significant and detailed. In 1904 the ‘modus vivendi’ 

appeared, a little book of 30 pages, 13 x 19cm, with an appendix 

containing an example of a last Will and Testament and a method 

of keeping Society accounts on the missions12. 

“In giving final approval to our Constitution”, article I of the 

‘modus vivendi’ began, “the Sacred Congregation clearly 

established that we must conform to the Constitutions, 

‘Firmandis’ and ‘Romanos Pontifices’. Confronted with this 

decision there is only one thing for us to do: to examine these 

Constitutions closely and to conform to them in all points. It was 

with this object in view that this set of rules, or ‘modus vivendi’ has 

been composed with the help of the Council and of the Society. It 

will come into force on 1 January 1905 and will later form part of 

the Society’s Directory. 

The majority of our esteemed mission-heads and of our Visitors 

are so well aware of the need for these rules that it is unnecessary 

here to point out their advantages. The ‘modus vivendi’ annuls all 

previous rules made for the missionaries as members of the 

Society, as well as the circulars of 24 October 1892, 6 and 30 

January 1896.” 

This ‘modus vivendi’ has only slight resemblance to the Directory as 

we know it today. It contains only some of the Directory’s 

chapters: a first chapter on the exercises of piety, the Visitor’s duty 

to see that they are performed and his other duties; a second 

chapter on the Visitor and his Council; a third on Society and 

mission works; a fourth on Society and mission goods; a fifth on 

                                           
9 AG, 11/5, 1902-3, 40283-97.   
Lett. Pellet V, 273 & 276 
10 AG, 11/5, 1902-3, 40286 
11 AG, ibid., 40296 
12 AG, 2.A.II.4 
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the Visitor’s administration of goods; a sixth on appointments, 

transfers and leave-periods; and a final chapter on miscellaneous 

subjects. 

It treats principally, therefore, of the Visitor’s functions. This was 

the most pressing and difficult problem at the time, and the main 

reason for Bishop Pellet’s seven months tour of the missions. He 

set out on Christmas Eve 1904. Everywhere he went, in every 

station he visited, he pleaded eloquently the cause of the Visitor, 

in face of much opposition from confreres and mission-heads. But 

he had the irrefutable argument: Rome’s decision, which in the 

long run silenced all objections. He had the satisfaction of seeing 

the principle and its implementation accepted almost everywhere, 

even where there were still some differences of opinion in regard 

to details. 

He did more. Not only did he take advantage of his visits to 

stations to evaluate accurately the work done and to be done, but 

in personal interviews with the confreres he endeavoured to 

assess their worth as priests and missionaries, with a view to 

briefing himself on the choice of future Visitors. 

When he returned to Europe in July 1905, enlightened by his 

mission tour, he began work on the Directory itself. He kept 

constantly in touch with the mission-heads and Visitors. In these 

years, 1906 and 1907, there was a large-scale search for 

information, with exchanges of opinion, study of details and a 

number of rough drafts13. 

Finally, in 1907 there was a first complete draft, intended for study 

by the Council, in preparation for the Assembly; it was the first 

edition of 190714. At the Assembly itself, a second draft was 

redacted, the second 1907 edition, which included the latest 

changes made in the first version15.  

In 16 long sessions the members of the General Assembly 

discussed, point by point, the 474 articles of the Directory. All 

                                           
13 AG, 11/5, 40296-40316 
14 AG, 2.AII, 5 
15 AG, 2.A.II, 5A 
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agreed that they had before them a masterly work of its kind; the 

chapter on the Apostolic virtues received special praise. These 

sublime words, all from Bishop Pellet’s pen, were a masterpiece of 

sound doctrine and clear exposition. Here was a man speaking out 

of the fullness of his own heart on matters which he had himself 

lived and brought to fruition over many years16. 

The very thorough scrutiny made by the Assembly revealed 

nothing that ought to be rejected, and relatively little that required 

re-adjustment, completion or change in expression. A few 

alterations of detail were made and the Directory was adopted17. It 

did not have to be approved by the Holy See; Directories are never 

given official approbation. The Holy See’s silence on receiving a 

copy amounted to unofficial approval. 

It remained to fix the date on which it would come into force. This 

would depend on printing and distribution, which could not be 

completed before July 190818. The 1908 edition of the ‘Constitution 

and Directory’ is so familiar to us and so readily available in the 

libraries of our houses that I need not speak about it here19. Suffice 

it to say that it was in consequence of a recommendation made by 

the Assembly that the Constitution and Directory were printed in 

one volume, which included the two Bulls, ‘Firmandis’ and 

‘Romanos Pontifices’. The 1900 Decree of approbation20 preceded 

the text of the Constitution. 

In 1909 an edition of the Constitution and Directory was printed 

for the Brothers. This contained the entire Constitution and all the 

General Directory, that is, the first part, specially adapted for the 

Brothers, and a second part which was a re-casting of the fourth 

part of the 1908 edition, and was devoted to the Brothers. 

Later we shall speak of subsequent editions of the Directory and 

its translation into the languages of the Provinces. 

                                           
16 Retreat preachers of different Religious Orders and Congregations have 
frequently praised and admired the Directory which they found on their table. 
17 AG, A.D., IV, 1907 p88 & 178 
18 AG, ibid., p191.  cf. Lett Pellet IX, 11 
19 Until 1925 when it was revised for the first time by the Assembly, for the 
purpose of bringing it into harmony with the New Canon Law. 
20 AG, 11/003, 1907, 13210 
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Chapter 7 

The Visitor 

No other section of the Constitution caused so much difficulty in 

its implementation as that relating to the Visitor. 

We have seen that the question of two authorities on the missions 

arose in the very first year of the Ouidah mission. The principle of 

the unification of both authorities in the person of the mission-

head endured in practice until 1890, although since 1864 the 

appointment of a Visitor by the Superior General had been 

provided for, wherever he considered this opportune in the case 

of a particular mission1. 

When the Sacred Congregation gave the first official approval to 

the Constitution in 1890 and formally made known its decision 

that the government and administration of the missions must 

conform to ‘Firmandis’ and ‘Romanos Pontifices’, there could be 

no more hedging, and the Society willingly adopted the system. 

Wherever it did not meet insurmountable opposition from 

mission-heads, the Society appointed a Visitor to represent the 

Superior General in regard to Society discipline and observance of 

its rules and to administer its goods on the missions. 

It was this latter duty, rather than the former, which created the 

greatest difficulties. It was practically impossible to get agreement 

on the principle, and for many years attempts were made to 

discover the precise meaning of these pontifical Bulls and the 

extent to which they applied to our situation. In the meantime, 

and while the local circumstances in each mission were being 

studied, the administration of Society goods by the Visitor 

continued as something to be hoped for rather than an 

accomplished fact. 

What were the functions and the position of the Visitor? He was 

the religious Superior of his confreres, in so far as, representing 

                                           
1 AG, 11/5, 1889, p5, paragraph 2, 40269 
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the Superior General, he watched over their conduct as priests, 

their observance of the Constitution and their fraternal charity. In 

addition, to the extent that he was allowed the opportunity and 

the freedom, and in so far as he agreed to do it, he administered 

Society goods which, in the West Coast, were limited mainly to 

mass stipends and the ‘casuel’. He was also a sort of Councillor to 

the mission-head in regard to appointments, transfers and leave-

periods. In these matters, more often than not he had the first, 

rather than the last, word! His position was that of a missionary 

like the rest of his confreres, usually a Superior of a station and 

district. As such he was directly subject to the Ordinary, and 

arranged as best he could his duties as local Superior in such a 

way that he could move among his confreres to fulfil his functions 

of Visitor. The mission house was the only place where a confrere 

could be received by him. 

He lacked completely, then, the independent position he needed 

for the exercise of his office of religious Superior. This chapter of 

our Society’s history proves conclusively that in being denied this 

independent position our Visitors were kept in a paralysing state 

of dependence and that their function and the Superior General’s 

authority over the confreres on the missions were rendered 

nothing less than illusory. During a hundred years of existence we 

seemed to fail, despite many attempts, to find the precise formula. 

Efforts made by the Society 

Was it a case of not finding the precise formula? Or was it, rather, 

that having found it we did not know how to have it fully 

implemented? Or was it that until now we met with 

insurmountable opposition? 

It seems to me that from the beginning the Society had some 

understanding of the problem, and that throughout its history one 

can follow an uninterrupted trend – from the Founder right down 

to the present-day system of Tyrocinia. 

The missionary doctrine of Bishop de Marion Brésillac, as our 

confrere, Jean Bonfils, shows in his doctoral thesis, gives an 

interesting pointer in that direction. The Founder would have 
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liked it that, before going on the missions, a confrere spends some 

time in the ordinary ministry, so that he might be better prepared, 

spiritually and physically, for the extraordinary ministry of the 

missionary, the evangelizer of the pagans. Fr Bonfils sees a 

parallel between this system and that of the Tyrocinium where, 

under the Visitor’s direction, a first formation in the ordinary 

ministry, although in an African context, is given to young, newly-

arrived missionaries2. 

In the 1864 Constitution, addressed to the mission-head, but in his 

capacity as religious Superior – which he was at that time – there 

is the following directive: “Following the directives of the Holy 

See, and to promote the sanctification of the Society’s members, 

the mission-head shall earnestly endeavour to establish a spiritual 

retreat house where, at least from time to time, his confreres will 

spend some time in renewing the spirit of their holy state”. There 

is, obviously, no question as yet of a Society work according to the 

strict letter of the law: this question of distinguishing between 

goods did not arise until twenty years later. But if it is not in 

accordance with the letter it very much seems to us to be in 

accordance with the spirit. The recommendation is made to the 

mission-head in his capacity of religious Superior. He is asked to 

establish a house in which the clergy can rest physically and 

renew themselves spiritually – a clergy which is not his own but 

which is placed in his employment. Moreover, there is question of 

a special house and not of an ordinary mission station, which 

could not fulfil the two-fold object envisaged. No mention is made 

of the funds to be used by the mission-head in constructing the 

house, but as the two authorities were not yet separated there was 

no duality of accounts, and apart from subsidies from the 

Propagation of the Faith, all funds came via the Seminary, i.e. 

from the Society. Hence, although the words ‘Society work’ are 

not used in the text of the Constitution this is what was implied. 

In 1890, with the approbation of the new Constitution, the great 

question was that of the separation of the two authorities and of 

                                           
2 Jean Bonfile SMA: ‘L’Ouevre de Mgr. de Marion Brésillac en faveur du clergé local dans 
le Missions de l’Inde au XIX siècle’. La formation des missionnaires face aux exigences de 
leur vocation. Doctoral Thesis, 1958. 
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temporal goods. In the missions of the West Coast this had not 

been done even twelve years after that decision. To have the 

separation made, Bishop Pellet, who had experience of these 

missions, would have to struggle for years with mission-heads 

who considered yielding to the Holy See on this point as 

impractical. But the Holy See was adamant that the Bulls must be 

implemented. Did the mission-heads not see that in preventing 

the separation of goods or in refusing to allow the establishment 

in their missions of Society works they were placing our African 

patrimony in danger? Two letters from Bishop Pellet, one 

addressed to a mission-head and the other to a Visitor, both in 

Anglophone territories, speak eloquently on this subject: “If 

account is taken”, he wrote, “of what is likely to happen later on 

in most of our missions, one can see the reason for this article (on 

the separation of goods) and why it is important for our Society 

that it be implemented everywhere and as faithfully as possible. 

For it is English policy (I mean the policy of the English episcopate 

assisted in this matter by the government) to have English bishops 

appointed in English territories. This very question was raised in 

regard to Benin. It is still very much a live question as regards 

Egypt. It is a fait accompli in Uganda. Propaganda, I fear, would 

yield sooner or later in the case of our missions. Now if we do not 

implement this article there is the danger that when a strange 

bishop arrives our Society may have no funds and no houses of its 

own; all will belong to the mission, nothing to the Society. What 

can the Society lay claim to if the division of goods is not made 

long before, and in such a way that it possesses its own works?3. 

The individual missionary, it is true, is really at home nowhere. 

But a Society of missionaries does really have its own territory, 

confided to it by the Holy See. It is the Society’s patrimony. But 

even in this patrimony it could very well never be really and 

definitely at home. Unless it possessed there, duly and legally, its 

own works, houses, parishes ‘sui juris’, hospitals, colleges, it could 

never feel at home, since the territory might come under the 

jurisdiction of a bishop who was not a member of the Society. It 

could be asked to quit the field of apostolate which it had watered 

                                           
3 AG, Lett. Pellet V, 273 & 276, 9 June 1903 
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with its tears and sweat and dotted with the headstones of 

hundreds of its sons. 

The danger was there in Bishop Pellet’s time of having an 

‘outsider’ as bishop in British territory, but it could be averted by 

training English-speaking members. The prospect of having a 

local hierarchy was remote indeed; this was an ideal to be 

ardently pursued, but as far as the Society was concerned the 

effects would be the same. Who, then, can allege that the Society’s 

anxiety for its future, somewhat distant, was not legitimate, or 

that it was a too human attitude? 

The idea of a Visitor began to take on. The terms ‘mission works’, 

‘Visitor’s residence’ are more commonly in use. At the 1907 

Assembly it was proposed, in regard to the article on the Visitor, 

that “wherever possible the Visitor will live in a Society house on 

the missions. Confreres arriving from Europe will stay here while 

awaiting their appointments”4. The Superior General fully agreed 

with the principle underlying the proposal, a principle established 

in the Constitution and in the Bulls. Believing that the Ordinaries 

could not continue to prevent the Visitor from setting up a Society 

work on the missions, he put the proposal to a vote. It was passed. 

But there is a long road to travel between the adoption of a 

Directory article and its implementation! There was, in fact, no 

progress and the Visitor’s position remained uncertain and 

undefined. It dragged on unchanged during the [First World] war 

years. At the end of the war even the ideas which had begun to 

take on seemed to have vanished. Only in Egypt where, according 

to Bishop Pellet, the statute had been implemented since 1903 

were things going very smoothly, “even without any modus 

vivendi”5. Everywhere else where was friction, as well as a lack of 

comprehension. A long speech made by the spokesman of a 

commission of the 1919 Assembly revealed a want of foresight of 

the future. Accusing the Visitor of amassing large amounts of 

money which he wasted or held unused, the special commission 

                                           
4 AG, 2.D.IV 1907 p134, 319.  cf Lett. Pellet VII 421. Directory, 1908 edition, 
no 321 
5 AG, Lett. Pellet V, 275 
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recommended that at the end of every year the surplus funds 

should be put into the mission account. What could these surplus 

funds be used for? For the establishment of colleges? The missions 

would not be ready for these for years to come. For agricultural 

projects? The Ordinary would be loath to give permission; he 

would have no personal interest and would find it hard to see the 

Society becoming richer while the mission became poorer… Even 

a Visitor showed that he had no appreciation of the vital interests 

of the Society for the years to come. 

Fortunately, the newly-elected Superior General, Fr Chabert, 

showed a better understanding of these interests. With a good 

grasp of his predecessors’ ideas, he demolished in a few words the 

system proposed by the commission. If that system were adopted, 

he said, the Society and the Visitor would never be able to 

establish anything of their own on the missions. The Ordinary 

need only refuse his permission in order to collect the money 

saved. The Society could have in view a project for which sums of 

money saved over a long period of years were necessary. Once 

this money was put into the mission account the Society had no 

longer any control over it. The Assembly voted that in order to 

prevent wastage and undue accumulation of money, the Visitor’s 

Council must meet at least once a year and be given an exact and 

detailed statement of the account of the Society on the missions. It 

also voted that no important decision be taken except in Council6. 

Nothing practical was yet achieved. At the 1925 Assembly the 

question was even asked if it would not be better, at least in 

missions where there was a small number of men, to appoint the 

Ordinary as Visitor. Was it really necessary, in order to do this, to 

ask Propaganda’s permission? This would amount to putting the 

clock back 35 years, and still more, ran completely counter to the 

immovable position taken up by Propaganda7. Naturally, the 

Assembly did not accept this proposal, and the statute of the 

Constitution remained as it was. 

                                           
6 AG, 2.D.IV, 1919, p17-23.  cf. 11/305, III, 64, p12 
7 AG, 2.D.IV, 1925, p19, 7, 59.   cf. 14/80202, 1926, 15331, 38 
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The Society continued to study the question. Propaganda’s 

instruction of 8 December 1929, delimiting the duties and rights of 

the two authorities on the missions, threw more light on the 

subject8. At a meeting of the Extraordinary Council in 19299 the 

question was put: “How to guarantee to the Visitor real and 

independent authority?” The Superior General phrased the 

proposition more precisely: “the Visitor”, he said, “must represent 

effectively the Superior of the Society for his confreres on the 

missions. To fulfil this role he must enjoy real authority. Hence he 

must be independent of the mission-head, a thing which is 

foreseen in the Constitution and Directory”.  

It was at this time that the idea of a Visitor per Province, a 

Regional Visitor, was put forward. Because of its novelty and 

complexity the idea was referred back for further study. 

The Extraordinary Council took up the question again the 

following year, 1930. It began by expressing once more its regret 

at seeing the Visitor exercising so little influence, and asked how, 

without changing the Constitution which contained correct 

principles, he could be given greater authority. Would it confer 

more authority on him if he was made a Regional Visitor, dividing 

his time between visiting the confreres on the missions and 

returning for longer periods to his Province, of whose Council he 

would be a member? At any rate, it was decided that every Visitor 

would be an ex officio member of his Provincial Assembly10. 

The 1931 General Assembly discussed the question all over again. 

Unable to agree on the question of a Regional Visitor, it decided 

that a special study of this matter would be made during the next 

six year period. The Society was in fact trying to overcome the 

obstacles to its objective of having a Visitor in the full sense of the 

word, independent of mission-heads in regard to his functions 

and place of residence. The statute was becoming more and more 

impossible and ridiculous11. 

                                           
8 Constitution, 1953 edition,  p87 
9 AG, 11/4, 1929,  Chap VI, 37740 
10 AG, 11/4, 1930, p4, 37741 
11 AG, 2.D.IV, 1931, p17.  cf 11/307, 1931, 13400 
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From 1937 on the idea of a Tyrocinium began to grow and take 

shape. And it was from the Irish Province, with its immense 

mission territory now making great progress like the Province 

itself, that the idea came. In spite of many difficulties and much 

opposition to its general acceptance for the whole Society, this 

idea was not to be abandoned. 

Among the documents relating to the 1937 Assembly – the best 

prepared of all our Assemblies – there are studies and reports 

from Provincials and Superiors of seminaries and novitiates on the 

spiritual, intellectual and missionary formation of our young 

confreres. The Irish Provincial had sent for discussion at the 

Assembly the following proposition: In every mission there ought 

to be a Society house where the new missionaries will spend six to 

twelve months of a Tyrocinium in order to be initiated into the 

missionary life of Africa, under an experience and prudent 

Superior. The Master of Novices, Fr Anthony McAndrew, gave a 

number of reasons to support the idea: “Of necessity”, he wrote in 

his report, “the training of our students in regard to mission life 

and requirements is in a great part an idealistic training…. When 

they reach the mission field they are given their introduction to 

mission life according to the mind, manner, motives and 

inspirations of the confrere in whose care they happen to be 

placed. This is really the dangerous period in the life of the young 

missionary. The leap from the ideal to the actual is too great and 

too sudden. It is a strange psychology that the nascent idea 

usually takes possession and upsets or empties out the old order 

of ideas. The crudity of African life and ways is something new, 

novel and entirely of a material kind. Vulgarity, criticisms and 

plainness of life and behaviour beget an atmosphere entirely 

foreign to the life which is lived in a seminary. It is almost like 

reaching the age of puberty when so many are taken off their feet 

unless properly directed and guided. I suggest that the new 

missionaries be placed in a separate house on the missions for at 

least six months, under the care of a wise, zealous and 

experienced priest who will introduce them to the life and ways of 

Africa in an understanding and enlightened way. It is not so much 

for the study of the language as to give them a first introduction to 

the mission life in an atmosphere of prayer where they will be 
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given ideologies on mission work. The idea would be to have the 

last year of seminary life in Africa but this is not feasible. The idea 

is to have a place where there would be a spiritual and intellectual 

acclimatization as well as a physical acclimatization. I would 

safely say that the career of a missionary is made or marred by his 

first mission tour”12. 

The Assembly accepted this fine idea in principle, but faced with 

the objection that funds were not available to establish such a 

Visitor’s house it refrained from making it obligatory. When the 

proposal was put to the Irish Provincial Assembly it was turned 

down, all Ordinaries insisting that the best way to train young 

missionaries was to send them out to the stations among the older 

men. A poor method, indeed. What kind of systematic formation 

could be given by these older men who, themselves, had received 

none and who had had no opportunity of receiving it? Experience 

alone is a poor substitute for a real formation. And indeed it was 

not unusual to see these young men left alone in mission 

stations13. 

Although the effort to find the solution in a Regional Visitor 

continued – even in a General Visitor above local Visitors – the 

1937 Assembly went no further than to state that the Visitor could 

be a quasi-parish priest without the obligation of residence, but 

could not be Vicar-Delegate or Vicar General14. It was 

acknowledged that the Visitors had not always done all their 

duties in the past and that their failure was attributable as a rule to 

their ignorance of their rights and duties. The Superior General 

formally promised the Assembly that he would keep in regular 

contact with the Visitors, his representatives15. 

                                           
12 AG, 2.D.IV, 1937, p132 
13 AG, 14/1, 1943, 12854 
14 AG, 11/308, 1937, 13505, Desiderata 
In the 1931 Dutch Provincial Assembly, an ad hoc commission had already 
recommended that in no circumstances should the offices of Visitor and Vicar 
General or Station Superior be held by the one person. The 1937 Irish 
Assembly passed a motion that its Visitors be relieved of all administrative 
responsibility in the mission so that they might be completely free to carry out 
the duties of their office. 
15 AG, 11/308, 1937 General Assembly Decisions, p14 
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Not everybody on the missions took seriously the efforts of the 

Superiors in Europe to find a solution, as is evidenced from a 

letter from a Vicar Apostolic in 1938. A Visitor! He never saw one 

in the missions he had visited. What would this superfluous 

personage be doing there? His functions: his Lordship made 

subtle light-hearted jokes which he would like to be considered 

spiritual. He rejected the idea of a Tyrocinium as useless; it would 

sap the enthusiasm which the young brought with them to the 

missions! The picture painted is so playful that one doesn’t know 

whether to doubt the writer’s seriousness or to complain of his 

having so little of it16. 

Then came the Second World War where, in Europe more than in 

Africa, it was a matter of a struggle for survival in the midst of 

danger and destruction. For five years communication with the 

missions was extremely difficult, sometimes even impossible over 

long periods. Life returned to normal only very slowly during 

1945. 

In his circular, “Authority in our Society”, the Superior General, Fr 

Maurice Slattery, devoted some eloquent pages to the Visitor, his 

duties and qualities. Immediately after the war, this subject 

became one of the principal preoccupations of our Superiors. “In 

my opinion”, wrote Fr Slattery to his Vicar General, “the weak 

spot in our Society is the Visitor, because he does not have 

sufficient authority”17. And on this weakness in the Society there 

was general accord. Everybody agreed that in the machinery of 

the Society there was a part that grated and malfunctioned. The 

more clear-sighted among those with long administrative or 

missionary experience pointed to the status of the Visitor as the 

source of the trouble. But few among them were able to go all the 

way with the penetration, the breadth of vision and overall view 

of the Irish Provincial, Fr Stephen Harrington. Pursuing the ideas 

he had advocated since 1937, he developed around the office of 

Regional Visitor an entire missionary and Society doctrine. In one 

and the same wide and logical grasp of the situation he gave its 

                                           
16 AG, 14/80202 1938, 15778 
17 AG, 11/200, Letter of 22 Nov 1945, 40707 
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rightful place to the Society in mission countries and outlined the 

eminently missionary formation to be given to our members: a 

formation for dynamic action, adapted to our times and to the 

actual needs of the territories to be evangelized, rather than a 

formation for a purely sacramental ministry tied to the existing 

stations. He pleaded for a missionary method aimed at the socio-

religious uplift of the African, a method capable of arousing a 

Christian conviction among groups and the masses, and imbuing 

them, their lives and institutions with a Christian spirit. And all 

this doctrine he developed, taking the Visitor as the starting point: 

a Visitor placed at last in an independent position, in a Society 

post that was sui juris; a Visitor who will set up a centre of 

formation and training, and a model mission as a concrete 

example of the missionary method proper to the Society; a Society 

now become officially and really missionary and not merely one 

which sends priests to the missions; a Society not of missionaries 

but one which is itself missionary, which exerts the maximum 

influence on Provincial administrations and keeps alight in 

Europe as well as on the missions the sacred fire of the vocation 

proper to us. 

On the missions also there was some change of opinion in favour 

of a new system. “Yes”, wrote Msgr. Joseph Strebler, Prefect 

Apostolic of Sokodé on 13 October 1945, “we do need a Visitor. It 

is a matter of importance for the missions18. The Visitor must be 

free and engaged full-time in his own duties; he must have 

nothing to do with the Ordinary; the confreres must feel the 

presence of the Society’s representative among them. A local 

Visitor would not have enough to do and the old system would 

return in a gallop”. 

The Ordinaries of the Dahomey-Togo-Niger group of missions 

came out strongly in favour of a Regional Visitors at their meeting 

in Ouidah in July 1945: “The Visitor’s role, as set out in our 

Directory, has become practically unworkable in present 

conditions. This conference is therefore of opinion that the local 

Visitor should be replaced by a Regional Visitor for a group of 

                                           
18 AG, 13/80402, 1945, 33601 
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missions. He would have the Visitor’s authority in the usual cases 

and the authority of the Superior General, to exercise freely his 

office and functions among the members of the entire group”19. 

At their meeting in Cape Coast from 10 to 16 April 194720, our 

Ordinaries adopted this proposal officially. They recommended to 

the General Assembly which was about to be held in Rome:  

1 That the Visitors become Regional, with jurisdiction over 

several missions of the same Province, comprising a 

minimum of 30 main stations and 60 to 70 confreres;  

2 That they should enjoy, by delegation, all the rights of 

Provincials in their territory;  

3 That the name ‘Religious Superior’ be adopted instead of 

Visitor, to indicate more clearly his dignity and role. 

The Ordinaries rejected the idea of a Tyrocinium. It was less 

practical, they thought, as a means of training young missionaries 

than the mission stations themselves. They made reference to the 

Decree A.A.S 1923, p.369-372 and to the Instruction A.A.S 1932 

p.74-81, which placed priestly formation in the hands of the 

Ordinaries, in cooperation with the Major Superiors of the Society. 

Fr Kennis, who had been sent during the war on a visitation of the 

West Coast missions, with special powers given to him by the 

Superior General, submitted a long report on the Visitor before the 

1947 Assembly. He stated that during the war, and even before it, 

there was more than one example of an ‘inactive Visitor, a 

fictitious or non-existent one’. The main reason for this was: the 

Visitors are Superiors of mission stations or titular heads of 

absorbing work. Fr Kennis saw two possible solutions: local 

Visitors, free of all other duties, and obliged to give an exact 

account of their office twice a year to the Superior General and 

their Provincial; or still better, Regional Visitors, as already 

proposed by the Ouidah meeting – a proposal, he said which had 

gained much support of late. 

                                           
19 AG, 11/300, 1945, 13348     cf. 11/200, 1945, 40693 
20 AG, 11/309, 1947, p5 & 7, 8898 
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If this was the new attitude on the missions, then it coincided with 

the one in Europe. At home and on the missions the experience of 

the war years had tilted the balance. 

The Provincial Assemblies were held in 1946. It was to be 

expected that the question of the Visitor would appear in their 

Acta. In February of that year, the Irish Provincial, in a reference to 

the various measures and decisions taken by past General 

Assemblies on the Visitor question, said to the Superior General: 

“The Visitor has never been anything more for us than a 

controversial theory. He cannot receive his confreres, he cannot 

train them, because, during the 90 years of our experience and 

existence we have not been able to give him the position of 

independence which the Directory has accorded him”21. 

The Provincial Assemblies were almost unanimously in favour of 

a Regional Visitor. Only the Est Province stood by a local Visitor22, 

baulking at the changes in Assembly delegations which would 

result from the appointment of Regional Visitors. Ireland went a 

decisive step further. It came out in favour of a Tyrocinium, to be 

established as soon as possible in the more developed missions of 

southern Nigeria. The Visitor would be its Superior, assisted by a 

Director in charge of training the new arrivals. Other Tyrocinia 

would be established as the need arose23. 

The General Assembly took place in May 1947. In the report on his 

administration for the years 1937-1947, Fr Slattery stated: “In my 

judgment the Assembly ought to study four questions… The 

fourth should examine what a real Visitor ought to be and what in 

fact he is at present. Of the four questions this is the most 

important because, if it is well treated, it will remove what in my 

opinion is our greatest weakness: the neglect of our mission 

confreres who, through our fault, are deprived of the advantages 

they would gain if the office of Visitor was once and for all well-

                                           
21 AG, 14/1, 1946, 12873 
22 AG, 13/9, 1946, 13139 
23 AG, 14/9, 1946, 13099 
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defined. If this is achieved the 1947 Assembly can always be 

called: “The Visitor’s Assembly”24. 

The commission appointed to study this question presented its 

ideas strongly and clearly. The great importance of the statute was 

unanimously acknowledged. It had failed because the 

prescriptions of the Directory and the decisions of the Assembly 

had not been really implemented in any of our missions. For as 

long as all the authorities involved in this matter were not willing 

to accord to the Visitor the material and moral means to fulfil his 

function, the finest regulations that one might make would 

continue to be completely sterile. The commission’s report 

highlighted the Visitor’s role and came down strongly on the side 

of a Regional Visitor25. 

At a plenary session the proposal to establish the Office of 

Regional Visitor received 37 votes to 19 against. Since a three-

fourths majority had not been obtained the text of the 

Constitution, capable of interpretation in either sense, required a 

change, to be approved by Propaganda. While awaiting this, the 

majority decision would prevail. The necessary approval was 

given on 16 February 1948, and the new text of the Constitution, 

Nº 129, read: ‘The Visitor shall be elected by the Provincial 

Superior and his Council by majority vote. He will be Regional, 

that is, in charge of confreres of several mission territories 

wherever the proximity of two or three jurisdictions makes this 

feasible. Where a grouping of territories is impossible because of 

distance, a local Visitor will be elected by the Provincial Superior 

with a majority vote’26. 

Secondly, the commission was unanimously in favour of 

providing the Visitor with his own house. But on the question of 

funds for its running expenses opinion remained divided, and a 

committee was appointed to make a deeper study of this aspect of 

the question27. The committee put forward the following motion: 

                                           
24 AG, 2.D.IV, 1947, Acts p50.   cf. p72 B 
25 AG, 2.D.IV, 1947, p8, 80-87, 162 
26 AG, 11/4, 1947, 13562.        
11/309, 1947, 13557 
27 AG, 2.D.IV, 1947, Acts, p9 
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1. The Visitor should have his own house, a Society house, 

where he can receive his confreres as occasion requires 

and supervise the formation of young missionaries. 

2. To safeguard his independence he will have at his disposal 

sufficient funds, consisting of those Society goods 

mentioned in articles 420-427 of the Directory; whenever 

these are insufficient they will be complemented by the 

Province. 

3. Attached to the Visitor’s house there will be a station, so 

that the Visitor can initiate the young priests into the 

missionary life28. 

At the plenary session the question was enlarged by the addition 

of a broader notion of the Tyrocinium. It was defined as: “A time 

and place where the new arrivals must continue their missionary 

formation given in the seminary, by following a programme of 

practical training in the mission itself, under the authority and 

direction of a Superior of a Society”. 

Outlining the advantages to the missions of such a house, the 

Assembly decided: 

1. Each visitor shall be instructed to establish such a centre. 

2. It will be a Society house on the missions, supported out of 

the Visitor’s account, with assistance, if necessary from the 

Province, and, if he is willing, from the Ordinary. 

3. The programme of the Tyrocinium shall be made out by 

the Visitor, in agreement with the Ordinary and 

Provincial29.  

Such was the achievement of the 1947 Assembly relating to the 

Visitor. The ex-Provincial of the Irish Province, Fr Stephen 

Harrington, now elected Superior General of the Society, could 

take some satisfaction in seeing come to fruition the fundamental 

ideas he had struggled for since 1937. This at least was how it 

would have seemed to the vast majority. But for him and for those 

fully conversant with his ideas it was no more than a landmark on 

                                           
28 ibid., p85 
29 ibid. p14, 100, 161  
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the way towards their full realisation. From now on, at the request 

of the Assembly, he never ceased to explain his views to the 

Visitors and Ordinaries. His letters during these years contain a 

whole body of missionary doctrine, which, within the limits of our 

understanding of it, we shall attempt to summarise. 

A Missionary Doctrine: the implementation of our Constitution 

and Directory. 

“All I want to see done is to have our Constitution and Directory 

fully and properly carried out – to have our Society and its work 

organized along those lines… Personally I fear the whole fabric of 

our Society is weakened by the fact that we are not carrying out 

thoroughly enough the prescriptions of our Constitution and 

Directory… We have excellent theory of mission organization and 

development, but we are not putting it into a living practice. The 

result is that we have developed no distinctive mission policy 

(and this can only be developed on the missions). Hence our 

students and young priests cannot be formed as missionaries – 

they can of course get a good priestly formation but that is not 

enough…”30. 

“Our real life as a Society is the missionary life – it gives life and 

soul and purpose to our existence. But I feel sometimes that we 

are in a cul-de-sac at present for we have no clear practice before 

our eyes in which to train and form our missionaries at home and 

the results is that we are more and more tending to train ‘priests’ 

on much the same lines as secular priests at home. That results in 

defective home training which tends further to weaken a 

coordinated mission policy. The real spirit of our Society must be 

lived on the missions and be brought home to animate our 

Colleges and Seminaries, so that the specialized ‘priest’ – the 

proper missionary – may be formed first in Europe and perfected 

in the missions later31. 

Men must be formed into missionaries, not merely priests, and 

certainly on the Society is the obligation that men are formed into 

the missionary mind of the Church and are shown in detail how 

                                           
30 AG, 13/80202, 1947, 7021 
31 AG, 13/80103, 1949, 6975 
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the Church’s teaching is to be adapted to the particular 

circumstances of our various mission fields. That supposes a 

whole Society plan and method – a policy. We have all that 

excellently outlined in our Directory, but it has remained little 

more than a theory. It has not been reduced to a living practice, 

because, it seems to me, we are afraid of the possible difficulties 

that may present themselves for solution. It is now when our 

missions are fairly well developed that we begin to see that our 

organization has not developed correspondingly, and there is 

danger of stagnation because a mere sacramental ministry tends to 

take the place of evangelization…”32. “Real missionary work will 

never be rightly estimated by the number of baptized or receiving 

Sacraments, but by the roots the mission is taking in the country 

and the influence it is exercising in the minds and the thought of 

the people…”33. 

Missionary Formation by the Regional Superior 

The proper and essential task of a missionary Society such as ours 

is the formation of the specialized priest, that is, the missionary. 

Merely to form students into priests is to fail in its task, because it 

does not thereby fulfil its formal raison d’être of a missionary 

Society. The Society alone is responsible for this formation and it 

cannot be replaced by any other authority”34. 

“In its practical aspect at any rate, this formation cannot be given 

in the seminaries of the Provinces. It must be imparted on the 

spot, but in a group and under the direction of prudent and 

experienced men. And since this formation is an essential part of 

the Society’s work it should be given by a Society authority on the 

missions, that is, by the religious Superior, in a Society house, 

supported by the Society, with personnel belonging to the Society 

only, and completely independent of the Ordinary. 

The work of the Regional Superior is certainly not sufficiently set 

out by saying that he has a duty to accustom our priests to saying 

                                           
32 AG, 12/80302, 1947, 3754 
33 AG, 13/80103, 1949, 6975 
34 AG, 13/80202, 1947, 7021 
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their prayers regularly and making their meditation, or even to 

learning how to administer the Sacraments in a mission country. 

His task, above all others, is to give them a clear idea of what 

missionary work is today. Through him, the Society should create 

a system into which the young missionaries will enter fully when 

they arrive on the missions”35. 

“What will this formation be? In addition to formation in the 

spiritual life in a mission country, in accordance with our 

Constitution, it will be first of all an orientation of mind towards 

the missionary problems of our time. And at the same time it will 

impart the skills necessary for doing mission work: a good initial 

knowledge of the language, of the psychology of the people, their 

history, their social and economic situation, their human 

geography, their manner of thinking, their beliefs and religious 

practices36. We should present Christianity as the full 

development of Truth of which Paganism has a part already from 

Primitive Revelation. Hence our approach is not to destroy, but to 

fill in what is lacking whilst gradually doing away with the 

excesses that have grown up around paganism. There is no other 

way too by which we can build up in the missionaries that 

supernatural love for the people, except through a thorough 

knowledge of them, and through the sympathy that knowledge 

brings. For ‘we cannot love what we do not know’”37. 

“To my mind it is appalling to see the diversity of views on 

essential matters of evangelization held by Fathers, as if 

evangelization was their own personal work and not the Church’s 

work, as if men were free to have any ideas they like in the face of 

explicit instructions from Rome!”38. 

“I feel that there is a tremendous amount of wasted energy in 

letting young priests take up mission work without any plan or 

policy being taught to them formally and authoritatively by the 

Society; a plan and policy to which all should conform. That 
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surely was the mind of our Founder, and it is more necessary at 

the present day when all around us the world in planning and 

specializing for its own work while we are inclined to drift along 

free and easily, repeating the mistakes of fifty years ago as if we 

had no practical experience in the intervening years to solidify a 

definite course of action”39. 

Independent status of Regional Superior. The Tyrocinium 

As a religious Superior he must have a part in the training of 

young men coming out to the missions, for there alone can be 

properly completed their missionary training; hence he must have 

the place and the means too to carry out this essential part of his 

office. These are only some of the things that must be provided for 

the Regional Visitor if he is not to sink into ineffectiveness of 

which there is so much complaint. It will be far better to make no 

change at all unless we are prepared to go boldly forward with a 

real reform. I personally am convinced that we can achieve a 

splendid work by putting the Visitor in a true position of 

authority, and we can do that if we are loyal to our Constitution 

and Directory for it has already set out his position well but we 

have not translated them into actual practice.40. 

We have defined the Tyrocinium as a time and place where the 

new arrivals will continue on the missions the missionary training 

of the seminary, under the direction and authority of a Superior of 

the Society, following a practical training programme training… 

This place for the Tyrocinium is the Regional Superior’s house, 

which belongs to the Society and is independent of the mission-

head. To be a centre of missionary formation and to fulfil its 

purpose it must have attached to it a mission station, with a 

limited number of outstations and works where the young priests 

can be initiated into the missionary life. The station, with its 

outstations and works, should belong, sui juris, to the Society, and 

the Ordinary should retain over them only the rights of 

jurisdiction and canonical visitation. In this respect the Society 

                                           
39 AG, 12/80302, 1947, 3754 
40 AG, 13/80202, 1947, 7019 



164 

will have the same status as an Order or Religious Congregation – 

Dominican or Redemptorist – which the Ordinary has invited into 

his territory and to whom he grants a parish sui juris or some 

other work, of which the Order will have complete control (except 

jurisdiction and canonical visitation). Will the ordinaries find it 

more difficult to give to the Society of which they are members 

what they willingly grant to strangers?41. 

It is to this house that the missionaries will come when they arrive 

on the missions. It from here, when they have completed their 

formation, that they will be put at the Ordinary’s disposition… 

Until the position of the Society on the missions is thus settled and 

until the Tyrocinium is operating as it should, the Society cannot 

form real missionaries and fulfil its true raison d’être… 

How is this Society station to be supported? At the initial stage 

support must come from the Province. But the aim must be in 

accordance with our Directory that the station becomes self-

supporting as early as possible and that it produces an income for 

its own development and other developments on the mission. You 

will see in 495 of our Directory what stress is laid on this point, 

how it is considered, and rightly so, that the making of self-

supporting stations is the first essential aim, because without that 

there can be no real large-scale development but only a slow 

miserable growth. I’m afraid we have lost sight a good deal of this 

practical aspect and the purpose underlying it, with the result that 

our work is tending to become parochial rather than missionary – 

a good that is more apparent than real42. The Regional Superior 

must study in what way local resources can be developed in his 

station: the offerings and cooperation of the faithful as in any 

mission station, special works of a productive nature, such as 

brick and tile-making, carpentry works, cloth-making, cattle 

breeding etc., much depending of course on the surrounding and 

local circumstances, and always with preference when possible for 

works that will have an educational effect on the people, and help 

to improve their way of life.. This is also a powerful means of 
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christianising them, since the sources of social life are, in a sense, 

reached.43. 

The right attitude towards local resources, which is a real 

obligation on Superiors of stations, is not a matter for any man’s 

personal outlook, or for individual free-lancing; it is part and 

parcel of mission policy, basic, essential, and in no sense arbitrary. 

And our ability as a Society to develop these resources will be an 

indication of our practical missionary spirit.44.  

A Model Station 

The idea should be that the Visitor’s station would be a model 

station for all the missions: model in the sense that it would 

illustrate and carry out to the full the Society’s teaching as regards 

evangelization, mission organization, and the living of our 

Society’s life on the missions45. 

The whole idea of the Tyrocinium is still but poorly understood, 

just as the idea of Society works on the missions is poorly 

understood. Yet they are contained implicitly and even explicitly 

in our Directory. Their very raison d’être is to intensify and perfect 

the work of evangelization. They must be helps therefore to the 

Ordinary. And I would see in them a means of compelling the 

home administrations to take a more active interest in the 

missions and so bring about a greater unity of mind and effort for 

the promotion of mission activity… The Provinces would become 

aware of their essentially missionary role, and this in a much more 

profound way than the training of priests for the missions. The 

whole Society would become more conscious of its real role as a 

missionary Society, i.e. a Society which is itself missionary. Its 

efforts in this direction would be multiplied tenfold. And in 

individual members the missionary vocation would mean ten 

times more!46. 
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After the 1947 Assembly 

To conclude, let us say a word on the situation as it is today. 

Nobody, and least of all the Superior General, imagined that after 

the 1947 Assembly the situation in the field was going to change 

overnight. By no means, since it is so difficult to row against a stiff 

current. But it is not necessary to have immediate success in order 

to be right. 

Pursuing the policy of the Assembly, the Extraordinary Council at 

its meeting in 1948 took up the question, and elaborated the 

programme of scientific training that should be given: language 

study, catechetical practice, theoretical and practical missiology, 

sermon writing etc.47. At its meeting in 195048 the Extraordinary 

Council had to note that under these three headings – house, 

funds and Tyrocinium – the 1947 decisions had not been 

implemented. But it was surely not because we had waited too 

long that we should now wait still further for the full 

implementation of our Directory. Here and there, the first steps 

had been taken. The main difficulty almost everywhere was to 

persuade the Ordinaries to contract in writing to hand over 

proprietorship of the locations for Tyrocinia. 

The Superior General’s report for the 1952 Assembly says49: 

“Unfortunately not all the Visitors have been established in 

accordance with the findings of the last General Assembly, that is 

to say, in a house of the Society properly so called and with the 

means and the facilities to exercise his charge. The need for it 

seems still too little understood and the tendency is for Provinces 

and individual missions to evolve their own particular outlook 

towards it instead of developing a common Society consciousness 

of the essential place the Visitor occupies in our Society life. The 

establishment of the post of Regional Visitor for several territories 

has to some little extent counteracted the local tendency to slight 

the office of Visitor, but much remains to be done before his 

position and functions are fully understood and before he is 

                                           
47 AG, 11/4, 1948, 37750 
48 AG, 11/4, 1950, 37751 
49 AG, 2.D.IV, 1952, p23 
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established in such a way that he can serve the Society and the 

missions in the way provided for in our Constitution. It is time we 

decided to establish these houses, because in spite of the decision 

of the 1947 Assembly only one has yet been set up50. And Bishop 

Pellet, as far back as 1907, asked that this question of Visitors’ 

houses be decided as soon as possible51”. 

The 1952 Assembly was occupied principally with the revision of 

the texts of the Constitution and Directory. The new text of the 

Constitution is mainly the work of Mgr. Paventi, minutante in 

Propaganda and Secretary of the Commission for the Revision of 

Constitutions. He had been asked by the Superior General to 

produce an official Latin text. In the following chapter we shall see 

how this text was elaborated and the sources used. 

The section on the Regional Superior takes up a whole chapter of 

Part III, Nºs 232-241, and, for the most part, corresponds 

substantially with the 1932 Constitution, as amended in 

subsequent years. 

In the French edition (1954) of the new Directory, the section on 

the Regional Superior is to be found in Articles 326-355. The 

Directory, the official commentary on the Constitution, is more 

explicit on the Visitor’s position of independence and his role in 

forming young confreres. It contains all the fundamental 

principles of the masterly missionary doctrine which we have 

tried to outline in the second half of this chapter, and the full 

implementation of which remains for the more dynamic and 

courageous initiative of our young men. 

 

                                           
50 The Dutch Province had a Regional Superior’s House at Winneba, Ghana, 
since 1952, already functioning as a Tyrocinium for two years. On 25 October 
1957 this house together with the parish of Winneba was officially given ‘sui 
juris’ status. The Benin City bishop did likewise for the house and parish of 
Uromi on 17 January 1958, and Mgr. Richard Finn, Prefect Apostolic of Ibadan 
has done so for the place where the Regional Superior’s house for Lagos-
Ondo-Ibadan will soon be erected. 
51 AG, 2.D.IV, 1952, General Assembly 1952 Acts, p57 
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Chapter 8 

A Constitution for the Provinces 

The first of our Provinces was the Irish Province, erected on 15 

May 1912. The redaction of a Constitution for the Provinces dates 

from that time, and this redaction was to form the basis for all 

future ones and to regulate the position of all future circumstances 

surrounding our work in Ireland that it would be impossible to 

understand it fully without at least a quick look at the origin, 

growth and situation of that work. 

Our foundation in Ireland 

With the progressive British colonization of the countries in the 

Gulf of Guinea, the need for English-speaking missionaries 

became more and more acute. An Irish priest, Fr James O’Haire, 

who had known our priests in the Central Prefecture of the Cape, 

came to see Fr Planque at Lyon and persuaded him to launch the 

Society in Ireland, a very Catholic country where vocations to the 

priesthood were numerous. He offered his services to Fr Planque 

in finding the first volunteers, and, arriving in Ireland in August 

1878, rented a house on the outskirts of Cork. This was the first 

step. 

The following month, Fr Francis Devoucoux took charge of the 

house, and with help from influential benefactors bought some 

land on Blackrock Road in July 1879. Here he built a college and 

church, which were opened in April 1880. In 1883 when Fr Joseph 

Zimmermann, who was to remain head of the Irish foundation for 

the next 28 years, took over from Fr Devoucoux he took charge of 

a college and church free of debt. 

An energetic and zealous man, Fr Zimmermann was the soul and 

architect of the Society in Ireland. In 1888 he bought the Wilton 

property and built a large college, to which he transferred the 

students from Blackrock, leaving this house to the Sisters of Our 

Lady of Apostles. 
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He succeeded in interesting notable benefactors, among whom 

mention must be made of Count Llewellyn Blake. This man, in 

addition to giving large sums of money, donated in 1908, his 

Ballinafad estate where an Apostolic College was built. 

It is to be noted that all these gifts were given, it seems, on the 

express condition that they would be used solely for the education 

of Irish students for the missions in Africa. This is the conclusion 

to be drawn from Fr Zimmermann’s letter of 19 February 1897 to 

Fr Planque, in reply to a proposal to close down the Wilton college 

on account of the number of defections among Irish students in 

Lyon. Fr Zimmermann wrote: “We can withdraw from Wilton but 

we cannot sell it. The money with which it was purchased was 

given ‘for the education of Irish students for the missions in 

Africa’, as was stated again recently in Fr Tobin’s will, 

bequeathing all he possessed to the bishop of Cork for 

transmission to Fr Zimmermann, to be used in educating young 

Irish boys for the missions in Africa. Mr Himsworth, who is still 

alive, laid down the same condition for each of his three donations 

of 12,500 frs. If the college is suppressed it will pass into other 

hands and we can take nothing out of it”1. 

The following letter from Count Blake is even clearer: “As a result 

of our conversations and correspondence I have decided to offer 

you my properties of Ballinafad and Ardcorkey, measuring 2,286 

acres, for the benefit of your missionary college. But in making 

this offer my intention is that Irish students should benefit. 

The one thing that preoccupies me in this matter is that I would 

not decide to give you these properties if the foundation was not 

to be a purely Irish one and exclusively for Irish students. I would 

not be happy at seeing these estates under the control of a foreign 

Order. 

Another difficulty also comes to mind: with the recent changes in 

the laws of France, the Religious Orders and their property are 

practically at the mercy of the government. If my estates are 

handed over to your Society and come under the direct control of 

                                           
1 AG, 14/1, 1897, 14718 
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the French house, I see nothing to prevent the French government 

from taking over the Irish property which belongs to the French 

community and in this way using the revenue for a purpose other 

than that for which I am making the foundation. For these reasons 

I wish to attach a condition to my donation: that the house in this 

country, at least in so far as my estates are concerned, will be 

completely independent of any other country. I would like if the 

Irish students were permitted to complete their studies in Ireland, 

without any obligation to go to France. Moreover, I wish to make 

this donation in such a way that it will always be used for the 

purpose for which it was made and that it will not be converted to 

other uses, either by the decision of the foreign section of the 

Society or by the intervention of a foreign government”2. 

We have mentioned that the Superiors at Lyon saw little future for 

the college at Wilton. It is certainly true that a large percentage of 

the students sent from Cork to Lyon did not persevere. They 

either returned home or left a little before or after ordination, to 

enter dioceses in Ireland, or in America and Australia where they 

were welcomed by the great number of Irish emigrants. In his 

letters, Fr Planque complains of the big numbers leaving around 

1890. But as against this, one must mention Fathers Wade, J.D. 

O’Sullivan, Kyne, Connaughton, Moran, Slattery, all excellent 

missionaries and very fine priests – and we are going through the 

list only up to 1899 and seeing a complete change in the general 

picture. 

However, the fact remains. But there is an explanation. It was 

overlooked to some extent that these young Irishmen were not 

French, not even continentals; and perhaps sufficient allowance 

was not made for the enormous differences in their mentality, 

their habits and customs, their ways of thinking and especially of 

feeling. They were lost among the large number of French and 

Alsatians, as were the few Italians, Dutch, Belgian and Swiss; they 

had not mastered the language sufficiently to follow easily the 

conversation at table or recreation, or even the lectures in class; 

                                           
2 AG, 14/00, Blake’s Will, 15292. It is more than likely, though, that Fr 
Zimmermann, to help his cause, had a hand in the composition of this 
document. 
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they had nobody of their own nationality among the priests in the 

seminary; they encountered all these difficulties in addition to the 

natural obstacles to adaptation to a completely foreign 

environment. Their position was not an enviable one. 

The poor results were discouraging for Fr Zimmermann. 

Dedicated in body and soul to the Irish foundation, spending 

himself unsparingly, he felt the results as a thorn in his side and a 

great hindrance to his efforts at recruitment and propaganda. 

And, especially after the death of Fr Planque to whom he was very 

attached, we see him trying by every means to have the students 

do their studies in philosophy and theology in Ireland rather than 

in Lyon. 

We are touching here on a sore point and one that is not easily 

explained or presented if both sides are to get a fair crack of the 

whip. It is undeniable that in this entire affair Fr Zimmermann, in 

his zeal for the work he regarded as his own, overstepped his 

rights. The obstinacy with which he pursued his ideas – a quality 

not unknown to his race – led him to make a number of faux pas of 

which he himself became the victim. But this same doggedness 

achieved for the work in Ireland results which, though little 

desired by the Society Superiors of the time, became a blessing for 

that work later on and for the whole Society. 

This is not the place to give a detailed history of the Irish 

foundation and its progress towards erection as a Province. But 

we cannot pass it over in complete silence if we are to understand 

the measure of independence and decentralization granted to it – 

and in consequence to all our Provinces – in the Constitution. 

Being refused permission by his Superiors to have the students do 

all their ecclesiastical studies in Ireland, Fr Zimmermann, with the 

support of the Irish episcopate, of Count Blake and of the Irish 

press, carried on a bitter campaign for four years, behind the 

backs of his Superiors, in order to win his case. He sent numerous 

petitions to Propaganda and had others send them. Acting on his 

own authority he appointed directors in his houses of training, of 

whom Lyon could not approve. Time and again, and without the 

permission of his Superiors, he stayed on for months in Rome, 
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running from one Cardinal to another, appealing from the Prefect 

of Propaganda to the Plenary meeting, from there to the 

Secretariat of State and even to the Holy Father himself. Through 

his maneuvering and scheming he ended by indisposing 

Propaganda, whose hand he tried to force, against himself and his 

cause. In his efforts to obtain an independent Province he was 

able, thanks to his influential supporters whom he lobbied 

adroitly, to score more than one success. But at a certain point, 

urged on by his entourage, he dreamt of an independent Society, a 

Society of his own – and then Propaganda and his Superiors called 

a halt. A Province, yes, certainly; but Fr Zimmermann as 

Provincial, never! For although Propaganda and the Society 

acknowledged his great competence and knowledge of business 

affairs, they were both aware that the formation and spiritual 

government of members could not be entrusted to him. When in 

December 1910 the moment seemed right to make final 

preparations for the establishment of the Province, Fr 

Zimmermann was replaced by Fr Stephen Kyne, recalled from 

Liberia where he was Prefect Apostolic, He was a prudent and 

moderate man, in whom the Society could have complete trust 

and who would immediately receive all the authority for which Fr 

Zimmermann vainly fought. The latter’s own appeals and those of 

his friends and of the Irish episcopate were powerless to retain 

him in Ireland where his presence would have rendered it 

impossible for the new Superior to exercise authority, to whom he 

persisted in refusing to give a general statement of accounts even 

after he had been sent to Savannah. 

In June 1911 the college at Wilton went within an ace of being 

ruined. The bad seed sown by Fr Zimmermann’s supporters bore 

its fruit. In one stroke 40 students and 3 Fathers left the house and 

the Society. 

The situation was really grave. The weakness of the Superior’s 

position prevented him from exercising fully his authority. 

Everybody wanted the creation of a Province but there was 

uncertainty as to what this would entail for their life in the 

Society. The new administration was distrusted by the bishops 

and benefactors who continued their embarrassing appeals to 
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Rome. All of this, together with the campaign of obstruction Fr 

Zimmermann continued to wage even from America, placed the 

Irish houses in an extremely critical position. The sooner the 

Province that had been promised was erected the better, and it 

was awaited impatiently. 

Fr Kyne was convinced that the only way to save the situation and 

really attach the Province to the Mother House was to grant it a 

generous measure of independence in the Constitution. He never 

ceased to advocate this to Bishop Pellet and to urge him not to 

delay in doing it3. A petition signed by all the Irish confreres was 

addressed to the Superior General in December4. 

The impatience of the Irish confreres was understandable. But a 

Constitution for Provinces, which was being worked upon 

throughout the year 1911, did not come from Rome, with the 

decree of approbation, until 14 May 1912. The Constitution was 

accompanied by a rescript, dated 15 May, authorizing the 

Superior General to erect the Irish Province5. This date was 

regarded ever after as the official date of erection6. 

From this time on our first Province went from strength to 

strength. 

As soon as Fr Kyne was sent to Ireland (December 1910), with the 

title of Superior, with the assurance that a Province would be 

created and with all the powers of a Pro-Provincial, the Superior 

General took up the constitutional questions. Through his 

Procurator at Rome he had investigations made among the 

various Congregations which already had Provinces, and found 

what he thought would serve as a model in the Constitution of the 

Picpus Fathers. Using our own Constitution and Directory and the 

Norms and Constitution of these Fathers, he drew up a draft 

which he sent to the confreres in Ireland for their consideration7. 

                                           
3 AG, 14/1, 10 July and 30 October 1911, 13612 & 13614 
4 AG, 14/1, 1911, 13608 
5 AG, 14/1, 14 & 15 May 1912, 15190 & 15191 
6 AG, Lett. Pellet XII, p109 & 112 
7 AG, 2.D.IV, 1913 General Assembly Acts, p11 
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He received comments from Ireland in August 19118, which he 

studied carefully with his Council, making changes which he 

thought wise9. He then drew up a report in three columns: the first 

contained the draft elaborated by the Society’s Council; the second 

the complete draft of the Irish confreres; and the third column 

various observations to clarify certain articles. This report was 

sent to Rome on 26 October, after the summer vacation of the 

Roman Congregations, so that Rome could make its choice. 

A careful comparison of the Lyon and Irish drafts, as sent to 

Rome10, is instructive in regard to the degree of independence and 

freedom of action requested by Ireland. 

Where Lyon reserved to the Superior General and Council the 

right to appoint and dismiss the Provincial, Ireland asked that he 

be elected by the local superiors, a delegate from each house, this 

mission-heads, and a delegate from each mission. The candidate 

elected would have to be approved by the Superior General. If 

approval was refused, a second election was to be held and in case 

of a second refusal recourse would be made to the Holy See. The 

Provincial could be dismissed if three-fourths of the electors 

believed that for good reasons this was necessary or useful for the 

good of the Province. In the case of dismissal or death of the 

Provincial an election was to be held within three months and the 

new Provincial would hold office until the expiration of the six-

year period. 

Lyon recommended that the appointment and removal of the 

Provincial Procurator and Local Superiors be approved by the 

Superior General. Ireland requested that such appointments be 

made without approbation from higher Society authority. 

Lyon maintained that the Provincial and his Council must consult 

the Superior General and await his written authorization in the 

following matters:  

                                           
8 AG, 14/1, 1911, 40237 
9 ibid., 40234  
10 AG, Lett. Pellet XI, 345-349; 350-352 
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1 The establishment of new houses outside the missions 

properly so called;  

2 The acceptance of foundation masses, perpetual or of long 

duration;  

3 The sale or purchase of immovable property;  

4 Borrowing and mortgaging. Ireland, on the other hand, 

gave the final word on all these matters to the Provincial 

in Council, and referred to the Roman Decree of 13 August 

190711. 

Where Lyon reserved to itself the right to authorize a member to 

go or be transferred from one Province to another, Ireland 

proposed that no member of another Province will be admitted to 

the Irish Province without the consent of the Provincial and his 

Council and no member of the Irish Province will be transferred to 

another Province without his consent. 

We shall return to these points when dealing with the decisions 

given by Rome. 

Instead of adopting either of the drafts sent on, Rome issued its 

own draft for the proposed Irish Province on 18 April 1912. The 

Roman draft took cognizance of the proposals made by both 

parties. The Superior General was asked to examine it and make 

comments. Propaganda’s draft was made out in Italian and 

consisted of 45 articles in 4 chapters12. 

On 28 April the Superior General replied, requesting minor 

changes on seven articles which treated of the election of the Vice-

Provincial and the application of the Constitution to all future 

Provinces, so that the phrase ‘Irish Province’ would be replaced in 

the text by ‘each Province’. He asked further that the text, since it 

was intended for all future Provinces, should be made out in 

French like the rest of the Society’s Constitution13. All these 

                                           
11 AG, 14/1, 1907, 15146 
12 AG, 14/1, 1911, 15189 and 40238 
13 AG, Lett. Pellet XII, 38. Cf. Council Minutes 2.D.111, 57 
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changes were accepted by Propaganda and inserted into the 

Italian text14. 

On 14 May Rome granted its Decree of approval for an 

experimental period of ten years. At his Audience on the following 

day His Holiness Pius X approved of this decision and of the 

issuing of the Decree15. Approval for a French translation was 

given in a letter of 15 May16. 

The printed text, a fascicule of 12 pages, 12x17 cm, contains the 

Decree of approbation of 14 May 1912 in Latin, and then the 45 

articles, with the French translation opposite the Italian text. The 

title reads: “Constitution for the Provinces of the Society of 

African Missions of Lyon”17. 

The first chapter gives the rules for the erection of new Provinces: 

1 The creation of a new Province belongs to the Superior 

General with the majority vote of his Council18;  

2 The decision to establish a Province will be submitted for 

approbation to Propaganda by the Superior General, who 

must indicate exactly the new Province’s territory and the 

names and titles of its houses and missions;  

3 When the Holy See’s approval is granted the first 

Provincial and Council will be elected by the Superior 

General and his Council, with a deliberative majority of 

votes cast in secret ballot. The members chosen to fill these 

offices will belong to the new Province’s houses and 

missions. They must have qualified for active and passive 

suffrage. This article remains unchanged in our present 

Constitution (Art 178). 

While the election of the first provincial and Council is left to the 

Superior General and his Council, the election of their successors, 

                                           
14 AG, 14/1, 1912, 40238, last two pages 
15 AG, 14/1, 1912, 15190 
16 AG, 14/1, 1912, 15192 
17 AG, 2.A.11, 1912, 9 
18 AG, 2.A.11, 14 B. It was only after the revision of the Constitution in 1925, 
approved by Decree of 15 February 1928 that this first article was to be 
modified by Rome to read: “the creation of a new Province belongs to the Holy See”. 
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as requested by the Irish draft, of 1911 is a matter for the 

Provincial Assembly (Art 12-21). All that is required is the 

approval of the Superior General. 

Once a Provincial is elected and approved the Holy See invests 

him with authority. The Lyon draft accorded the right to dismiss a 

Provincial to the Superior General; Ireland wanted this decision to 

be taken by a three-fourths majority vote of the electors. Rome 

decided: “The Provincial cannot be removed from office except for 

grave reasons established by due process, at least summarily, to 

be submitted to Propaganda to whom the final decision is 

reserved” – Art 719. Provincial Councillors “can be removed from 

office by decision of the Provincial and his Council, to be ratified 

by the Superior General with the vote of his Council” (Art 8). 

Lyon recommended that the appointment by the Provincial and 

Council of the Procurator and local Superiors be approved by the 

Superior General. Rome upheld as right what was in the Irish 

draft and decided that these appointments belonged solely to the 

Provincial and his Council (Art 9, 32). The same held for the 

Visitor in each mission, as well as for the director, bursar and 

professors in each house (Art 32). 

Chapter IV, Art 22-45, gives the norms for the government and 

administration of the Province. The Provincial and his Council are 

responsible for sending men on the missions and their recall, for 

appointments to home houses (Art 34), for calls to Sacred Orders 

and oath, thought these calls must be submitted to the Superior 

General (Art 35). Once every three months the Provincial must 

write to the Superior General, to bring him up to date on the 

affairs of the Province, and every six months he must send a 

report on his administration of goods and an account of the 

financial state of the Province (Art 37). The Province can acquire 

and possess in its own name movable and immovable property, 

and administer it under the supervision and control of the general 

                                           
19 In 1928 this article became: “The Provincial cannot be removed from office except for 
grave reasons which must be submitted to Propaganda to whom the decision is reserved”. 
There is no longer then any question of a process to be instituted by the 
Provincial Councillors. Their role is limited to making known to Propaganda 
the reasons they possess. 
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administration of the Society, without prejudice to the Province’s 

obligation to contribute to the Mother House – Art 3220. But 

Propaganda, upholding the Lyon draft, recognized the right of 

control, and qualified its own decree of 13 August 1907 by 

stipulating that the Provincial and his Council must consult the 

Superior General and await written authority from him in these 

matters:  

1 The establishment of new houses outside the missions 

properly so called;  

2 The acceptance of foundation masses, whether perpetual 

or of long duration;  

3 Sale or purchase of immovable property;  

4 Investment of money;  

5 Borrowing and mortgaging, without prejudice to the 

obligation to have recourse to the Holy See in the cases 

foreseen in law (Art 38). 

Finally, on the question of transfer of a member from one Province 

to another, Rome was even-handed towards both sides: “No 

member shall be transferred to or withdrawn from a Province 

without the consent of the Superior General and the Provincial 

and his Council” (Art 45). 

These enactments show that Rome in its wisdom was able to 

reconcile the liberty of the Province – and of all future Provinces – 

with its attachment to the Mother House. In Europe as in Africa 

the Provinces were given full scope for their activity, and were 

given and administration which satisfied all their legitimate 

desires for independence, and which made it possible from them 

to develop harmoniously and unimpeded. The Society itself, once 

it became accustomed to the new system of administration, would 

have reason to be glad of it, and when the question of creating 

new Provinces arose again ten years later, the Society had no 

difficulty in agreeing and in choosing a course of action which its 

happy experience with the Irish Province fully justified. 

                                           
20 Cf. 14/1, Decree of 13 Aug 1907, 15146 
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Revisions 1922/24 

In May 1922 the ten-year experimental period finished. The 

Superior General, Fr Chabert, on tour in the West Coast missions, 

instructed his Procurator at Rome, Fr Hérold, to request a six 

months extension, so that he could discuss with his Council the 

changes which the promulgation of the Code and experience 

might necessitate. The request was readily granted21. 

From January 1922 the General Council was occupied with the 

question whether the Constitution for the Provinces should be 

completely revised and fitted into the Society’s Constitution and 

Directory, or whether this should be postponed until the entire 

Constitution came up for revision at the 1925 General Assembly: 

the changes considered useful could now be asked for and a 

simple renewal of approbation requested. It was decided to 

request a renewal of approval pure and simple, and the Irish 

Province was asked for suggestions on certain points22. 

The Province made a few suggestions, mainly in regard to Art 38 

which it was thought did not give sufficient freedom of 

administration, and in regard to Art 16, on the election of the 

Provincial. The General Council had often considered whether it 

might not be better if the Provincial was always appointed by the 

Superior General in Council, either directly or on presentation of 

three names by the confreres of the Province. The Irish Provincial 

and his Council suggested the following method: the first 

Provincial would be appointed by the Superior General; the 

second by the Superior General on presentation of three names by 

the confreres of the Province; from then on he would be elected by 

the Province in accordance with Art 16. But they made no secret of 

their preference for retaining the article as it stood. After careful 

consideration and study of the different methods of election the 

General Council decided to leave Art 16 unchanged. 

Lyon decided that Art 38 should also remain unchanged, and this 

was willingly accepted by the Province23. 

                                           
21 AG, 11/15, 18 May 1922, 40255 
22 AG, 11.2.D, III. p230, cf p243 
23 AG, 11/5, 1922, 40239 & 40239a.   
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Another article, Art 45, on a more delicate point, seemed to 

require alteration. In the 1912 edition it read: “No member shall be 

transferred to or withdrawn from a Province without the consent 

of the Superior General and of the Provincial and his Council”. 

This text did not provide for authority on the Superior General’s 

part to send a member temporarily outside his Province to fill a 

post which required knowledge of a particular language. It was 

decided to remedy this by adding another article: “The Superior 

General, having consulted the respective Provincials and their 

Councils, can provisionally transfer a member from one Province 

to another for serious reasons. In such a case the member will 

continue to belong to his original Province” – Art 4624. 

The renewal of approval was requested on 31 October 192225, and 

was granted by Decree of 27 June 192326. It was a final 

approbation. 

But in December of this same year and even before the new 

edition appeared, there was a request for a change in Art 46. It 

was feared that the new article as it was wondered might upset 

the young confreres of the Province and cause unrest and discord. 

Consequently, it was decided to retain the former Art 45, adding 

the words: “without prejudice to the Province’s obligation to 

supply to the Mother House of the Society those confreres whose 

services are indispensable to the progress of the Society”27. 

The new Constitution for the Provinces was then printed, no 

longer as a separate fascicule but as the final chapter (Ch XVI) of 

the existing Society Constitution, the numbering of articles 

following on that of the Constitution. It was printed on the 

printing press of the Society, 150 Cours Gambetta, and bore the 

date 192328. 

                                                                                          
11/5, 1922, 40240 
24 AG, 11/5, 3 Nov 1922, 40554.   
2.A.11, pXII.   
11/5, 1922, 40240 & 40258 
25 AG, 11/5, 1922, 40253 
26 AG, 11/5, 1923, 40257 
27 AG, 1/3, 1923, 39718. Livre du Conseil II.2.D. III, 266 
28 AG, 2.A.11,1923 
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1928 

The 1925 General Assembly had as its purpose the revision of the 

Constitution and its adjustment to the Code of Canon Law. Since 

the section for the Provinces had just been finally approved it 

could be taken as being sufficiently in line with the Code and no 

substantial changes were envisaged29. It was presented therefore 

almost as it was and as a part of the Society Constitution, of which 

it formed the “Third Part: Provinces”, divided into four chapters. 

The draft Constitution was carefully studied in Rome by the 

Commission for the Revision of Constitutions, and on 15 February 

1928 the Decree of final approbation of the entire Constitution was 

issued30. Enclosed with the Decrees of approval was a list of 

changes to be made in the text, some of which referred to this 

Third part and of which we shall say a few words here31. 

Until now the erection of a new Province was the right of the 

Superior General and Council, with an absolute majority of votes. 

The decision had to be submitted to Propaganda. But henceforth 

this right was to be reserved to the Holy See, the Superior General 

making the request to have a new Province established (Art 82-

83). 

Furthermore, an addition stipulated that the Provincial, on the 

expiry of his six-year term of office, could always be re-elected for 

another six-year period (Art 85). He could not be removed from 

office except for grave reasons which must be submitted to 

Propaganda whose right it was to make the final decision (Art 88). 

With the 1928 edition the section for the Provinces finally took its 

place in the Society’s Constitution; it formed an integral part of the 

Constitution and was not to undergo any important changes until 

1953. There is no point then in treating of it in a separate chapter. 

Moreover, by this time, our four large Provinces were officially 

                                           
29 AG, 11/5, 28 Nov 1924, 40259 
30 AG, 11/5, 1928, 40271. The first line of the text of the Decree contains an 
error. The approbation ad modum experimenti ad decennium of 14 May 1912 does 
not apply to the Society’s Constitution which was already finally approved in 
1900 but only to the Constitution for Provinces. Cf. 14/1, 14 May 1912, 15190 
31 AG, 11/5, 1928, 40273 
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erected and in operation, so that one could really say: the Society 

was henceforth divided into provinces and these were governed 

by the Society’s Constitution.  
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Chapter 9 

The Extraordinary Council 

The creation of the Irish Province on 15 May 1912 was followed on 

15 January 1923 by the erection of the Dutch Province. The 

Superior General, the energetic and courageous Fr Jean-Marie 

Chabert, pursued this policy resolutely, resisting pressure from a 

great number of older men who saw in the division into provinces 

the inevitable disintegration and even destruction of the Society. 

For these the sole salvation of the Society lay in greater 

centralisation. But Fr Chabert was encouraged by the Holy See 

and by the example of other Congregations. He was urged on by 

the crying need for more and more vocations in those post-war 

years, and he foresaw the enormous growth which Christianity 

was about to make in the African continent. This, he saw, would 

demand the maximum amount of energy and its own specific 

contribution from each nation. He braved all opposition, then, and 

having already made us his mind to create two Provinces only 

waited for the opportune moment to establish them. 

Still, the decentralisation of authority which was the natural 

consequence of the Society’s division into Provinces could not go 

beyond certain limits. The Society as such must remain one, as 

also must the totality of its activity, its method and aim. A large 

measure of administrative autonomy in regard to goods and 

personnel could be granted to the Provinces; its own mission 

territory could be given to each Province, for which it would take 

prime responsibility; nevertheless, there was need for overall 

direction of these diversified endeavours, to direct them in 

accordance with the one essential aim of the Society and to be in a 

position to accept full and deliberate responsibility before the 

Head of the Church. This would be the role of the central 

administration, of the Mother House. 

Such a role demanded from the Provinces the supply of up to date 

and precise information to the Mother House on their affairs in 

Europe and on the missions. And it also called for a pooling by the 
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Provinces of their experiences and efforts. Neither 

correspondence, no matter how continuous, nor meetings of the 

central and provincial administrations on the occasion of General 

Assemblies could adequately meet these demands. And this was 

the principal reason for the establishment of an Extraordinary 

Council which would provide for regular meetings between the 

Superior General in Council and the Provincials. 

The first suggestion – embodied, it is true, in another – to set up 

an Extraordinary Council is to be found in the Acts of the Irish 

Provincial Assembly of 1925. The Provincial, Fr Maurice Slattery, 

put forward the following motion which, after some discussion, 

was passed by the Assembly: ‘To ensure the independence and 

dignity of the Superior General, as well as the necessary freedom 

and individual responsibility of the future Province of Lyon, we 

are of opinion that the general administration of the Society 

should be transferred to Rome. The number of General 

Councillors could be reduced to two, resident in Rome and in 

charge of disciplinary and administrative affairs, while the 

Provincials would be ex-officio members of the General Council, 

with at least consultative voice’1. 

This first suggestion of collaboration between the Provincials and 

the General Council took official form in the Acts of the 1925 

General Assembly2. In its revision of the Constitutions this 

Assembly proposed for approbation by Propaganda the following 

text: 

‘The Superior General is assisted in the government of the 

Society by an Ordinary Council consisting of four general 

members elected by the General Assembly and by an 

Extraordinary Council consisting of the four General 

Councillors and all the Provincials. This latter Council will 

meet at least once a year’. 

This was the text, approved by Propaganda, which appeared as 

Art 71 in the 1932 edition of the Constitution. And the Assembly 

                                           
1 AG, 14/9, Acts 1925 Irish Provincial Assembly, 13083. Cf. AG, 2.E.18, 
Maurice Slattery Circular on authority in our Society, French edition, p14 
2 AG, 2.D.IV, p23 
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Acts added by way of explanation: ‘The reason for this 

Extraordinary Council is to ensure greater unity among the 

different Major Superiors of the Society, to keep the Superior 

General better informed through face to face meetings, and to 

promote the greater good of the Society’. 

Comparison between the 1925 Irish Assembly text and the text of 

the Constitution with its explanatory note reveals a latent 

divergence of view. And in fact, from now on, there developed, 

side by side, two schools of thought on the real nature and 

function of the Extraordinary Council. 

The new Constitution which contained Art 71 was not approved 

by Propaganda until 15 February 1928, and the first meeting of the 

Extraordinary Council was held on 9 June. 

The second meeting was due to be held on 15 April 1929. On 21 

March 1929 Fr Slattery wrote to the Vicar General, Fr Laqueyrie, 

expressing ideas that were new and different from those put 

forward during the drafting of Art 71: 

“The Superior General”, he wrote3, “when advised by the 

Extraordinary Council which will meet once a year is the highest 

authority in the Society after the General Assembly. It is a higher 

authority than the Superior General advised by his Ordinary 

Council, though the latter’s authority for the ordinary business of 

the Society is full and complete.  

The Extraordinary Council is composed of: 

1. The Superior General, its president; 

2. The Vice Superior General; 

3. The Provincials; 

4. The ordinary Councillors; and they are here placed 

according to their order of precedence in the Society. 

It will be the duty of the Extraordinary Council: 

1. To examine the accounts of all the Provinces, at least in a 

summary way, with a view to pass judgement on the 

                                           
3 AG, 11/4, 1928, 13141 
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wisdom of their administration and to give any necessary 

direction. 

2. To enquire into the observance of the Constitution and 

Rules in the Provinces. 

3. To determine those measures that may be calculated to 

bring about the greatest good of the Society as a whole. 

4. To pronounce sentence of expulsion against incorrigible 

confreres when there is no urgency. 

5. To determine the necessary transfer of confreres from one 

Province into another for the common good. 

6. To give decisions on points of interpretation of the 

Directory. 

7. The Provincials will receive the agenda in time to have the 

considered views of their respective Councils. 

A motion incorporating these ideas was submitted later on to the 

1931 Irish Assembly. The Assembly recommended it for study, in 

the following terms, by the General Assembly: “That the 

Extraordinary Council of the Society be invested with authority to 

deal with the matters referred to in articles 117, 125 and 140 of the 

Constitution” – 1928 edition4.  

That is to say:  

117: the quarterly reports from Provincials to the Superior 

General on the Province’s affairs and the bi-annaul reports on 

temporal administration and the financial state of the 

Province; 

125: The transfer of a confrere from one Province to another; 

140: The presentation for the Holy See of the names of suitable 

candidate for the post of mission-head (the terna for the 

appointment of a Bishop, Vicar or Prefect Apostolic). On these 

matters the Irish motion would grant deliberative voice to the 

Extraordinary Council. 

                                           
4 AG, 14/9, 1931, 5925 cf General Report of the 1931 Irish Provincial Chapter, 
p9.     
14/9, 1931, 40283 
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The motion went forward from the Provincial to the General 

Assembly. The Acts of this Assembly record that a discussion took 

place on a proposal from the Irish Provincial, Fr Stephen 

Harrington5, seconded by Fr Slattery, to grant deliberative voice to 

the Provincials in the Extraordinary Council referred to in Art 71 

of the Constitution6. And they immediately add: ‘It does not seem 

that this is a Council in the canonical sense of the word, but 

simply a commission of consultation and information. But Canon 

7 of the Code is to be studied’7.  

The Assembly’s decision was not long in coming. At the plenary 

session in the afternoon of the same day it voted, 30 for and 15 

against, to add the following to No 185 of the Directory, which 

dealt with Extraordinary Council meetings8: 

“The Superior General shall call the Provincials for 

consultation at least once a year. The Extraordinary Council 

referred to in Art 71 of the Constitution is not a Council in the 

canonical sense. It is a consultative Council (un conseil 

technique) whose purpose is to enlighten the General Council 

with its views and advice on matters to be voted on for 

presentation to the Holy See. This Extraordinary Council shall 

not have deliberative voice on any matter whatever. But it 

must be consulted in regard to the following: 

1. In the annual examination of the reports and accounts of 

the Provincials and in determining the pro rata 

                                           
5 AG, 14/9, 1931, 5725A. Letter to Superior General of 1 July 
6 AG, 2.D.IV, p24, 1931 General Assembly Acts 
7 How many difficulties and misunderstandings would have been avoided if in 
1925 these meetings of Provincials had been called “Committees of 
Information” instead of using the ambiguous word “Council” 
8 AG, 1931 Assembly Acts, p25. The first line is the result of an intervention 
made by one of the Vicars Apostolic present at the Assembly. He said that 
from Art 71 it seemed to follow logically, contrary to the legislator’s intention, 
that the Provincials had deliberate voice at a meeting of the Extraordinary 
Council. After an exchange of views it was agreed to use the precise words, 
“call for consultation”, in the Directory.  What a pity this line was not inserted 
in the Constitution and so put an end to a debate which was to go on for the 
next 16 years! But the Assembly didn’t dare touch a Constitution which had 
been approved only three years before. 
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contribution to be made each year by the Provinces to the 

Mother House. 

2. In the presentation of names for the post of Mission 

Ordinary. 

3. In the foundation of new establishments of general 

concern, which are outside the existing Provinces, and in 

the transfer of confreres from their own Provinces. 

When the Extraordinary Council has given its opinion on 

these questions the General Council, thus informed, can vote 

with full knowledge.” 

The Assembly, therefore, quite frankly rejected the motion 

proposed. This is how Fr Slattery, 14 years later, by then Superior 

General, recalled this moment, in his circular on authority in the 

Society: “How painfully surprised I was to see the interpretation 

that was given to our present Directory, proposed by my best 

friend and a Superior of high intelligence, and accepted without a 

word of discussion at the 1931 Assembly, at the end of a three-

day, difficult and sustained debate on another serious matter. I 

saw and understood all, and I think others did likewise. But I 

never opened my mouth, because the Provinces would not have 

understood my advocating that they be so closely united to the 

Society itself which at that time existed within a Province and not 

here in Rome away from all Provinces”. 

The question does not seem to have come up for discussion again 

until 1942. Fr Slattery became Superior General in 1937 and the 

Society’s general administration was transferred to Rome. 

Knowing his views on the Extraordinary Council one could expect 

that the question would be raised once more.  

Not however during all his early years as Superior General – there 

was never a mention of it. But he did not let go of the idea. He 

followed it up, but with a change of tactics. Art 71 was 

ambiguous, and if considered in itself and apart from 185B of the 

Directory (as the Assembly’s addendum to 185 was called) which 

purported to explain it, the article was capable of an interpretation 

favourable to his thesis. It was on this ambiguity that he relied, 
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and it was against the interpretation given in 185B of the Directory 

whose juridical validity he contested that he trained his batteries. 

Alone in Rome during the war, with his Councillors away in 

France, Ireland and Africa, he had plenty of time to reflect on the 

matter. In December 1942 he decided on a formal consultation and 

submitted the problem, with some other points in regard to the 

Superior General’s authority, to the Jesuit, Fr Felix W Capello, 

consultor to the Congregations of the Consistory, the Oriental 

Church, the Council, the Pontifical Commission for the 

interpretation of the Code, and professor in the Gregorian 

University9. On the pages on which the questions were typed in 

English, the eminent canonist wrote his replies in Latin by hand10. 

Fr Slattery first gave the texts of Art 71 of the Constitution and No 

185B of the Directory, and then asked three questions: 

A. “If in virtue of Art 71 of the Constitution the Extraordinary 

Council has at least the same powers and privileges when 

it is assembled as the Ordinary Council? 

Reply: Affirmative, scil. Capitulum Extraordinarium 

eadem potestate iisdemque privilegiis gaudet ac 

Capitulum Ordinarium. 

B. As the members of the Ordinary Council have deliberative 

voice in virtue of their office, have the members of the 

Extraordinary Council also got deliberative voice, when 

they are acting as members thereof? 

Reply: Affirmative, nempe omnes in Capaitulo Ordinario 

et Extraordinario habent votum deliberativum, nisi agatur 

de iis rebus in quibus ex praescripto iuris communis 

postulatur tantum votum consultivum. 

C. If so, did the General Assembly act ultra vires when it gave 

power to insert the above interpretation of Constitution 71 

in No 185B of the Directory? 

                                           
9 Annuario Pontificio 1939 
10 AG, 11/10021, 1942, 23775A 
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Reply: Affirmitive, nimirum Congregatio Generalis limites 

suae competentiae praetergressa est circa interpretationem 

Constitutionis 71ae, No 185B Directorii.” 

The victory was more apparent than real. For how did it come 

about that to questions on the rights of a Council the eminent 

canonist, that Fr Capello was, gave answers on the rights of a 

Chapter? While in the third reply he speaks of a General 

Assembly (Congregation generalis), which he seems to think is, for 

us, something different from our Chapter. Could he have erred in 

seeing an analogy with the two-fold Chapter to be found in certain 

old Orders e.g. the Dominicans, the Chapter of delegates and the 

Chapter of Provincials, both real Chapters in the strict canonical 

sense and enjoying full legislative powers? But we do not have 

this second Chapter, and what exactly had he in mind when he 

spoke of the “Congregatio generalis”? 

Did the petitioner himself see this confusion in terminology which 

rendered the replies irrelevant to the questions asked? For it is 

obvious that canonical Chapters – ordinary or extraordinary – 

since they are delegated by the entire Society are invested with 

supreme authority and enjoy equal authority. But here there was 

question not of Chapters but of Councils, one elected by the 

Society’s Chapter, the other in no way deriving from the Chapter 

and incapable therefore of being invested with any central 

administrative authority.  

It is not at all certain that Fr Slattery took exact stock of these 

replies. On the contrary, it is certain that he felt his position 

strengthened by them, and was only waiting for the convocation 

of the General Assembly to settle the question forever. He wanted 

to annul 185B of the Directory, which was drafted, he reasoned, by 

an Assembly that acted ultra vires in restricting a Constitutional 

text passed by a previous Assembly and which was still capable of 

being interpreted in his own sense. The annulment of 185B would 

ensure for the Superior General ready access to the opinion and 

deliberative vote of a second Council, numerically greater than his 

ordinary Council. For in the majority of cases the choice as to 

which of the two Councils he would consult would be left to his 

own judgment. The Extraordinary Council would also be a higher 



193 

court of appeal which he liked to regard as a more representative 

body and the highest Society authority after the General 

Assembly.  

That this was his line of reasoning is clear from his circular on 

‘Authority in our Society’: “To make sure of the correctness of my 

opinion, namely, that the status of the Extraordinary Council had 

the same constitutional, not to say canonical status of the other, I 

put the question in writing to Fr Capello SJ who is reputed to be 

the foremost canonist in the Gregorian and in Rome. He replied 

that the interpretation given in the Directory was ultra vires, 

because the two Councils have the same status, and all the 

members of the Extraordinary Council, when they are in session, 

have exactly the same prerogatives of deliberation and 

consultation, depending on the matter submitted to them by the 

Superior General. If this opinion is accepted by the forthcoming 

General Assembly we shall have, among other advantages, an 

excellent representative Council of appeal in our Extraordinary 

Council, which will ipso facto become our most representative 

Council and also our strongest bond”11. 

The 1947 General Assembly 

There can be no doubt but the Superior General sounded out, 

unofficially, the opinion of Propaganda’s Revision Commission 

before the start of the Assembly. A letter from Fr Stephen 

Harrington in 1949 to his brother, the American Provincial, 

mentions this in two places: “Our famous Constitution 71”, he 

writes, “had been before these consultors before our Assembly at 

all”. But since the result of this consultation contradicted 

somebody’s opinion it was played down and passed over, and the 

article was put to the Assembly. Further on in the same letter Fr 

Harrington says: “The Assembly insisted on retaining what we 

were politely and discretely ‘advised’ not to retain”12. 

The motion of the Extraordinary Council was the first of 22 

motions which the Superior General submitted to the Assembly 

                                           
11 Circular, French edition, p16 
12 AG, 11/5, 1949, 8660 
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under the title: “Additional Directory for the Superior General” 

(with the exception of the first, all others were rejected). 

This first motion stated “The Extraordinary Council, when in 

session, will henceforth have deliberative and consultative voice 

in accordance with the nature of the questions treated. If time and 

circumstances permit, all appeals from confreres against 

Superiors’ decisions will be brought before this Council which by 

its wide representation can furnish ample information”. 

The Assembly appointed a special commission to study the Article 

in detail. The commission gave a summary of the background: the 

introduction of the article into the Constitution by the 1925 

Assembly, and explanation of the Council’s nature, functions and 

powers, as set out by the 1931 Assembly in No 185B of the 

Directory. The commission then went on to examine the text itself, 

and concluded that “the 1931 Assembly had erred in assuming it 

possessed legislative power in regard to the Constitution, whose 

juridical force, once it was officially approved, did not derive from 

the Assembly’s proposition nor from its intention in enacting it 

but solely from the Holy See. From the moment of its official 

approbation, the juridical value of a statute must be deduced 

solely from the common law of the Church. 

But Art 71 made no distinction between the Ordinary and the 

Extraordinary Councils and gave to both the same ‘juridical 

status’. Hence the axiom must be applied: where the law does not 

distinguish, a distinction must not be made. And since Art 71 

gives the same authority to both Councils, it follows that the 

Extraordinary Council has deliberative voice in the cases 

mentioned”. 

The spokesman of the commission concluded: “Number 185B of 

the Directory which restricts this authority is therefore ultra vires 

and possesses no legal force. The Holy See officially approves 

Constitutions but never Directories, which are unofficial 

commentaries”. And he added: “When it is said that the 

Extraordinary Council has deliberative voice on the matters 

mentioned in Art 77, this is not at all to say that all these matters 

must be submitted for decision to the Extraordinary Council. It 
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means that the Superior General cannot act without the consent of 

one or other Council. It is for him to decide which of these matters 

will be submitted to his Ordinary or Extraordinary Council. He 

can also submit cases on which the Extraordinary Council will 

have only consultative voice. In practice, then, it is left to his 

prudent judgment to decide what will be the role of this 

Extraordinary Council”13. 

The question having been thus clarified, the Assembly voted on 

two propositions, in the form of questions: The first proposition, 

“will the Society have an Extraordinary Council?” was passed by 

47 votes to 2; the second proposition, “will this Extraordinary 

Council have deliberative and consultative voice”, was passed by 

34 votes to 1514. 

The Assembly had spoken. But the newly–elected Superior 

General seemed to have some serious doubts. He proposed that 

the Assembly’s decision be submitted for further examination to 

the Sacred Congregation before it was sent in for approbation. The 

Assembly agreed15.  

The Sacred Congregation 

On 13 June the Superior General submitted for Propaganda’s 

approval the changes made by the Assembly in other articles of 

the Constitution. And on 18 June he presented Art 71 for 

examination, with the result of the voting in the Assembly16. 

These is a second letter, dated 23 June, addressed to Propaganda, 

in which Fr Harrington, referring to his letter of 18 June, gives the 

following information: 

                                           
13 Report of special commission for the examination of Art 71.  1947 Assembly 
Acts, p116 
14 1947 Acts, 2.D.IV, p17 
15 AG, 11/5, 1947, Superior General to Propaganda 18 June 1947, 13560. An 
insight into the views of the new Superior General can be got from his letter of 
27 January 1949 to his brother Peter Harrington.  
11/5, 1949, 8660 
16 AG, 11/4, 1947, 13560 
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1. The Extraordinary Council consists of the Provincials of the 

five existing Provinces and of the Ordinary Council. 

2. Meetings of Provincials with the Superior General in Council 

are of great value to the Society, here he enumerates the 

benefits. 

3. As regards expense, the cost of travel to meeting would be 

largely compensated for by the good achieved17. 

The contents of this letter lead us to suspect that in the time 

between the first and second letter there was some 

communication, probably oral, with Propaganda. And in fact, 

some traces of this are to be found in the Superior General’s 

correspondence18. We are first told that “after the Assembly we 

had been asked to inform Propaganda of what the Assembly did 

about Constitution 71”. The letter of 13 June was the reply to this 

question. And the Superior General continues: “I discussed it 

personally with one of the Secretaries of Propaganda (himself a 

canonist of some note by the way). The first thing he asked me 

was, “on what points has it deliberative voice?” I told him there 

was nothing defined but that it was to have deliberative voice in 

whatever the Superior General would put before it. In true Italian 

fashion he threw up his hands and said: “But that’s impossible”. 

To have a deliberative Council the exact points on which it has 

deliberative voice must be defined. He pointed out how that is so 

for the Ordinary Council…… No Council in the world could have 

deliberative voice on all matters submitted to it. That would make 

a Superior General of all Councillors. The Superior General (and 

every Superior) is obliged to consult his Council on many things, 

but the matters in which the Council has deliberative voice are 

few, and clearly defined, are specified in every Constitution. 

With this intrinsic defect what was to be done? Finally he asked 

me if I myself wanted this Council and if I thought it would be in 

the best interests of the Society. I told him it certainly would, as 

many questions of interprovincial nature would be arising, and 

further it would be liable to promote the good of the Society in 

                                           
17 AG, 11/4, 1947,13561 
18 AG, 11/5, 1949, 8660 
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many ways if all the Provincials were gathered from time to time 

to report on and discuss their problems and mission problems, 

and that whatever the precise nature of the Council, such a 

reunion was most desirable. He raised further the question of 

expense for an annual meeting of this kind, and I told him that 

except for the American Provincial all the others were in 

comparatively close proximity to Rome, and with modern travel 

facilities neither time nor expense would be greatly involved”. 

(The Superior General’s reply to these questions, confirmed here 

in writing, constitute the letter of 23 June). 

“Finally”, writes Fr Harrington, “he said he would defend that 

point of view before the Commission as I was in favour of it, and 

we’d have to wait and see what would be the result”. 

Propaganda’s reply was based, naturally, on the Commission’s 

report and is dated 23 February 194819: “Art 71”, Propaganda 

ordered, “must be modified as follows: 

The last words, ‘this latter Council shall meet at least once a 

year’, must be replaced by these: ‘This latter Council can be 

convoked as often as the Superior General, with the 

deliberative vote of his Council, judges necessary’. 

Consequently, the phrase, ‘at least once a year’, must be 

erased from No 185B of the Directory. The above mentioned 

changes shall be inserted in the text of the Constitution”. 

In reply to a consultation Rome had given a command. A typically 

Roman reply in more ways than one. “If you examine it 

attentively”, wrote Fr Harrington, “I think you will see a lot of 

ironic humour in it. All Rome’s centuries of finesse and suave 

compromise are in that”20. 

“First it respects outwardly the deliberate act of the Assembly 

which insisted on retaining what we were politely and discreetly 

“advised” not to retain… But it proceeds immediately to demolish 

it. This Council will not meet once a year by right. It cannot be 

convoked by the Superior General himself, but the deliberate 

                                           
19 11/4, 1948, S C de Prop. Fide Prot. Nº 2266/47, 13562 
20 AG, 11/5, 27 January 1949, 8660 
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voice of his Council must judge it necessary. It entirely omits any 

reference to its deliberative voice, even though that was a decision 

of the Assembly and put before it as such for sanction. It just 

leaves that essential point hanging in the air, just ignores it”. 

This time Rome had spoken. It had settled the question in its own 

way, by a simple word that at first sight seemed to say little, then 

by silence said everything. 

The 1953 Constitution, of which we shall speak in the last Chapter, 

and in the preparation of which Mgr Xavier Paventi, Secretary of 

the Revision Commission played a big part, was not to change an 

“iota” in the text of Art 71. It remained as it was in the 1932 

edition and as amended by the alteration imposed by the letter of 

23 February 1948. The new Directory reproduced No 185B of 1932, 

except for the obligatory yearly meeting to be called by the 

Superior General. It also omitted the second item on which the 

Extraordinary Council had to be consulted – “the presentation of 

names for the office of mission-head – a procedure found 

impossible to follow in practice21. 

                                           
21 In preparing the terna the Superior General and Council seek the opinion of 
the Provincial and Council concerned. 
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Chapter 10 

Revisions and Translations 

Every Assembly had made its own revision of the Constitution 

and Directory in the sense that it made some additions, 

corrections and alterations. But it is not about these partial 

revisions that we propose to speak in this last chapter but rather of 

those complete revisions in which the whole Constitution, and as 

a consequence the Directory, were reviewed and given a new 

form of expression and presentation, suited to new circumstances 

and to the development of the Society and its missions. 

The 1925 and 1932 Revisions 

With the issue of the Constitution, ‘Providentissima’ on 27 May 

1917, the Codex Juris Canonici was promulgated, and came into 

force on the feast of Pentecost, 19 May 1918. 

The 1919 General Assembly, without going into detail, accepted in 

principle that the Constitution could enforce nothing that was 

contrary to the Code. The Constitution was to be studied before 

the next Assembly which would then decide on the changes that 

were needed to bring it into line with the Code. 

In February 1923 the Sacred Congregation requested us to revise 

our Constitution in accordance with the Code1, and the Procurator 

at Rome, Fr Hérold, was asked to undertake the work2. The 

General Council, on 23 October, after making some minor 

changes, approved the text prepared by Fr Hérold and decided to 

submit it to Propaganda3. But the Council later reversed its 

decision when it realised that there were changes in the draft 

Constitution which the Code did not demand. It was then decided 

to ask Rome’s permission to withhold the draft until the General 

                                           
1 AG, 1/3, 1923, 39707.  Letter: Fr Hérold to Superior General, 5 Feb 1923 
2 AG, 1/3, 1923, 39708.  Superior General to Fr Hérold, 8 Feb 1923 
3 Livre du Conseil 1923, p262 
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Assembly had examined it4. This postponement was allowed in a 

letter from Propaganda of 18 December5. 

Taking advantage of the interval, the Superior General asked Fr 

Hérold to bring the Directory into line with the revised draft of the 

Constitution6. This work was to be completed in six months, so 

that the new Directory could be printed between July and 

September and sent out to all ex-officio members of the 

Assembly7. 

The 1925 Assembly appointed a special commission to study Fr 

Hérold’s revision of the Constitutions8, and devoted two full days, 

21 and 22 July, to a debate on the proposed changes9. On 25 

September the Superior General was in a position to inform the 

Sacred Congregation that the Constitution had been revised at the 

General Assembly and brought into line with the Code10. He sent 

on the new draft, of which the Constitution for the Provinces 

formed an integral part11. 

Rome took its time. Almost two and a half years later, on 4 

February 1928, the Procurator General wrote: “The commission 

responsible for the approval of our Constitution is due to meet 

next Wednesday. This commission has not met for two years …”12. 

By the decree of 15 February 1928 the Constitution was given a 

final approbation13. Enclosed with the Decree there was a list of 

alterations made by Propaganda, none of them of much 

consequence, but as a result of them the article on “Dismissal” 

was inserted, the text of which was borrowed from the Code, 

Canons 648-650 and 65314. 

                                           
4 Livre du Conseil 1923, 5 Dec 1923 
5 AG, 11/5, 1923, 40261. Sacred Congregation of Propaganda Fide 
6 AG, 1/3, 1924, 39720. Superior General to Fr Hérold, 11 Jan 1924 
7 AG, 11/5, 1923, 40270 (1928) and 40262. Draft 
8 AG, 11/5, 1923, 40265 
9 AG, 2.D.IV, 1925 Assembly Acts, p14-26 
10 AG, 11/5, 1925, 40267. Draft prepared for printing after the Assembly, and  
printed before the corrections imposed by the Sacred Congregation. 
11 ibid., p180-181 
12 AG, 1/3, Fr Hérold to Fr Laqueyrie, 4 Feb 1928, 39778 
13 AG, 11/5, 1928 Decree, 40271 
14 AG, 11/5, 1928, 40272-74, 40276.  cf 1/3, 1934, 39915-16 
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The final result of all these revisions was the 1928 edition of the 

Constitution, without the Directory. It was a little volume of 39 

pages, divided into four parts: 

1. Aim and Nature of the Society; rule of life. 

2. General government of the Society. 

3. Provinces. 

4. Missions. 

Until the Constitution had taken final shape there could be no 

question of giving final form to the Directory. The delay in 

approving the Constitution had suggested the idea of postponing 

the updating of the Directory until the Assembly which was now 

less than three years away. Fr Hérold was again asked to do the 

preparatory work, while the Superior General undertook to 

procure comments from the confreres on the missions and in 

Europe, so that a well prepared draft could be put before the 

Assembly15. 

This Assembly resumed the study, begun in 1925, of Fr Hérold’s 

draft Directory16. Copies had been printed for the use of the 

Assembly members17. They studied the draft in detail18, and the 

result was the 1932 edition, printed in one volume with the 

Constitution19. The Directory was also divided into four parts:  

1. General Directory, No 1 – 151 

2. Directory for confreres outside the missions, No 152 – 348 

3. Directory for confreres on the missions, No 349 – 485 

4. Directory for Brother, No 486 – 538 

This Constitution-Directory, with some modifications made by the 

Assemblies of 1937 and 1847, was going to be our vade mecum for 

the next twenty years. 

                                           
15 AG, 11/5, 1930, 40279, Superior General to Fr Hérold, 40279. 
11/5, 1928, 40725, Hérold’s manuscript 
16 AG, 2.D.IVD, 1925 Assembly Acts, p26-40 
17 AG, 2.A.II, 15-15a 
18 AG, 2.D.IV, 1931 Assembly Acts, p13-24 
19 AG, 2.A.II, 16 
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The 1952 Revision: Constitution 

By 1947 a new revision of the Directory had become necessary20, 

and on a show of hands the Assembly agreed to the appointment 

of an inter-Provincial commission to prepare a draft for the next 

Assembly. The decision to make a fundamental revision of the 

Directory immediately raised the question of a complete revision 

of the Constitution itself – a revision which, while preserving its 

substance and spirit, would completely change its presentation. 

The minutes of the Tenth Assembly tell us what the new 

Constitution was going to look like21: 

“There was a general desire for a Latin text. As a basis for an 

amended Directory the Constitution required a certain re-

ordering; articles treating of related subjects should be re-grouped 

under the same title; Canons of the Code which obliged us and a 

mere reference to which Propaganda no longer allowed, should be 

included in full; some numbers in the Directory should be 

transferred to the Constitution; the wording of some articles 

lacked precision; some new articles seemed called for. 

A more logical order was envisaged, a rule more clearly set out, a 

more precise delimiting of the powers of those in authority, so 

that the observance of the Constitution might be fostered, to the 

great benefit of our common life in the Society”. 

Preparatory work 

In a circular of 27 November 1951, the Superior General wrote to 

the Provincials: “At a meeting last week of the Extraordinary 

Council it was decided: 

1. That in each Province a commission of three or four 

competent confreres be appointed to study the 

Constitution and advise on the changes in the Constitution 

and Directory to be recommended to the next General 

Chapter. The commission will work on the French text. 

                                           
20 1947 Assembly Acts, p5 
21 1952 Assembly Acts, p196 
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2. That a member of each commission be appointed to come 

to Rome for Palm Sunday, to coordinate the commission’s 

findings and to prepare a final draft to be presented to the 

General Assembly. 

You are then asked to appoint without delay a commission of 

confreres who are conversant with the work on the missions and 

with the administration of the Society. At least one of two should 

be competent in Canon Law. Later on you will name a member 

who will come to Rome to attend the above mentioned meeting”22. 

The machinery in the Province was thus set in motion and in the 

meantime the Generalate itself was not idle. Mgr Xavier Paventi, 

minutante in Propaganda and Secretary of the Commission for the 

Revision of Constitutions, was asked to prepare a Latin text. He 

made use of the 1932 editions of the Constitution and Directory, as 

amended by the Assemblies of 1937 and 1947. Using these sources, 

as well as Canon Law, the Instruction from Propaganda, “Ad 

Vicarios, Praefectos Apostolicos et ad Superiores Institutorum” of 8 

December 1929 and the “Normae prop Constitutionibus 

Congregationum juris diocesani a S C de Propagaanda Fide 

dependentium” of 29 June 1940, Mgr Paventi reconstructed the old 

framework completely, and handed over his work at the end of 

December 1951. 

This first draft was a manuscript which, unfortunately, was not 

preserved in our Archives. With the many other documents of 

which we are going to speak it would give us still more proof of 

the earnest work which preceded the latest revision of our 

Constitution. 

On Laetare Sunday, 23 March, Mgr Paventi was invited to the 

Generalate and spent the day with the Superior General and 

Council studying the draft Constitution. The Council had already 

studied and debated, article by article, Mgr Paventi’s draft. As a 

result of this consultation a second draft was drawn up, retaining 

the new framework by altering numerous details in the light of 

the knowledge and experience of those in charge of the Society. 

Evidence of the great amount of work done is to be found in the 

                                           
22 AG, 11/501, 1951, 8706, Circular to Provincials 
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preliminary copy typed by Fr Moore, General Councillor, with the 

numerous amendments, precisions and rewriting in Mgr Paventi’s 

own hand23. 

A number of copies of this second draft were typed for the use of 

the General Councillors who continued to study it in constant 

consultation with Mgr Paventi. A few days later when the 

delegates of the Provincial Commissions arrived, they were 

presented with a copy of the draft. 

On their part, the Commissions had been studying the 

Constitution and Directory since the beginning of December 1951, 

and the secretaries had sent on their findings to the Mother 

House24. The inter-Provincial Commission, consisting of Fathers J 

Delhonnel (Lyon), J Gass (Est), T Greene (Ireland), A Bruinsma 

(Holland), A McAndrew (America), under the presidency of the 

Vicar General, Fr J Guerin, began discussions and exchanges of 

viewpoint on Monday 7 April and continued for about fifteen 

days. A detailed report shows how much work was done25. 

Our Ordinaries and the confreres, on the missions and in Europe, 

had been invited, as was the practice before every Assembly, to 

send to the Generalate their opinions and suggestions. A good 

number of confreres replied, and their suggestions were 

thoroughly examined and sometimes incorporated in the draft to 

be discussed at the Assembly. 

In the time that remained until the opening date, 26 June, there 

was much work to be done. For each of the 31 m embers of the 

Assembly a booklet had to be prepared, giving the old text of the 

Constitution – in violet ink – and the new text – in red26. A copy 

was sent to each before the Assembly. 

                                           
23 AG, 2.A.II 20 A 
24 Dossier 11/501, 1952 
25 AG, 11/501, 1952, 13181 
26 AG, 11/502, 1952, 13184 
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The Work of the Assembly 

During fifteen days of torrid heat in an early Roman summer, 

from 25 June to 9 July, the members of the Assembly spent every 

morning and evening in a detailed study of the draft of the 

Constitution and Directory. Many articles about which there was 

no doubt were passed straightaway; on others the debate was 

long, almost bitter, as for example on Article 2, dealing with the 

special aim of the Society. The proposed new text read: “Finis 

specialis est evangelii praedicatio praesertim inter Africae nigritas, et in 

omnibus locis curis sodalium a Sancta Sede forte commissis”27. This text 

was hotly discussed and attacked as introducing an element 

foreign to the origin and history of the Society and especially to 

the spirit which had always animated it: its exclusive preference 

for Africa. The documents in the Archives on this point, stretching 

from 1858 to the 1925/32 revision show how from the beginning 

the text of the Constitution insisted on Africa as our special field 

of apostolate and how for three quarters of a century the Society 

had been animated by this exclusive love. The point was 

discussed for a whole day until there was literally nothing more to 

be said. But after two secret votes the proposed addition was 

mercilessly rejected. 

It would be easy to give an account of other important points on 

which long and detailed discussions took place, both in the 

plenary sessions and preparatory commissions – discussions 

which showed an alertness of mind and an enthusiasm which did 

honour to this Assembly. The proposed modifications in the draft 

were passed through the sieve of experience and spirit of the 

Society28. 

On 8 October 1952 the Superior General passed on to Propaganda 

for approval a copy of the draft which contained all the additions 

                                           
27 I have underlined the words which were added to the previous text and 
which appear in the draft in red. A S 
28 It is worth noting that all plenary sessions were conducted in English and 
French: interpreters were elected to translate immediately from one language 
into the other.  The minutes were always read in both languages, so that each 
member could take full responsibility for his personal opinion on every point 
discussed. 
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and corrections accepted or introduced by the Assembly29. From 

then until 18 December the Commission for the Revision of 

Constitutions was to take a hand in it. 

The draft was to be sifted all over again. In particular, the chapter, 

“De Tempore Probationis” was to be completely transformed. A 

member of the Commission, Fr Callixte Lopinot OFM Cap, was 

asked to redact the text which, for the most part, was adopted by 

the Commission and so became part of the future Constitution30. 

During all the time while the official examination proceeded there 

were frequent interviews between Mgr Paventi, Secretary of the 

Commission, and our Vicar General31 who had been appointed 

Procurator General and accepted as such by Propaganda32. It was 

a very fruitful contact which made possible direct and well-

informed replies and explanations. 

Approbation 

By Decree, Prot. Nº 149/53, of 9 January 195333 Propaganda 

approved “definitively” the Constitution in its new form, and 

informed us of this in a letter of 14 February. The approved text 

included, in addition to the new chapter, “De Tempore Probationis”, 

another important innovation, imposed by Propaganda itself: the 

term of office for the Superior General and Provincial, which until 

now had been six years, was increased to ten. On this point we 

were given a choice between ten and twelve. But the new 

regulation would not come into force until after the next General 

Assembly34. 

The Constitution was immediately printed in Rome, and 

dispatched to the Provinces and missions the following July and 

August. 

                                           
29 AG, 11/502, 1952, 13184 
30 AG, 11/502, 1952, 13922 
31 AG, Livre du Conseil, 10 Oct 1952 
32 AG, 1/3, Prop. Fide, 21 Nov 1952, 14267 
33 AG, 11/502, 1953, 13185 
34 Letter from Propaganda, 14 Feb 1953 
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The Revision of the Directory – 1952/54 

Over the years some points of the Directory had been altered 

without being sufficiently coordinated or grouped with others 

which treated of the same subject. A new revision had, therefore, 

become necessary. On the proposal of the Superior General, the 

1947 Assembly, as we mentioned in reference to the Constitution, 

voted to establish an inter-Provincial commission to elaborate a 

draft Directory. The commission was to present its findings to the 

Superior General and Council who would then propose a final 

draft to the next Assembly35. 

The results of the prolonged meetings in Rome at Easter were 

helpful first in the discussions with Mgr Paventi in making the 

final draft of the Constitution36. In fact, as we have said, some 

articles of the Directory were to be transferred by Mgr Paventi to 

the Constitution. Besides, the same lay-out which was given to the 

new Constitution was going to be adopted for the new Directory, 

so much so, that the table of contents indicating the chapter titles 

would be identical in both. More than ever the Directory was to 

become an explanatory commentary on the Constitution. 

Fathers Moore and J ten Have set to work to prepare complete 

English and French texts respectively37 of the Directory, 

containing the articles, newly arranged and numbered, which the 

inter-Provincial Commission or any other source considered in 

need of revision. This draft was duplicated and given to each 

member of the Assembly38. It was discussed at the same time as 

the Constitution, first in the various commissions, each of which 

was assigned a number of chapters of the Constitution, with the 

corresponding chapters of the Directory, and then in plenary 

sessions39. It was passed after a number of alterations were made. 

But the work still remained to be finalised. Of its nature the 

Directory is the official explanation of the Constitution. But the 

                                           
35 AG, 2.IV.D, 1947 Assembly Acts, p5, 17, 37, 41 
36 AG, 11/501, 1952, 13181 and Dossier 11/503 
37 AG, Dossier 11/503, 42038-42039 
38 AG, 11/503, 42040 
39 AG, 2.D.IV, 1952 Assembly Acts 
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Constitution itself had yet to pass the Sacred Congregation which 

was going to make more than one change, important and 

substantial. It is obvious that these changes would have to be 

reckoned with in the Directory. Pending the approval of the 

Constitution, then, the directory must wait. 

The work of putting the finishing touches to the Directory fell to 

the Vicar General, Fr J Guerin. His experience as first General 

Councillor since 1947 and Procurator to the Holy See since Fr J 

Piergentili became ill, his gifts of intellectual and technical 

precision as well as his close relations with Propaganda, made 

him the obvious choice for this work that called for prudence and 

patience. Attending simultaneously to the printing of the 

Constitution, which necessitated many visits to Mgr Paventi, and 

to the preparation of the Directory, he made progress on both, and 

numerous thorny and delicate little points were thus rectified and 

clarified. 

Although Propaganda never officially approves Directories as it 

does Constitutions, the Sacred Congregation ordered that ours be 

submitted before it was printed. The measure was intended as an 

answer to those who alleged that a Directory was nothing more 

than a pious vade mecum and that the Constitution alone carried 

any obligation. When our corrections and amendments were 

complete the draft was sent to Propaganda to be examined by Fr 

Callixte Lopinot, a member of the Revision Commission. 

As we have said, our Directory could not be redacted in final form 

until the Constitution was approved, which was not done until 9 

January 1953. It was printed in May. Fr Lopinot could hardly get 

started on his review of the Directory until the summer of 1953. 

He and Fr Guerin met at Lyon during vacation time and did some 

work together. The “Draft Directory submitted to Propaganda”40 

contains many annotations made by Fr Lopinot, as well as 

evidence of subsequent consultations with Mgr Paventi, Secretary 

of the Commission. 

                                           
40 AG, 11/503, 1013/53   
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When the text was at last completed it was printed in Lyon, but 

the proof reading was done in Rome. The book appeared at the 

beginning of 1955, with an imprimatur dated 11 October 1954. 

The Society then possessed a Constitution and Directory 

completely up to date and undoubtedly the best we ever had. 

Is this to say that the Constitution and Directory are fixed for all 

time? This would imply that the life of the Society belonged from 

now on to history. No state or society of living men can have an 

immutable code of law. There are no such things as “intangible 

laws”, except those that govern what is dead. Unless there is 

question of a mummified body of legislation, laws which govern 

the lives and affairs of men should draw inspiration from 

changing circumstances, times and places. We have seen our 

Constitution developing according as our Society and missions 

developed. God forbid that this development should now come to 

a halt! In the future, if God deigns to give us one, there will be 

more revisions of our Constitution and Directory. 

Translations 

According as the Provinces became more independent of one 

another, the distance from the seminary at Lyon became greater 

and the use of the French language became less widespread and 

familiar. Consequently, a greater need was felt to have the text of 

the Constitution, not yet in Latin, and of the Directory in the 

vernaculars of the Provinces. In Ireland, America and Holland, 

apart from the decreasing number of those who had done their 

theology at Lyon or their novitiate at Chanly, there were few who 

knew French sufficiently well to grasp all the nuances of so 

important a text as a body of laws. 

English Translations 

In 1918 the Irish Province had its first translation of the 

Constitution and Directory41, made from the French edition of 

                                           
41 AG, 2.A.II 10,  1918 Constitutions and Directory 
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1908. It was followed by a second in 1935, from the 1932 edition42. 

Then in 1957 a translation of the Directory only was made, from 

the new official French text of 1955. This translation was the work 

of the professors in the Dromantine major seminary43. 

In 1947 a translation of the Constitutions alone appeared for the 

American Province, based on the 1932 French edition, with all the 

changes made by the 1937 and 1947 General Assemblies44. 

Dutch Translation 

A Dutch translation of the Constitution was made from the 1932 

French text45, on orders from the Provincial by Fr A Schoonen in 

1934. 

French Translation 

After the publication of a Latin text in 1953, the need for 

translations of the Constitution became much less. At the 1952 

Assembly, when the question was asked if the Constitution would 

be translated into the languages of the Provinces, it was said in 

reply that the Latin text would be the official text, to be used by all 

priest-members and seminarians of the Society. A translation, it 

was said, always ran the risk of introducing variation little by 

little. A solution would have to be found for the Brothers46. 

The need for a translation of the Constitution for the use of the 

Brothers was felt most quickly in the two French Provinces where 

there are a relatively large number of them. In 1955 a French 

translation was made by Fr A Mey and printed in Lyon47. 

Unfortunately, some irritating errors escaped the proof reader: 

Article 109 was omitted, and from there on the numbering is one 

behind the original Latin. The first line of Article 256 was skipped 

and the remainder of the text is made to succeed the preceding 

                                           
42 AG, 2.A.II 18, 1935 Constitutions and Directory 
43 AG, 2.A.II 23, 1957 Directory 
44 AG, 2.A.II 19, Constitutiones Societatis Missionum ad Afros 1949 
45 AG, 2.A.II 17, Constituties en Directorium 1934 
46 AG, 2.D.IV, 1952 Assembly Acts, p57 
47 AG, 2 A.II.22, 1955 Constitutions 
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article, so that from here on the numbering is two behind the 

official text. It is especially for purposes of reference that these 

printer’s errors will cause most inconvenience. 
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Appendix 

Fundamental articles which, if they receive the approbation of the 

Sacred Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith seem to us 

capable of serving as a basis for the Society of African Missions. 

I 

The principle aim of the Society of African Missions is to 

evangelise the countries of Africa which are most in need of 

missionaries. 

II 

It places itself under the protection of the Sacred Congregation for 

the Propagation of the Faith to whose authority it will always be 

perfectly submissive, regarding the Congregation, in all that 

concerns the missions, as the mouthpiece of the Sovereign Pontiff. 

III 

It will not accept missions except in conformity with the wishes of 

the Sacred Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith. On the 

other hand, it will endeavour to render itself capable of 

responding to the Congregation’s wishes for any part of Africa, 

however difficult and thankless the mission offered to it. It will 

work constantly towards preparing the way to penetrate to those 

parts where there are no missionaries; and when it sees that the 

moment has arrived to make an attempt, it will request 

permission from the Sacred Congregation for the Propagation of 

the Faith. On the latter’s explicit request, in no way instigated, the 

Society can accept missions outside Africa, provided they are to 

coloured people. 

IV 

The Society being essentially secular, its members take no vows. 

Later on it will be decided if there is an advantage in taking an 

oath of perseverance after a year’s trial in the Mother House or 

after some years on the missions. For the present it will suffice for 

the member to take a solemn resolution to remain in the Society 
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all his life, considering it his greatest merit to die at his work, 

whether on the missions or in their service in Europe. 

V 

The Association comprises the Superior General, local Superiors, 

Councillors, priest-confreres and lay Brothers. The Society’s 

system of government will be elaborated later on. Meanwhile, 

Bishop de Marion Brésillac will be regarded as Superior of the 

Association, and the four priests who are senior by age will be his 

councillors. Before leaving for Africa he will appoint a Superior of 

the house in France. 

VI 

Only those who are members for three years will enjoy active and 

passive suffrage. 

VII 

Before he is accepted as a member, a candidate will, as a rule, 

spend one year in the house of probation in Europe. 

VIII 

Wherever there are several members together, they will live a 

community life. They may use as they wish the revenue of their 

own patrimony, but whatever they receive directly or indirectly 

from their missionary work or on behalf of the missions shall be 

put into the common pool. Superiors can require members to 

apply a certain number of Masses for the needs of the community, 

not more, however, than four per week. 

IX 

The Superiors of the Association will see to it that the confreres 

are provided for and have all that they need, while always 

observing evangelical poverty. 

X 

The members of the Association who are in Europe, either by 

decision of Superiors or for other reasons envisaged in the 

Constitution, will not fail to make themselves useful to the Church 

and the missions, not only by prayer but also by work which will 
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foster the apostolic spirit in the heart of the Association, for 

example, work in orphanages, the education of poor children and 

of those who will be brought home from the missions, to be sent 

back after finishing their training. They can also make themselves 

useful by preaching, especially in towns and villages. All this 

under the direction of Superiors. 

XI 

Lay Brothers should, as far as possible, possess a skill or trade, to 

enable them to teach it to poor boys and to young Africans, 

whether in Europe or in mission stations. 

XII 

The vital force of the Society is concord in perfect charity and 

obedience to those who are appointed to direct rather than to 

govern their confreres. Hence, aspirants, even should they possess 

all other qualities will not be allowed to enter the Association if 

there is observed in them a spirit of independence or a notable 

unwillingness to accommodate themselves to characters different 

from their own. 

XIII 

After eight or ten years a detailed Constitution will be drawn up 

and submitted to the Holy See for approval. 


