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PREFACE 

to the biography of Bishop Melchior de Marion Brésillac (1813-1859), 
on the occasion of the 150th anniversary of the Society of African Missions: 

  
  

1. It is a pleasure for me to introduce the volume De Marion Brésillac, a fervent apostle of the 

Gospel who, after a brief pastoral ministry exercised in his diocese of Carcassonne, France, dedicated 

his entire life to the cause of Missio ad Gentes, initially as an PFM1 missionary in India, and Vicar 

Apostolic of Coimbatore; and thereafter, as Founder of the Society of African Missions, and  Vicar 

Apostolic in Sierra Leone. 

From the first steps of the Society for African Missions there was an intense collaboration be-

tween Bishop de Brésillac and Propaganda Fide, the dicastery2 of the Holy See in charge of “direct-

ing and coordinating throughout the world the work of evangelizing peoples and of missionary coop-

eration” (Redemptoris missio, 75). The S.M.A. was born and developed in the crossroads of the life 

of the Church, or better, within Propaganda Fide. In his frequent correspondence with Cardinal Ales-

sandro Barnabò – Secretary (1847-1856) and then Prefect (1856-1874) of the Missions Dicastery – 

the Founder affirms: “A word from you, Eminence, when you were only the secretary of the Sacred 

Congregation, gave birth to our community (…). You expressed the thought that it would be better to 

found a society of missionaries at the service of Propaganda in Dahomey and in the most abandoned 

countries of Africa. I was frightened by this proposition, which I accepted however with some hope” 

(Letter of November 12, 1856). Therefore, the origin and development of the S.M.A. depended on an 

initial suggestion, and on a set of precise indications from Propaganda Fide. 

Providence wanted Bishop Melchior de Brésillac to become “the grain that falls into the earth 

and dies” on the paths of mission. Indeed, regardless of the pleasant invitation to remain in France 

and accompany the first steps of his new missionary institute that the Cardinal Prefect of Propaganda 

addressed to him, Bishop de Brésillac decided to guide the second group of missionaries departing for 

Sierra Leone, leaving his first assistant, Father Augustin Planque, in charge of the young institute: “As 

long as there is a will to preserve the community, it will go on, and you shall be this will.” When only 

46 years of age, Bishop de Brésillac died in Freetown on June 25, 1859, struck by yellow fever, just a 

few weeks after his arrival, while he took care, together with his confreres, of a number of poor peo-

ple infected by the same disease. 

 

2. The Acts of the Apostles, diary of the primitive Church, tell us that when Paul arrived in 

Athens, he went to the Areopagus, heart of the Greek culture, and addressed a message to the philoso-

phers of his time, using an adapted and comprehensible language (Cf. Acts 17, 16-34). The result was 

modest, but Paul, even if he was considered a promoter of foreign divinities, became “Greek with the 

Greek.” 

                                            
1  Paris Foreign Missions,  Missions Etrangères de Paris (translator’s note). 
2  Office of the Roman Curia (trans.). 
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But where is the Comforting Spirit blowing today as the principal agent of mission, and in what 

direction is the Spirit’s breath driving the Church? 

The encyclical Redemptoris Missio, after confirming the validity of former “consular roads,” 

also indicates the importance of undertaking new paths of evangelization: “The horizons and possibil-

ities for mission are growing ever wider, and we Christians are called to an apostolic courage based 

upon trust in the Spirit” (RM, 30). Together with a style of mission favouring the geographical and 

territorial factors, we must now take into account the issue of different sociological settings. Mission-

ary practice evolves and becomes more and more global. In our present world, niches and anchorage 

points for mission are increasing. Metropolitan areas, universities, workplaces, tourism, situations of 

humiliation and death, and the social realities determining new life-models, which have a special in-

fluence on younger generations, all become new spaces for mission. The Gospel must find fertile soil 

in the places where people are. We need to locate new crossroads of history and become present there. 

The world, which eagerly pursues momentary happiness, is still searching for the goods that give a 

sense of plenitude to life, beginning with the need for interiority and prayer. The Church has an enor-

mous heritage that she can offer to this world: Christ, who is “the way, the truth, and the life” (John 

14, 6). 

 
3. On the occasion of the 150th foundation anniversary, I am certain that the Society of African 

Missions will be able to find, within its history, the fruitful seeds for its future. You only need to con-

vey, in a new and suitable expression, the goals indicated by the Servant of God, Bishop de Brésillac, 

and by his successor, Father Augustin Planque, who took in hand the Society in its initial stage. 

I am certain that the S.M.A. – which is present in many countries of the world, especially on the 

African continent – will continue to collaborate with Propaganda Fide, committing itself, according 

to its own charism, to the growth of the young Churches, and the promotion of local clergy. In the ear-

ly years of the third millennium, mission can appear as a construction yard in full activity, loaded with 

strategies and programs. Yet, the secret of mission lies in a holy life, in joyful witnessing, in confident 

and constant prayer. 

May the biblical icon of Moses leading Israel beyond the desert (cf. Exodus 7, 16) be an inspi-

ration for your Institute in finding new paths for mission! May Mary, Mother of the Savior, Star of 

Evangelization, lead you along the way! 

I thank you for the generous collaboration you continue assuring the universal Church. Wishing 

you an abundance of good fruit for the future, I assure you a very special blessing from the Lord, so 

that you can respond to the call for mission, always old and always new: “That they might know you, 

the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent” (John 17, 3). 

   
 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 Card. Crescenzio Sepe 
 Prefect of Propaganda Fide 

 

Rome, July 19, 2005 
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STIRRING THE FLAME 

We welcome the publication of this new biography of Bishop Melchior de Marion Brésillac in-

to to the body of materials on the life of this eminent and passionate missionary, first Bishop of Co-

imbatore, southern India, and Founder of the Society of African Missions. 

The life of de Brésillac remains as a source of inspiration and encouragement for those who 

nowadays follow the missionary vocation. A young man full of passion and energy for his missionary 

vocation, he left his house in France to go initially to India, and then to Africa. Before his departure 

for Africa, he founded the Society of African Missions, conferring it with the first goal of announcing 

the Good News of salvation to the most abandoned. 

The world of de Brésillac was very different from our own; its background was the big Europe-

an missionary movement of the first half of the 19th century. His passion and attachment to the mis-

sionary vocation, in spite of the difficulties he met, depend strongly and clearly on that life setting, 

and are a bright example of his courage and engagement in the task for which he gave his life. 

In the Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation, Ecclesia in Africa (1995), Pope John Paul II spoke 

in enthusiastic terms about the prominent missionaries of the mid 19th century, who launched the 

modern missionary movement in Africa. The words of the Holy Father honor, among others, Bishop 

de Brésillac, his companions and all the young men who, after him, inspired by his vision and sacri-

fice, gave everything, as he did, for the evangelization of West Africa: “The splendid growth and 

achievements of the Church in Africa are due largely to the heroic and selfless dedication of genera-

tions of missionaries” (N. 35). 

Bishop de Brésillac was the first among the generations of SMA members who dedicated their 

life to establish the Church in Africa, and to promote God’s Kingdom there. We are attached to his 

memory, to that of his first companions and of those who, following them, gave their young lives for 

the Gospel. This publication is an additional sign of the esteem in which we hold their memory in our 

Institute. 

This biography is the work of Father Bruno Semplicio, Postulator of the Canonization Cause of 

our Founder. We have a debt of gratitude to him for the meticulous and accurate care with which he 

studied all the known documents about the Founder in order to prepare this publication. This work al-

lowed him to deepen the Founder’s ideas and way of thinking. I thank him for the biography that he 

now presents us with, and for the new perspectives that are now available for us. 

This publication comes at the right time, as we get ready for the festivities that will mark the 

150th anniversary of the Foundation of the Society, which took place on December 8, 1856, in Lyons, 

France. With these celebrations we are called to deepen our reflection on mission for our time. I hope 

this biography will contribute to that effort, as it puts in light the underlying values of mission, so evi-

dent in the life of de Brésillac, values that remain as fundamental for all times. His testimony and his 

passionate engagement in mission emerge as a lasting inheritance for the members of the Society, as 

well as for the priests and lay partners who work with us, today and tomorrow. 

May this biography stir the flame of passion for mission among all missionaries, young and old. 

May they continue to promote through their missionary life and pastoral ministry the vision and 

dream of the Founder, Bishop de Brésillac, Servant of God, at the service of the most abandoned. 

Kieran O’Reilly  

Superior General SMA  

 September 9, 2005 
On the Feast of Saint Peter Claver, patron of the SMA 
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FOREWORD 

 

The first biography of Bishop de Brésillac was published in 1910 by Léandre Le Gallen SMA 

(1847-1913). In this 634-page text, the author presents the Founder’s life according to his memoirs, 

which take up 540 pages of the volume, and are the result of a long and difficult research. At that 

time, there was no transcription of the original texts. 

In 1927, Victor Ravoux SMA (1871-1932) wrote another biography of the Founder based on 

his memoirs and letters. With a smaller format of 302 pages, the text was easy to read and consult. 

In 1970, Patrick Gantly SMA (1920-2002) published the book entitled For This Cause, with 

274 pages, the first biography of Bishop de Brésillac written in English. It was translated into French 

in 1994. 

We must point out an unfinished biography by Father Lucien Reyser (1909-2000) written at the 

end of the ‘60s. It only arrives at the end of 1853 in the life of de Brésillac. Another biography written 

by Alfred Erbs was never published, nor the study on our Founder’s missiology by John van 

Heesewijk. In addition, we keep an undated manuscript presenting the life of de Brésillac, written in 

English by Léon Béchu PFM (1880-1966), missionary in Coimbatore for over 60 years. 

The SMA also published the Founder’s writings: Missionary Retreat, in 1942; The Missionary, 

According to Monsignor de Marion Brésillac, a collection of texts from the Founder, in 1956; Mon-

signor de Brésillac, Brief Biography, Missionary Doctrine and Texts, in 1962. 

The Journal, the Retreats and the Mission and Foundation Documents (the latter in an edition 

prepared by Jean Bonfils and Noël Douau SMA) were published in French and English from 1985 to 

1990. 

In the ’90s, Bernard Favier SMA did a valuable transcription work of the Founder’s letters from 

the originals which are sometimes difficult to understand. These letters, initially offered on a CD, will 

appear soon in a reorganized edition.  

Noël Douau (1923-1998), former general archivist of the SMA in Rome, did another important 

work (not very well-known) that took him many years. He gathered in 65 large files all the infor-

mation that could be useful to write a chronological biography of de Brésillac. 

Due to all these texts, plus the research necessary for the Canonization Cause of the Founder – 

currently underway – the present biography was written in the best possible conditions, and we are 

very thankful to all those who paved the road for us with their hard work. 

The text that we present here is a documented biography in which de Brésillac very often ex-

presses himself in first person. In the writing of this biography we tried to present the personality of 

the Founder of the SMA, its richness and complexity. We invite the reader to look at it with an open 

and objective critical mind. 

This biography does not exhaust all the elements of our Founder’s life. A choice was necessary 

to gather what seemed more important and interesting, to avoid excessive details, to satisfy both the 

readers who enjoy narrative and those who are more interested in ideas. 

We tried to be objective and precise, but inaccuracies or mistakes can always slip into a work of 

this kind. We will gladly welcome any remarks from the reader. Above all, we hope that this work – 

demanding but enriching – will allow the reader get to know a particularly attractive figure in the his-

tory of mission, one who a source of inspiration for the mission of today and tomorrow. 

Finally, we want to express our deep gratitude to Father Paul Chataigné and to his sister Henri-

ette for their patient and accurate editing of the French text written by an Italian. Our appreciation also 

goes to the members of our Generalate, and in particular to Father Renzo Mandirola, for fraternal col-

laboration. 

B.S. 
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De Marion Brésillac  

 

 

AN IMPORTANT TIME FOR DISCERNMENT  

At the end of April 1855, a missionary bishop arrived at the Capuchin convent of Versailles, 

France. He came from the Seminary of the Foreign Missions Society in Paris, of which he was a 

member, where he had lived since October 19, 1854. 

Monsignor Melchior de Marion Brésillac, titular Bishop of Prusa, needed to retire into a wel-

coming, poor and silent place. He chose this convent because Father Dominique lived here, a comrade 

and friend from the seminary, who was also born in Castelnaudary, lived here.3 

Bishop de Brésillac arrived among the brothers of Saint Francis of Assisi after a long and com-

plex missionary adventure in India, which ended up with his resignation from the responsibility of 

Vicar Apostolic of Coimbatore, which was accepted by Pope Pius IX, on March 18 of the same year. 

In this hermitage, as he called it4, he wanted to review his missionary life, continuing his dialogue 

with the Lord, listening to his voice and trying to understand what his future would be like. Just 41 

years of age he was full of strength and energy. 

“When my resignation was finally accepted, I withdrew into retreat, in the enclosure of the 

Capuchin convent of Versailles, where I examined before God how I could still be of some help 

for the Missions”.5 

As we will see later on, other important moments in the life of this missionary bishop were pre-

ceded by times of retreat. It became a way of living, out of his human and missionary personality, es-

pecially in the decisive moments of his experience as disciple of Christ in mission. He seldom had 

visitors in the convent of Versailles. He went to preach in some churches of Paris from time to time, 

on the occasion of feasts. 

Since he had come back from India in October 1854, during his time in Paris and now in Ver-

sailles, de Brésillac spent his time arranging different matters and especially his writings. He had 

brought them from India and they were numerous. He wrote a great deal and was very organized in 

his writing. 

Bishop de Brésillac kept a diary during his years on mission. At the Capuchin convent he re-

vised some points and added a few comments to previous events. These recollections make up the 

Memories of Twelve Years on the Mission, which embrace his missionary life until 1849. They were 

completed later by another text, The Journal of a Missionary, continuing up to 1854. 

The first chapter of the Memories includes his childhood, adolescence, the seminary time, and 

his first years of ministry in the parish of Saint-Michel in Castelnaudary. He had left this parish to fol-

low the missionary vocation. 

                                            
3    Father Dominique was ordained priest 9 June 1838, when bishop was a deacon. Before religion profession, he 

was called Jean  Baptiste Gouttes. In 1855 he was master of novices. 
4    Cf. Letter to his cousin Louis de Marion Brésillac, 4 May 1855. AMA 2 F 89, N° 21. 
5    Letter to Mr Métral, 6 February 1856. AMEP Vol. 1000 J, 1129. 
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Bishop de Brésillac was thinking about the decision he had made in 1841 to leave for the mis-

sions. At that time he wrote: 

“May Heaven bless my resolution to cross the seas and work for the salvation of my broth-

ers. God only is our master and he holds the supreme command over our entire existence. It is he 

who must speak, while we listen and obey”.6 

The former Vicar Apostolic asked himself if he had been faithful to God’s voice, given that he 

had laid down his arms after spending many years in India. Speaking of Coimbatore, he said from the 

bottom of the heart: 

 “Let my tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth if I ever forget you, Coimbatore! You 

should have been a vision of perfection and peace for me! (…) Coimbatore! You were my delight. 

Did I not have there the house that I built myself, and the tomb that I prepared for myself? (…) 

Why did I abandon you, Coimbatore? Did you refuse me the joys of the heart and those of the 

soul? It is true that often my heart was broken there, and my soul snake in deep sadness. Yet the 

Indians loved me, because I loved them very much. Perhaps my dear natives loved me in excess, 

since my affection for them was boundless.”7 

Why did I abandon you, Coimbatore? Here is the answer:  

 “It was impossible for me to let go of my convictions. But it was possible for me to give 

up my post, and that I did. It was a sacrifice, against my interests of every kind, and against the 

complaints of my heart.”8 

After this painful confession, the diary jumped back in time to the first years in the life of Bish-

op de Brésillac. Let us revisit those years together with him, travelling to Southern France. 

                                            
6   Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs  from twelve years on the mission, Rome,1988, Vol. I, 12. 
7   Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs, op. cit., I, 13. 
8   Ibid.,16. 
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CHAPTER 1 

FROM BIRTH TO PRIESTHOOD 

(1813 - 1838) 

  

I. BACKGROUND AND FAMILY  

1.  Background 

Melchior de Brésillac was born on December 2nd, 1813, in Castelnaudary, France. At present, 

Castelnaudary is a county seat in the department of Aude, within the Languedoc-Roussillon region, in 

Southern France. This small city of 11, 000 inhabitants is the capital of a region called Lauragais, 

spreading between the departments of Aude and High Garonne, linking the dioceses of Carcassonne 

and Toulouse: 

“(The Lauragais Audois) was always a region of passage, invasion, intense trade, often 

ravaged but always rebuilt, and almost exclusively agricultural. It is a land of hardworking men 

and women, who are never overwhelmed, but were often involved in conflicts and suffered trage-

dies.”9 

In the 19th century, Castelnaudary was an important agricultural center served by the Canal du 

Midi, an important water way facilitating commerce between the Atlantic and the Mediterranean re-

gions. The city had 30 windmills in 1826. In the present day, it still looks like a medieval city, with a 

vast basin and beautiful quay along the canal. 

In 1818, Baron Trouvé – a former Imperial Prefect – wrote about the way of life in the 

Castelnaudary region: 

 “Their food is the roughest, as they consume corn (…); life is more active than reflective; 

you find more resolution among them, a more independent spirit, more commitment to their pro-

jects and resolutions, more rudeness in their manners, and a bit less sociability in their taste and 

relations. But even if this rustic life isolates them, weakening their sense of conviviality, such a 

defect is compensated by a stronger rectitude, by an undoubted integrity, and by ancestral virtues: 

diseases are less serious, the people are physically stronger, and less sensitive to external health 

threats ”10 

2.  Family history 

 “The Marions are a very old family of Fanjeaux: you find them there from the beginning 

of the 15th century. They formed several branches, each of them attaching the name of their lord-

ship to the surname, according to the custom. We find the Marions, the Brézilhacs, the Gajas-Las 

Courtineses (…). Eventually, the branch to which Melchior of Brésillac belongs became the de 

Marion Brésillacs, which was progressively shortened into de Brésillacs.”11 

In the 16th century we find a son of Jean Marion, also named Jean, among the important figures 

of the family. He became a canon of Carcassonne then, abandoning all his goods he joined the Order 

of Feuillants, a reformed Cistercian community. Later he became a confessor of Henri III. In time, he 

left for Piedmont, together with eight members of his Order, to take care of the plague-ridden soldiers 

in the army of the Duke of Savoy. He dead of the same disease in Turin. 

There is also a member of the family by the name Jean-François, known as Father de Bré-

zilhac12 (1710-1780), a Benedictine religious in the Congregation of Saint Maur. He is the author – in 

                                            
9   Biau, J., De Castelnaudary au cœur de l’Afrique. Mgr de Marion Brésillac, Fondateur de la Société des Missions Afri-

caines, Carcassonne, 1998, 1. The author is a priest of the diocese of Carcassonne and is a native of Castelnaudary. 
10  Quoted in: Biau, J., Le Lauragais Audois 1800-1991, Carcassonne, 1991, 13. 
11  Biau, J., De Castelnaudary au cœur de l’Afrique…, op. cit., 5. 
12  Dom de Brézilhac  (trans.). 
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collaboration with his uncle, Father Jacques Martin – of the Histoire des Gaules, of which he pub-

lished only the second volume. He also translated Wolf’s Traité des Mathématiques. 

In the same branch as Jean-François, we find Jean-Louis, born in 1714, also known as Father de 

Brézilhac13, a priest of the Society of Navarre in Paris, and professor at the Sorbonne. He died in 

1766. 

Ten members of the Marion family gave their lives to the Church as priests or religious be-

tween 1422 and 1800. Piety and alms giving were a tradition in this family, as the regional archives 

indicate. 

3.  Melchior’s parents 

Jacques Louis Benoît de Marion Brézilhac, born in 1743, united the two main lineages of the 

family. He took Marie Anne Cousin in second marriage in 1767. Gaston de Marion Brésillac, Melchi-

or’s father, was born from this union in 1773. 

The French Revolution forced Gaston to leave for Spain in 1791. Then he went to Denmark and 

Sweden, where his talent as a miniaturiste assured him a living. He escaped from the Terror together 

with three brothers, one of which, Pierre Marie, was captured and executed at 18 years of age. 

Gaston came back to France when the Terror ended. The family possessions had been confis-

cated and sold, though some were recovered later. Together with his brothers, Gaston faced a difficult 

situation. He found a work as an engineer officer of the Canal du Midi.. He was the first in the family 

to accept  “bourgeois” employment. 

According to testimonies of the time, Gaston de Brésillac was a true gentleman of sound culture 

and deep Christian faith: 

 “Even though he was raised in the aristocratic milieu of the 18th century, he was not con-

taminated by the philosophy of authors like Voltaire, so fashionable at the time, which infected 

the nobility, the bourgeoisie, and even the people, reaching out to the provinces farthest away 

from the capital and the Court (…). He was a Christian in the full sense of the word, a man of 

faith, not of a vain and superficial faith, but a Christian who practiced the duties and deeds that re-

ligion orders and recommends. The entire life of this good man proves it, but if we want to pene-

trate the intimacy of this fine soul, we must read his extensive correspondence with his son, and 

the memoirs of the latter.”14 

Joséphine Marion de Gaja was Melchior’s mother. Born in 1784, she was a woman of noble 

heart, discreet, full of Christian faith and love for her husband and children. She “had the gift of a rare 

piety “, her son Melchior said. We know about her qualities mainly thanks to Melchior’s memoirs and 

to his letters, numbering about twenty. 

Melchior’s parents were married on June 16, 1812, in the church of Gaja la Selve. 

4.  Family conditions 

Gaston de Brésillac recovered a property in Castelnaudary that had been confiscated in 1791. It 

was a comfortable house, with stables and different annexes. The newly married couple settled in this 

place. But from time to time, especially during the summer and the harvest season, they moved to 

their property of Brézilhac, in the Domaine du Fort. 

When they began their life together, Melchior’s parents enjoyed a certain social and economic 

stability. They were not very rich, but had enough to lead an honorable and respectable life according 

to their social position,  as their son Melchior said. They had to think carefully before spending mon-

ey. 

                                            
13  Abbé de Brézilhac  (trans.). 
14  Le Gallen, L., Vie de Mgr de Marion-Brésillac, Lyon, 1910, 636 p., 25-26. 
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At the time of his marriage, Gaston de Brésillac was 39 years old. His previous experiences, 

and especially his difficulties during the time in exile, had certainly contributed to open his mind to 

the new requirements of the social and industrial revolution that took place in France between the end 

of the 18th century and the first half of the 19th. 
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II.    EARLY YEARS 

  (1813-1832) 
  
  
1.  From birth to youth 

Melchior Marie Joseph de Marion Brésillac was born on December 2, 1813, at nine o’clock in 

the morning, in Castelnaudary, diocese of Carcassonne. He was the first child of Gaston de Brésillac 

and Joséphine Marion de Gaja. 15 He was born in the family house, located at the time on Port-de-

Dins, in the parish of Saint John the Baptist. 

According to the birth certificate, the newborn child was enlisted on the Civil Registry by his 

father on December 3, in the presence of two cousins, Victor Dalmas, a land owner, and Honoré Dal-

mas, a Surveillance Commissioner16, in the Castelnaudary district. 

Melchior de Brésillac was baptized by Father Vivier in the parish of Saint John the Baptist, 

Castelnaudary, on December 5. The godfather was Melchior de Marion Gaja, maternal uncle, and the 

godmother was Marie Anne Jacquette Villenouvette – née Cousin–paternal grandmother. 

Besides the official acts, there is no other information concerning Melchior’s first years of life. 

The acts refer in passing to places like Fanjeaux, Brézilhac, Lasserre de Prouille, and Lasserre de 

Monestrol, where he lived until he entered the Seminary of Carcassonne. 17 

Melchior’s parents owned some properties in the countryside near Castelnaudary. They used to 

go there often, especially in the summer, and the children stayed there for long periods during the 

year. 

In a note by Victor Ravoux – who did some research on the life of Melchior de Brésillac – we 

find the following : 

 “Monsignor was born in Castelnaudary because his mother went to her parent’s house – 

the de Marion Gajas – to give birth. At the age of one month they took him to Brézilhac, where he 

stayed until 1821. He served Mass in the present-day church, whose choir dates from that time.”18 

An anonymous article published in Echo des Missions Africaines de Lyon in 1929, offers this 

testimony: 

 “In this parish (Brézilhac), where the patriarchal family of the Marion Brésillacs lived for 

276 years, a Vocation Day was celebrated for the first time on March 2, along with the ceremony 

of perpetual adoration. 

                                            
15   The other children were : Marie Josèphe, born 1815, died 1819 ; Jules, born 1816, died 1835 ; Victoire, born 

1818, died 1830; Henri, born 1821, died 1870 – a married man, he had three children: Pierre, Thèrese (who be-
came a sister of the Assumption  and died at Lourdes in 1903), and Germaine (who was a sister of the same 
Institute), he died ad Lourdes in 1953; Bathilde, born in 1824, died in 1909, she was unmarried; Félicie, born in 
1826, married Melchior de Ranchin, they had two children: Etiennette and Marie; she died in 1895. 

16  « Commissaire géomètre » (trans.). 
17   FANJEAUX, 19 kms away, was part of the district of Castelnaudary. It was been the cradle of the Marion 

family since 1421. Many a Marion has been a consul or major of Fanjeaux. 

 LASSERRE de PROUILLE is located in the canton d’Alaigne, in the district of Limoux. Two and half kms 
away is Notre Dame de Prouille, the first Dominican monastery. At one time at Lasserre de Prouille there was 
a chateau in which Melchior de Brésillac lived. 

 BRÉZILHAC is found in the outskirts of Fanjeaux. The name is written in different ways: Brésillac, Brassillac, 
Brézilhac. The ‘lordship’ of Brésillac was acquired by the Marions in 1548. The family of Melchior lived in the 
chateau ‘ Fort de Brezilhac’ up to 1827. 

       LASSERRE de MONESTROL  is a château 2 kms from Monestrol near Villefranche de Lauragais. The Marion 

Brésillac family were the landowner and there they had theirs country residence. 
18   AMA 2 F 33. Victor Ravoux, SMA, is author of : Vie abrégée du noble Prélat Mgr Marion, Comte de Brésillac, 

Evêque de Pruse, Fondateur des Missions Africaines de Lyon, 1813-1859, Lyon, 1927, 302 p.  
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It was in this community of Brézilhac, in the chateau du Fort, where the young Melchior 

de Marion Brézilhac – who in time would become missionary, Bishop of Prusa, and Founder of 

the Society of African Missions of Lyons – spent the first years of his life. He distinguished 

himself by his precocious piety. Was it in Brézilhac that he heard the first call from God? We 

are entitled to believe so.”19 

Let us now listen to the testimonies of his contemporaries, who knew Melchior well and spoke 

about his childhood and adolescence. Here is the account of his childhood:  

“The first-born, our future Bishop, showed the best disposition’s very early. Eager to learn, 

he wanted to grasp everything and would constantly ask for explanations of the words and things 

he did not understand. Instead of enjoying the company of children who wanted to have fun and 

take part in frivolous matters, he preferred the company of people older and more educated than 

himself, with a declared intention of widening his knowledge. 

Remarkable for his love of work and his application to study, he was not less notable for 

his wisdom and piety. ‘This child will never be pious’, said a maid in charge of his care when he 

was only 2 or 3 years old, because he did not want to remain in church until the Office was over. 

And some years later, seeing that he was so devout at the age of 12 or 13, she liked to recall – in 

the presence of many others – her earlier comment, which now strongly contrasted with the admi-

rable disposition of the young child.”20 

Melchior’s sister Félicie left us a memory about her brother’s childhood: 

“In his young days, Melchior was very cheerful. He liked to laugh and he liked tease his 

two sisters. He played tricks on them, making voices to scare them at night, pulling their braids 

and, later on, undoing their little hair bun. Papa would laugh at this. Mama a bit less. She would 

give him a little sermon, which he would listen to with humorous contrition but without regret, 

since he would start teasing them again immediately. But he was never angry and he would never 

sulk. It must be said in his favour that the little damsels themselves were given to tossing and 

messing up his beautiful blonde hair of which he was so proud.” 21 

A testimony from Canon Pradies, written for Victor Ravoux in 1928, tells us: 

“Little Melchior served Mass in the church of Brézilhac very gracefully from the age of 

six, and he would climb the bell-tower with the bell-ringer. In Lasserre, he sang at the lectern until 

the age of 18.”22 

Among the stories of his childhood, this one comes from his family: 

 “Young Melchior had little taste for children’s games. When he could excuse himself 

without annoying his brothers and sisters, he retired to a small oratory which he had set up close 

to the gardener’s house in Lasserre. There were many pictures of men and women saints, as well 

as a tiny altar, dominated by a big cross. The child would gladly do the honors in his 'cathedral' 

for his friends; but one could only enter there after leaving all profane objects at the door: hula 

hoops, balls and skipping ropes. Then the ceremony began, which sometimes was a bit long, ac-

cording to damsel Bathilde, since you had to recite a short prayer before every image…, and there 

where so many of them! Nevertheless, we went there gladly, because the Chaplain was so kind, 

and took his role as Archpriest so seriously.”23 

 

2.  Several residences 

There is no precise information about the different houses in which Melchior lived during his 

first years, nor on the length of time he spent in each of them. 

                                            
19 « Echo des Missions Africaines de Lyon,  Chronique » – Naissance d’un Antoine Melchior de Marion Brézilhac et la 

paroisse de Brézilhac (Aude), Extrait, April 1929, 88. 
20  This text is attributed by some to Mlle Blanchet. AMA 2 F 30. 
21  Souvenirs of Félicie to Etiennette de Ranchin, AMA, 2 F 33. 
22  Pradies to Ravoux, 1929, AMA, 2 F 33. 
23  AMA 2 F 33. 
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Born in Castelnaudary in 1813 – as we mentioned earlier – Melchior was taken very soon to the 

country residence of Brézilhac, known as Fort Brézilhac Manor. He was there “when the age of rea-

son came after that of innocent childhood,” as Melchior himself stated in his memoirs. 24 

He moved with his family when they left Fort Brézilhac to settle in the Castle of Lasserre de 

Prouille. Melchior remained there until he was a teenager. 

He moved again when his parents left Lasserre de Prouille for the Castle of Lasserre de Mones-

trol. Melchior would spend his holidays there when he studied at the seminary of Carcassonne. His 

parents still lived in this residence when he left the diocese for the missions. 

The family kept a town house in Castelnaudary  all that time, but moved from  ruePort-de-Dins, 

in Saint John the Baptist’s Parish, to rue Port-de-Bordes, in Saint Michael’s Parish. 

 

3.  Primary school and intellectual formation 

When he was preaching to a group of missionaries in India during a retreat session,  de Brésil-

lac gave an indirect testimony about the education he had received in the first years of his life. While 

speaking about how God’s mercy brought about Salvation, he said: 

 “Indeed, hardly after we left our mother's womb, the waters of Baptism bathed our fore-

heads. We were dressed in the robe of innocence, whose glowing purity was given in charge to the 

devoted and beloved parents that watched over our childhood. They also took upon themselves 

our first Christian education with a dedication we will never be able to appreciate.  

Hardly after we learned to speak, they taught us your sacred name, oh God, the name of Je-

sus, your Son, and of Mary, his mother. They raised us in fear of You, they made us know your 

Law, they inspired in us the love of virtue and the abhorrence of sin. Thanks be to you, oh God, 

for giving us such good parents.”25 

To understand the intellectual formation received by Melchior – and the choice made by his fa-

ther in this regard, – we must take into account the situation of the schools in that region at the begin-

ning of the 19th century. 

Primary education was in fact neglected at the time. Several villages supported only one school 

teacher on local funds. In 1795, the school of Lasserre served the children of Lasserre, Brézilhac and 

Femouillet. There they learned reading, writing, arithmetic rules, elements of French language, and 

some notions of natural science. 

 “For over twenty years, the school of Castelnaudary had a lot of difficulties to survive: it 

passed from one director to director, lacked steady resources, and was unfavourably mentioned in 

reports. As for primary education, they town had to wait until 1823 for the Brothers of the Chris-

tian Schools, who were finally authorized by the government to reassume their role as educa-

tors.”26 

Given the poor state of primary and secondary education, plus the need for a formation that 

would be serious and respect of his own principles, Gaston de Brésillac decided to become himself the 

tutor of his children, Melchior and Jules: “My virtuous and respectable father became himself the ed-

ucator of his children,” said de Brésillac in his memoirs.27 We must add that the father could not af-

ford much expense on the instruction of his children. 

Gaston had the qualities and the necessary expertise for this task. Passionate for humanities and 

science, he kept cultivating them until his death. The correspondence between father and son – 

throughout Melchior’s life – shows that Gaston had a vast knowledge about the events of his time, his 

country and Europe. 

                                            
24  Marion Brésillac, Diary 1856-1859, Rome,1986, 48. 
25  Marion Brésillac, Retreat to Missionaries, Rome, 1985, 97-98. 
26  Biau, J., De Castelnaudary au cœur  de l’Afrique, op. cit. , 14. 
27  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs, op. cit., I,17. 
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Melchior’s school grades and behavior in the following stages of his education indicate the pos-

itive effects of this teaching: 

 “Melchior’s father was probably a remarkable tutor for him and his brother Jules, since in 

1832 he could be admitted to the rhetoric28 class in the Carcassonne Minor Seminary.”29 

“Anyway, his instruction was so good that, after only two years in the seminary, Melchior 

was allowed to begin studying Theology.”30 

 

                                            
28  Rhétorique was the school grade in which rhetoric was taught. It is now the class of première, or 2nd year of high school 

(lycée) in the French education system, corresponding to the 11th year of schooling, with an age of 16 years roughly 

(trans.). 
29  Biau, J., op. cit., 16. 
30  Gantly, P., Ellen Thorp,  For this cause. The life of Melchior de Marion Brésillac,  Rome 1970, 274 p., 13. 
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III.  TOWARDS PRIESTHOOD 

(1832-1838) 
  

 1.  Priestly vocation 

Speaking about the beginning of his vocation, Melchior de Brésillac affirmed: “God granted me 

the grace, I believe, of inspiring in me the idea of a priestly vocation almost at the same time as he 

gave me the use of reason.” 31 He also wrote in his memoirs: 

“When I made up my mind about becoming a priest, I received my father’s permission to 

go and do the introductory course, and then study Philosophy at the Minor Seminary of Carcas-

sonne, the headquartes of my diocese.”32 

Melchior entered the Minor Seminary of Carcassonne on November 6, 1832, at 19 years of age. 

That year the Seminary was directed by Father Etienne Arnal – who left the in 1861. He was an im-

portant personality in the history of the diocese of Carcassonne. He organized a select staff, including 

Mr Barthe, philosophy teacher, who was particularly appreciated in Carcassonne. He also managed to 

bring the best pupils to his center. 

Regarding spiritual formation, 

“piety was honored in this house, where the formation of priestly vocations remained the 

main goal of education. Frequent communion and visiting the Holy Sacrament were common 

practices. Meditation, spiritual reading, the recitation of the rosary, plus the particular exercises of 

those who belonged to the Holy Virgin’s Society33, were some of the many means to develop an 

intense religious life. The annual retreat was imparted with all the care it demanded. Religious 

ceremonies were celebrated with all the splendor possible.”34 

Life in the house was austere, as it was in all the seminaries at the time: 

“Leaving the house was rare; barely a few hours were granted to the pupils on New Year’s 

Day, and on Mondays after Easter and Pentecost. Silence and reading in the refectory were com-

pulsory, except for big feasts when speaking was allowed, and the menu was enriched with “a lit-

tle extra”.  Besides Church solemnities, the big events of the year were the Superior’s feast, the 

Bishop’s visit on the occasion of the Mass of Holy Spirit or First Communion Masses, and espe-

cially prize-giving day.”35 

In the Minor Seminary  

“everybody liked him (Melchior): his schoolmates, because he was always cheerful and in 

a good mood, straightforward and honest; the teachers, because he was flexible, ready to work, 

and trustful. The unforgettable Superior, Reverend Canon Arnal, a good judge of people, better 

than anyone appreciated his great qualities, and wanted to keep him when he ended his studies 

teaching in the Minor Seminary.”36 

 We do not know how the young Melchior experienced the substantial change he went through 

in joining the Minor Seminary. He opened up to a new world regarding people, ideas, material things, 

and life style. But we do know – thanks to his letters and memoirs – that the years in the Minor Semi-

nary were very happy for him. He remained attached to this house with great affection for the rest of 

his life: 

                                            
31  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs, op. cit., I, 17. 
32  Ibid. 
33  Congréganistes de la Sainte Vierge (trans.). 
34  Anon., Le Petit Séminaire de Carcassonne. Souvenir du Centenaire, 1813-1913, Carcassonne, 1913, 12. 
35  Ibid, 13. 
36  Text attributed to Mlle Blanchet. AMA, 2 F 30. 
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“He liked living in the Minor Seminary. He never forgot this house, where he spent the 

happy years of his youth. He often speaks about it in his letters to his parents and friends, and al-

ways remained in correspondence with the teachers, especially with the Superior, Father Arnal.”37 

As a priest, he wrote to his friend Vian: 

“I always remember this house with pleasure, because I think a lot of good is done 

there, and the glory of God is present there. We really need good formation houses. And even 

though I believe a lot is said about minor seminaries, I also believe that – in our difficult times –

 they are the best solution or the lesser evil.”38 

 

2.  First years in the seminary 

Melchior de Brésillac joined the Minor Seminary’s first-year class in the school year of 1832-

1833. There were 104 pupils in the house. 

On the final school day – August 27, 1833 – he was granted the Wisdom Award, which distin-

guished pupils who had been of irreproachable behavior. The pupils themselves granted the award to 

whom they considered the worthiest within the group. For his first year, Melchior also received the 

First Honorable Mention for diligence, and a Second Honorable Mention for Latin.39 

Melchior began Philosophy the following year, 1833-1834, and studied under the direction of 

Mr Barthe – deacon for several years, ordained priest in 1847, acknowledged and appreciated as a 

great scholar and an excellent teacher. 

At the end of the Philosophy year at the distribution of prizes – August 25, 1834 – Melchior 

should have received the Wisdom Award again. But as he had received it the previous year, the Good 

Behavior Prize was created for him. He also won the Second Prize of Philosophy, the First Honorable 

Mention for Physics and Chemistry, and the First Prizes for Algebra, Geometry and Trigonometry, 

Arithmetic, and Music. 

 

3.  Formation and first steps towards priesthood 

3.1.  The Major Seminary of Carcassonne 

In 1834, the Major Seminary was directed by the Lazarist Fathers. They had arrived in 1825, 

called by Bishop de Saint Rome Gualy. Their arrival notably improved the quality of priestly for-

mation. 

The statute that ruled the Major Seminary of Carcassonne had been approved by the same bish-

op in 1829. It was similar to other statutes in use in the Major Seminaries of France at the time. For 

the most part, the statute was a detailed and practical expression of the French School of spirituality, 

of the 16th and 17th century spiritual masters – particularly Saint Vincent de Paul (1581-1660), founder 

of the Congregation of Mission Priests, the “Lazarists”. 

According to Saint Vincent de Paul, priestly formation should unfold in the setting of a com-

plete interior adherence to Christ and to the revealed truths regarding his person. In the seminarian’s 

daily schedule, the different prayer activities should lead to a true identification with Christ, the only 

High Priest.40 

                                            
37  Le Gallen, L., Vie de Mgr de Marion Brésillac, op. cit., 35. 
38  Letter to Vian, 26 December 1841. AMA, 2 F 1, 53. 
39  Information on the Minor Seminary of Carcassonne comes from the Archives of St Stanislas, the name of the 

school which in 1907 succeeded the diocesan institution. The diocesan institution had been declared the property 

of the State in 1906. 
40 Cf. Cognet, L., La spiritualité moderne, Paris, 1966. 



 17 

As a seminarian, Melchior received this kind of spiritual and priestly formation, he tried to live 

it out, and recommended it later during his ministry, especially when preaching retreats for missionar-

ies and seminarians, as we will see in due time. 

Regarding daily study, the statute indicated one and a half hours of Moral Theology in the 

morning, and one and a half hours of Dogmatic Theology in the afternoon. During the daily particular 

examen a chapter of the New Testament was read.  There was also a weekly conference on the Holy 

Scriptures. The History of the Church was often imparted through spiritual reading in the refectory. 

There were also lessons on liturgy and ritual. 

Melchior began his theological studies in 1834-1835, attending lessons at the Major Seminary 

of Carcassonne, which was 200 away from the Minor Seminary. At the same time – after the request 

of Father Arnal – he was the 5th grade teacher41 in the Minor Seminary, and had 15 pupils. His brother 

Henri also entered the Minor Seminary, where he remained for three years. He was in 7th grade at the 

time. 

Melchior received the tonsure from the hands of Monsignor de Saint Rome Gualy in the Cathe-

dral of Carcassonne on June 13, 1835. Two African seminarians  from Senegal received the tonsure 

with him: David Boilat and Arsène Fridoil, both from Saint Louis in Senegal. 42 

Melchior’s brother Jules, a cadet in the navy, died from an illness in the harbor of Algiers on 

July 24. It was a moment of deep suffering for the whole family. 

Melchior went on attending lessons at the Major Seminary during the school year of 1835-

1836. At the same time, he taught 6th grade in the Minor Seminary to a class of 16 pupils. He received 

the minor orders in the Cathedral on May 28, 1836. 

 

3.2.  First difficult discernment 

Melchior de Brésillac wrote a letter to his father on July 1st, 1836, outlining a matter of con-

science that had worried him for some time. In fact, Melchior was caught between his desire to dedi-

cate himself completely to theological studies – in view of serious preparation for priesthood – and his 

desire to stay as a teacher in the Minor Seminary, assisting Father Arnal, the Superior, while attending 

Theology lessons in the Major Seminary. 

Melchior was only 22 years old at the time. However, he handled this interior problem with 

acute analysis, and considerable human and spiritual maturity. This episode was the first in a series of 

similar situations he had to face in life. He always solved them with the same attitude, being very at-

tentive to the requirements of his vocation, looking after a wide-ranging spiritual good, and bearing in 

mind the good of others. The time he spent – quite long every so often – came from the fact that he 

disliked harming others in any way: 

 “This double duty of teacher and student, this mixture of scientific studies and sacred sci-

ences, caused a certain trouble to his delicate conscience. His letters bear the traces of the struggle 

that took place within him. He wondered if it was more important to dedicate himself entirely to 

Theology. On the other hand, knowing that the Minor Seminary needed him, and fearing that per-

haps he would not be charitable if he retired – being also afraid of upsetting the Superior, who 

liked and appreciated him – he was prey to disturbing doubts, which mainly came from the good-

ness of his heart, besides his very fine conscience.”43 

                                            
41  School grades in France were numbered in descending order: you entered primary school in 11th grade at the age of 6, 

and arrived at 1st grade at age 16. There is a new system in place nowadays, but the traditional countdown order is still 

used at the same time. In 1834 Melchior was in charge of 7th grade (septième), which was actually the 5th year of school-

ing (10 years of age). From this point on, school grades will be indicated using an ascending numbering, which is more 

understandable for the English reader (trans.). 
42  According to the Book of Ordinations at Carcassonne. These names of French origin could have belonged to 

liberated slaves, perhaps the parents of these young Africans, or to the families in whose service their parents 

had worked 
43  Le Gallen, L., Vie de Monseigneur…, op. cit., 36. 
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Melchior wrote in the letter to his father mentioned above: 

"You know, very dear Papa, how much I always cared about studying good Theology. 

When I came back here – persuaded that things would go very differently – I had a certain reluc-

tance to accept, and I indulged the hope of going one day to Saint Sulpice; but times have 

changed, and today there is no possibility of carrying out such a project. I will not ask something 

from you that exceeds your possibilities, and I must confess that I would suffer in going to Paris, 

knowing the sacrifice it would mean to you, and perhaps the consequences it would also have on 

my brothers. 

But will I stay here, not being able to do my seminary studies in the way I had first 

wished? In that case, I would need to make the decision of permanently becoming a teacher; it 

would mean committing myself to stay here for a good part of my life. Theology therefore would 

become an accessory element for me, and all my studies would be aimed at becoming a good 

teacher, abandoning the other areas of ministry. It is this resolution that I find repugnant".44 

Melchior kept his father informed about the steps he was taking. He spoke to several judicious 

people: they all believed he should go to the Major Seminary. Someone told him that instead of going 

to Saint Sulpice, he could go to the Major Seminary of Toulouse. He went to see the bishop: “This 

good Bishop did not order me to do anything – which I would have preferred, since it would have put 

an end to any discussion – but he let me clearly know that he wanted me to enter the Major Semi-

nary.”45 

Melchior let his father know clearly that, following his own wishes and external motivation, he 

would stay where he was, but that the far-reaching goal of his priestly formation could require sacri-

fices. 

After listening to the advice from his father and from other people, and having consulted Father 

Arnal and Mr Barthe, Melchior finally decided to stay at the Minor Seminary and to go on teaching. 

He greatly enjoyed living among the young people. 

Regarding the experience of Melchior de Brésillac in the Minor Seminary, Patrick Gantly stated 

in his biography: 

“His letters and personal notes indicate that the years spent in the Minor Seminary were 

very happy (…). It was certainly enriching for the young Melchior to abandon the narrow limits of 

his house – although they were dear to him – and to be stimulated by new ideas, in addition to the 

fact that he was really happy to teach. It is here that, for the first time, Melchior shows his true 

self; we discover in him one of the qualities that later on would become so obvious: his faith in the 

essential goodness of human nature, and especially his sympathy for young people, his ability to 

understand them.”46 

In 1836-1837, Melchior was in charge of 6th grade in the Minor Seminary. He had 13 pupils. 

His brother Henri was in 9th grade. On March 1st, 1837, Mr Victorin Vian, a medical doctor, entered 

the Minor Seminary to begin his priestly formation. He and Melchior became close friends. 

On May 20, 1837 – Saturday after Pentecost – Melchior was ordained subdeacon by Monsignor 

de Saint Rome Gualy in the Cathedral of Carcassonne. Around that time, he began to speak about his 

missionary vocation to his spiritual director, to the Bishop and to his parents. 

4.  Towards priestly ordination 

4.1  Missionary vocation 

Melchior de Brésillac explained the beginning of this calling in his memoirs: 

 “I went through adolescence without hearing hardly anything about the missions, and I re-

alized later on that the thought of the missions – vague to a certain extent – was as old in my soul 

                                            
44   Letter to his father, 1 July 1836,  AMA, 2 F 1, 1. On a letter of the following 17 July, Melchior returned again to 

this suject. Cf. AMA 2 F 1, 3-4.  
45  Ibid. 
46 Gantly, P., For this cause, op. cit., 13-14. 
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as the idea of priesthood. However, God granted me the grace – so it seemed – of inspiring in me 

the thought of priesthood almost at the same time as he gave me the use of reason. Still living in 

the countryside (…), as a child I never heard of the Works for the Propagation of the Faith47, 

which made little echo then in the villages.”48 

Speaking about the Seminary in the same text, Melchior added: 

 “It is there that I felt a growing desire to dedicate myself to the missions, without being 

pushed at all by those who guided my conscience. I communicated this to my directors, who ini-

tially rejected the idea. With no doubt, they did it in order to test me, and also because my desire 

did not seem to have the traits of a real vocation.”49 

Then he made a digression, and spoke about the need for discernment in every vocation, but es-

pecially those that are more difficult to verify, such as the special vocation to missionary life. To dis-

cern in this situation “we usually need (…) as much prudence as generosity, as much wisdom as devo-

tion.” 

Some missionary vocations are unmistakable, but often this is not the case: 

“God usually seems to wrap his Will in a cloud of mystery. He gives us the grace to clear 

it; but He wants us to have the merit of doing that ourselves. So, however pure our intentions and 

our heart, we nearly always have to exercise prudence, and to pray for the spirit of Counsel”.50 

Returning to his missionary vocation, he affirmed: 

“For this same vocation was one that I could feel growing firmer in me from day to day. I 

did not yield to it immediately. Many years went by before I left home, even after the first out-

ward steps that my spiritual director permitted me to take. I was not yet ordained a priest at the 

time; and I clearly expressed my plans (about the missions) to my ecclesiastical superiors, and to 

my father”. 51 

The bishop reacted coldly to this communication. As for the parents, his mother in tears, react-

ed with “sweetness and resignation.” His father’s answer was a strong refusal of all consent. Melchior 

spoke to them during the school year. His father promised to speak out his mind during the holidays. 

At the end of the school year, Melchior spent two months with his parents in their country residence 

of Lasserre de Monestrol, from August to October 1838. He was on the defensive, expecting his father 

to criticize his missionary project at any time, but things went on as if he had never spoken about it. 

In August of 1838, Melchior participated in a retreat session for the teachers, held at the Semi-

nary of Carcassonne. The preacher was a Jesuit, Father Tinseau. Melchior seized the occasion to con-

sult him. He needed help with the discernment of his missionary vocation. This was the answer from 

the Jesuit priest: 

 “I think”, he said, “that you have the desire for a (missionary) vocation rather than the vo-

cation itself. One thing seems certain to me: your vocation is doubtful.  In this doubt, keep your 

peace of mind. Wait for the action of the Lord. Beware of opposing God’s grace; just let it oper-

ate. If later on, you still feel drawn to the missions, you should make a special retreat, under the 

direction of a man skilled in discerning vocations.”52 

4.2. School year of 1837-1838 

Melchior still lived at the Minor Seminary during this school year, while following the Theolo-

gy lessons at the Major Seminary. He was the study supervisor, and also helped Mr Barthe with the 

mathematics class. 

                                            
47  Not to be mistaken with Propaganda Fide in Rome. The Works for the Propagation of the Faith was a French associa-

tion, based in Paris and Lyon; it aimed at supporting missionary work (trans.). 
48  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs, op. cit., I, 17. 
49  Ibid. 
50  Ibid., I, 19. 
51  Ibid., I, 20. 
52  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs, op. cit., I, 22. 
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On May 3, 1838, our subdeacon delivered a sermon in favor of the Works for the Propagation 

of the Faith in the Minor Seminary chapel. He spoke about missionary commitment as an obligation 

of charity towards those who do not know the God of Jesus Christ. While referring to the small num-

ber of Christians in the world, he manifested his spiritual state. He was worried: 

 “I do not know what trembling seizes my soul, but what frightens me is that,  when gazing 

at my Master, it seems to me that the pleasant Jesus – who only has soft and kindly words – looks 

at me with coldness, disapproving of my negligence. I almost hear him sighing for the many souls 

that are lost, and he tells us: it is our fault that they go down into the abyss.”53 

Melchior really tried to make his listeners understand the priority due to missionary charity. He 

went on: 

 “Is it not true that atheists and deists nowadays boast of a proud philanthropy that offers 

assistance to a few victims of misery? We must place our charity much higher; our concern must 

certainly take us wherever misfortune is present, but the need of souls must press our heart above 

all: spiritual alms must excel among our most rigorous duties.”54 

On June 9, 1838, Melchior de Brésillac was ordained deacon by Monsignor de Saint Rome 

Gualy in the cathedral of Carcassonne. Father Jean Baptist Gouttes, from Castelnaudary, was ordained 

priest during the same ceremony. Later on he became a Minor Capuchin Friar, as we mentioned at the 

beginning. 

 

4.3.  Major Seminary: the last stage 

Melchior de Brésillac moved to the Major Seminary of Carcassonne in October 1838. Here is a 

remark about his behavior: 

 “And there (in the Major Seminary) he distinguished himself by these two qualities that 

were at the basis of his character: a gentle and constant friendliness in his relationship with the di-

rectors and pupils, and an immutable fidelity to all the rules of interior discipline, and all the laws 

of the Church.”55 

On December 22, 1838, deacon Melchior de Brésillac was ordained priest by Monsignor de 

Saint Rome Gualy in the bishop’s chapel. The Bishop stated in the ordination letter: “We have raised 

our dear teacher, Melchior Marie-Joseph de Marion Brézilhac (…), deacon of our diocese, to the holy 

order of priesthood, judging him suitable and capable, dispensing him from the stipulated intervals of 

time.”56 Three other priests, eight deacons, and five subdeacons were ordained together with him. 

On Monday evening, December 24, Father Melchior arrived in Castelnaudary. He greeted the 

parish priest in the Church of Saint-Michel, Father de Lacger, who asked him to sing matins, and to 

take charge of the daily office. 

The new priest celebrated the three customary Masses on Christmas day, the third being the 

solemn celebration. In the afternoon, he presided over vespers and delivered the homily. 

                                            
53  Sermons.  In favour of Works for Propagation of the Faith, 3 May 1838. AMA, 2 F 9. 
54  Ibid. 
55  Text attributed to Mlle Blanchet. AMA, 2 F 30. 
56  Cf. Litterae Ordinationis. AMA, 2 F 13. 
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CHAPTER 2 

PRIESTLY MINISTRY 

AND MISSIONARY VOCATION 

(1838 - 1841) 
 

 

I. ASSISTANT PRIEST AT SAINT-MICHEL IN CASTELNAUDARY 
  

1. The parish, the parish priest and the other assistants  

 

After his priestly ordination, de Brésillac was appointed as assistant priest to Saint-Michel in 

Castelnaudary. This was his own parish, where his parents lived when they were not in the country-

side. It was not unusual for a priest in those days to be appointed to his native parish or to where his 

family lived. 

As we already know, the Parish Priest was Father Hugues de Lacger, an Honorary Canon. On 

the occasion of his death, Father Melchior wrote in his memoirs: 

“It was under his custody that I took my first steps in the exercise of the holy ministry. His 

assistant priests generally had a lot of trouble living in perfect harmony with him. An ex-cavalry 

captain, he probably kept too much of the military character of his former role. However, with a 

little prudence, I always succeeded in keeping harmony between us, and I certainly got a lot from 

him; because despite a few shortcomings, he had eminent qualities as a parish priest. 

Above all, you had to see how – with his distinguished manners, his charming education, 

the fine tenor of his social relations – he knew how to be all things to all and  to attract people and 

make them literally fill the vast church during his Sunday sermons in the local dialect, and they 

wanted no one but him as their confessor. In addition, he managed to make the good peasants cel-

ebrate Easter by the thousands. With a little more kindness for his confreres, and a little more pru-

dence regarding the parishioners he attacked, sometimes unjustly – under the pretext of fighting 

against the hideous wound of sanctimonious piety57 – he would have been an admirable and per-

fect parish priest. Regarding myself, he did only good to me; and it is my own if I did not learn 

more from his example.”58 

There were two other priests in the parish together with Melchior: Fathers André Taurines and 

Pierre Daudaine. According to the parochial records of the time, the parish of Saint-Michel had 4500 

inhabitants. It was a Collegiate Church59, and the parish was considered as one of the most important 

in the Diocese. 

2.  Pastoral activity and priestly life 

The amount of pastoral work in Castelnaudary was considerable. Baptisms, marriages, and fu-

nerals were frequent. It was important to provide catechism to the children, plus everything concern-

ing the celebration of Masses and feasts according to a very loaded calendar, which implied frequent 

and demanding preaching. The exercise of worship and its external performance did not suffer any 

hindrance in this region during the 19th century. 

It is important to note that priests in general were fairly poor among the poor at that time and in 

that region. Assistant priests were not paid, they carried on an austere lifestyle, often remaining in the 

same place all their life, traveling very little, and seldom going on vacation. They did not enjoy many 

leisure activities either. They played cards and went fishing for relaxation. Hunting was forbidden to 

priests. 

                                            
57  The historical context refers to pious ladies who became too “affectionate” to the priests (trans.).     
58  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs, op. cit., II, 857-858. 
59 A Church whose members form a college, that is, a community of secular clergy living together for religious 

service (trans.).    
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Father Melchior gave a positive appraisal when he wrote about his pastoral experience in 

Castelnaudary: 

“When I entered the exercise of the holy ministry, my bishop appointed me as curate in the 

parish of Saint-Michel in Castelnaudary. It was my birth place; I lived at my parents’ house; my 

relations with the excellent priests that I found there were extremely pleasant; humanly speaking, I 

was happy; and I really was, since I was still in the right place. In your mercy, oh Lord, you gave 

me more than one spiritual consolation there.”60 

One day he asked a friend to pray for him and commented: “Fortunately, I have before my eyes 

the good example of my very virtuous colleagues; by your prayers, may I be able to follow them.”61 

When this friend invited him to take care of his health, he answered by describing humorously his life 

as a curate in the following terms: 

“You tell me to take care of my health. Hey, my dear friend! If you saw me, I am fat like a 

monk. Because a priest’s work ultimately – above all in a church where there are several of them 

– is not really back-breaking, especially in a parish like Saint-Michel, where everything runs 

smoothly. It is very pleasant, I assure you. Each one knows his duty, you never do two things at a 

time, and if something worries you, at least it will not kill you. You spend two, three, or four 

hours in the confessional but, again, it doesn't kill you. Funerals give an opportunity for walks. 

Baptisms are fun (physically speaking). Visiting the ill is a way of distraction. When leaving the 

pulpit after preaching you almost have a sore throat, but a hot herbal tea with sugar remedies that. 

A curate – therefore – does not have much work to do, except for the spirit, and since my spirit is 

not used to work, I can only put on weight, and that is what I do.”62 

De Brésillac looked for the means to prepare well the different activities in his ministry, starting 

with preaching. He owned a personal library, and had some extra books sent to him, like the last edi-

tion of the Treatise on the Holy Mysteries by Collet63, plus several books on Protestantism, in order to 

become acquainted with it and to be able to answer objections coming from Protestants. 

 

3.  Pastoral ministry 

3.1.  A good Curate 

There were no special events in de Brésillac’s life during the time he spent as curate priest in 

the parish of Saint-Michel in Castelnaudary (1838-1841). It was the normal life of a priest carrying 

out his pastoral duty day after day, according to the programs and the usual ways of his time. Looking 

at his letters and sermons, we get a clear and revealing picture of the deeds and feelings of the young 

curate. 

We are talking about a priest who liked his ministry, and was not frightened by the fatigue of 

certain days. He prepared his activities with care, feeling happy when he succeeded. In addition, he 

was able to look for friends, and to find them among his fellow priests. 

He was also able to joke about his situation, about people and life. After celebrating five mar-

riages in one morning, he wrote: 

 “I, who usually go to bed with the hens, have to wait patiently – or impatiently, if you 

wish – for midnight to arrive, so that I can bless a sixth couple in the middle of the darkness. You 

see, my dear friend, humankind doesn’t want to cease existing too soon, and if the end of the 

world arrives, it won’t be due to our unwillingness to help people reproduce.”64 

 

                                            
60  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., I, 22-23. 
61  Letter to Vian, 21 March 1839. AMA 2 F 1, 23-24. 
62  Letter to Vian, 5 January 1839. AMA 2 F 1, 15. 
63  Collet, P., (Father), Traité des Saints Mystères ou Examen et résolutions des principales difficultés qui se rencontrent 

dans la célébration des SS. Mystères, Paris, 1817, eighth edition. 
64  Letter to Vian, 15 May 1839. AMA 2 F 1, 25-26.  
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3.2. Visiting the sick 

 

Father Melchior paid particular attention to the sick. In the chaplain’s absence, he had to attend 

the Castelnaudary hospital for a certain time. He stated about this situation: 

“A hospital is not a simple thing, and although it has fewer patients nowadays than in other 

times, there are too many for me. Leaving that aside, I am delighted, because it is good for a be-

ginner. I have hardly seen two or three ill persons in the parish yet, but in the hospital I have seen 

patients of every kind. I have already done all kinds of things there: I confessed people covered 

with smallpox, and also others with less disgusting diseases. Last night they called me because 

one of them was dying, I hardly had the time to give him the sacraments. What a pleasure when 

you interrupt your sleep to send a soul to Heaven! Faith makes the priest’s ministry so beautiful! 

But how sad it is to be imperfect, to tremble for yourself, when you tell others to be calm, to be in 

peace…! Such is my fate. And yet, I reassure myself in the thought of the Lord’s mercy.”65 

 

3.3.  With the children and the young 

Father Melchior spoke about children with a sense of understanding. He wrote to a friend – a 

teacher in the Minor Seminary – who did not seem very happy with his pupils: 

 “Could it be that you are too demanding with them? And, my God, they are so young, 

their imagination has the full intensity of their age (…). Therefore, don’t believe too easily that 

they are bad, and don’t make them believe it either. Dedicate your energy then to encourage the 

good that is already present in them, and to fight the evil that may also show. I don’t know if these 

principles will agree with yours, but to me they seem closer to sweetness, which I believe converts 

faster than sourness.”66 

A few months later, our priest wrote to his friend again: 

 “We work madly regarding first communion. It is a worthwhile activity, and we do it 

whole heartedly, but it is very tiring. It is not without consolation on the other hand. You sense 

this inexplicable touch of enthusiasm and emotion that would compensate well for any fatigue, if 

only you did not fear at the same time that the devil will take again possession of these young 

hearts soon after.”67 

De Brésillac was also concerned about promoting priestly vocations. To that end, he looked for 

families who could financially support the youngsters that seemed suitable to him. 

 

3.4.  Preaching ministry 

We kept about 20 sermons that Father Melchior delivered in Castelnaudary. Some were written 

on the occasion of special feasts, or different circumstances of his parish ministry. Others develop par-

ticular topics, such as the Church, the distinctive traits of the Church, the Works of Purgatory68 and a 

commentary on two Gospel texts: the Prodigal Son, and Jesus Calming the Storm. 

Two sermons on the Works for the Propagation of the Faith deserve special attention, one of 

which was delivered in Carcassonne, and quoted above. They are particularly interesting, given the 

form of life chosen by de Brésillac.69 

Looking at these texts in general, we realize that they were in keeping with the preaching of the 

time: they emphasized the negative aspects of Christian life. It was stern preaching. Addressing the 

                                            
65  Letter to Vian, 24 April 1839. AMA 2 F 1, 33-34. 
66  Letter to Vian, 6 March 1839. AMA 2 F 1, 21-22. 
67  Letter to Vian, 11 June 1839. AMA 2 F 1, 29-30. 
68  An association practising a special devotion for the benefit of the souls in Purgatory through prayers, good works and 

sacrifices (trans.). 
69  Sermons. In favour of Works for the Propagation of the Faith : 1) 3 May 1838. AMA 2 F 9, 34-48. 2). AMA 2 F 

10, 89-116. 
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Christians of Castelnaudary – with the passion that characterized people from this region and of his 

age – de Brésillac spoke about a town that “languishes in cruel apathy, in fatal indifference.”70 He 

spoke about people not going to church; he perceived dissipation, superficiality, and vanity in church 

functions.71 He denounced the weakening of the faith, and invited people “to walk on the footsteps of 

the Saints.”72 

Analyzing the sermons, we also discover the preacher’s acquaintance with the Bible, within the 

limits of that time. His references to Scripture were frequent, even if at times the Biblical text merely 

served to support his statements as was the custom at the time. But our preacher knew how to bring 

out the spiritual sense and the pastoral applications of the texts he mentioned. He repeatedly quoted 

the Fathers of the Church, and the texts of the Magisterium, especially the Council of Trent, and he 

often proposed the examples and teachings of the Saints to his parishioners. 

De Brésillac was attentive to the people frequenting the church and listening to his sermons. He 

took their fidelity into account, and did not want to discourage anybody, but invited them to become 

his spokespersons, communicating certain messages and complaints to those who were absent. 

 

4. With his friends in priesthood 

 

Father Melchior appreciated thoughtfulness between brothers priests very much, and was very 

sensitive and open to friendship. Among the other assistant priests in the parish of Saint-Michel, Fa-

ther Taurines had a big place in his heart. Also born in Castelnaudary in 1813, he was already a curate 

in Saint-Michel when Melchior arrived. They developed a close friendship. Father Melchior referred 

to him in his memoirs as “a model of a curate.” 73 They really cared for each other. When Melchior 

learned about his death, he wrote: 

“Our friendship was also deepened by mutual service. We were full of esteem for each 

other, and we agreed to share observations we had about one another’s preaching or the other ex-

ternal acts of our holy ministry.”74 

Father Hugues Mazeroles was also among his best friends. Born in Lasserre de Prouille in 

1812, and ordained priest in 1839, he was poor and suffered from tuberculosis. De Brésillac was fond 

of him and held him in high respect. Speaking about his friend, he stated once: “Mazeroles was one of 

the holiest priests I have ever met, and one of my best friends,”75 “the model of an infirm and nearly 

abandoned young priest, gentle and patient ”76 He eventually decided to accommodate him in his own 

house, so that he could get better attention and care, in spite of the risk that tuberculosis meant at the 

time. 

During his time as curate in Castelnaudary, Father Melchior was always very interested in 

keeping the bonds of sympathy, gratitude and friendship with some priests and teachers in the Minor 

Seminary of Carcassonne. 

Also worth mentioning is his friendship with Mr Vian, from the diocese of Fréjus, who was in 

Carcassonne to attend ecclesiastical studies. He became a teacher in the Minor Seminary. We kept 21 

letters from Father Melchior to Mr Vian, dated between 1837 and 1841, showing the feelings of 

friendship between them, and how helpful this relationship was for the young curate of Saint-Michel. 

Melchior was very interested in keeping up this correspondence, even if pastoral work sometimes de-

                                            
70  Sermons. For the feast of  St Michael, 27. 9. 1840. AMA 2 F 9, 68-77. 
71  Sermons.  For the feast of the Dedication, 3. 11.1839. AMA 2 F 9, 80-88. 
72  Sermons. For the “Work of Purgatory”, 8. 11.1840. AMA 2 F 9, 236-251. 
73  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs, op. cit., I, 49. 
74  Ibid., II, 521-522. 
75  Ibid., I, 48 
76  Ibid., I, 49 
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layed his answers and made him apologize: “How could I forget a friend born of charity, preserved by 

charity, and who preserves charity himself?”77 

Thanks to his family background and his education, Father Melchior treated people with finesse 

and politeness, and also with a sensitivity he credited to Christian charity. He wrote in 1842: “Oh! 

Why is it that kind and polite manners do not always accompany piety? And why is it so rare to see 

politeness and charity go hand in hand?”78 

 

5.  Style of life and desire for holiness 

Here is a testimony regarding de Brésillac’s time as vicar in the parish of Saint-Michel, 

Castelnaudary: 

“Having become a priest, and appointed as Vicar to Saint-Michel in Castelnaudary, 

his native parish, with Father Lacger as parish priest, he was soon admired by everybody, the rich 

and the poor, because of his piety, apostolic enthusiasm, commitment, and a joy that always fil-

tered through his most serious occupations and most tiresome works: ‘This Father de Brésillac is 

charming – said a public figure from the town, Mr de Saint-Sermin – he is inflexible regarding du-

ty and the observation of the rules; but he tells you what he has to say in such a gracious way that 

instead of feeling offended by it, you are pleased and almost thankful.’ 

In spite of his distinguished background, he led an ordinary life, and wanted his table 

served in a very simple way, to the point that his housemaid would sulk now and then, and even 

dare complain : 'Eating like this – she would sometimes say – is not worthy of you or your family: 

beans, potatoes, cabbage… Like the poor, like the lowliest peasant!’ ‘Fine, just as you say’ – 

would answer the young Vicar with a smile, but he remained inflexible in his resolution (…). 

During every meal, a young pupil of the Brothers’ school would come and read for him 

from the New Testament, the History of the Church, and the Imitation of Christ, as they did in the 

Seminary. After meals, he would take some time for recreation, going for a walk in front of his 

house – with the History of the Church in hand – if the weather was good, or going down to his 

neighbor, the woodsman, to exercise himself working with wood, so as to be able, he would say, 

to teach some profession to the poor uncivilized people that he had the intention to go and evange-

lize.”79 

Father Melchior seriously wanted to carry out his duties, and to walk in the path of holiness. He 

wrote: 

“But what level of holiness would be enough to exercise our ministry with dignity? The 

life of a priest in ministry is nothing else but a continual exercise of what is most holy in him. Oh 

my dear friend Vian, how lucky you are to love God as you love him! Take advantage of your po-

sition and make a good provision of graces, from which to draw if God destines you to work in 

ministry. Because you do not need to wait until you get there to start provisioning yourself. 

I do not deny however that one can be a saint, and even become one in the exercise of min-

istry, but I am convinced that it is easy to give in, to relax, to abandon the counsel and stay with 

the precept, becoming progressively less pious, amidst the means leading to becoming progres-

sively more so. Pray for me.”80 

Commitment to holiness was a frequent topic in de Brésillac’s homilies during this 

period of his ministerial life. In a sermon on spiritual retreat, he invited the faithful to no-

tice that: 

 “(…) to be so detached from the world, saints had to learn how to live among people. 

Some of them found this interior life, this retirement of the heart, in business, or in the noise of the 

Court; others in a military career, or taking care of a family; to sum up, in all walks of life. Be-

                                            
77  Letter to Vian, 4 December 1840. AMA 2 F 1, 37. 
78  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., I, 81. 

 
79  Text attributed to Mlle Blanchet.  AMA 2 F 30. 
80  Letter to Vian, 21 March 1839. AMA 2 F 1, 23-24 . 
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cause they knew that you take distance from the world not only by fleeing away into the desert, 

but mainly by detaching yourself from all sensitive things, with an active observation of yourself, 

or in brief, through a life of spiritual retreat and union with God.”81 

                                            
81  Sermons. On recollection, November 1839. AMA 2 F 9, 104-112. 
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II. MISSIONARY VOCATION 

 

1.  Spiritual discernment 

During the retreat that Father Tinseau SJ preached in Carcassonne in August 1838, Deacon 

Melchior had asked the preacher to help him discern his missionary vocation. As we already saw, 

Melchior received the following answer: “If later on you still feel this attraction towards the missions, 

you should make a special retreat, under the direction of someone capable of discerning vocations.”82 

We already mentioned something that de Brésillac wrote in his journal about his life in Saint-

Michel of Castelnaudary: 

“Humanly speaking, I was happy; and I really was, since I was still in the right place. In 

your mercy, oh Lord, you gave me more than one spiritual consolation there. However, the big-

gest grace that you granted me was to keep in sight the work of the missions.”83 

Then he added: 

“I spent more than two years in that state, considering the question of foreign missions on-

ly from afar, but the desire to commit myself to them was always present. Given that situation, 

and remaining faithful to the resolutions of my first retreat, I had to make another to clearly define 

the matter.”84 

By October 1840, Father Melchior went to Toulouse to meet Father Tinseau and speak about 

his missionary vocation. He wrote: 

“(Father) advised me to go and speak to the novice master of his Order in Avignon, who at 

the moment was in Aix with his novices. I made a retreat of seven or eight days under his direc-

tion, and he decided that I ought to be a missionary”.85 

This was an election retreat that our future missionary did in October of 1840. But to accom-

plish his missionary vocation he still had to choose a Religious Order or a Congregation. He chose the 

Foreign Missions Society of Paris, and told us why: 

“Why did I decide for the Foreign Missions Society, instead of many others also taking 

care of the missions? I confess that I could have been guilty of imprudence regarding this point. I 

did not know much about them, and I felt no attraction for the kind of religious life you are sub-

mitted to in almost all Congregations. This one seemed to go directly to the goal I was looking 

for: the name – rather than its constitution, which I hardly knew – must have determined me. The 

Reverend Jesuit Father seemed to approve this choice, even if there were no rational motivations 

for the election, neither on his part nor mine.”86 

Some years later, writing about the question of indigenous clergy, de Brésillac affirmed in pass-

ing: 

“I remember that being very young and hearing stories about the missionaries’ works – 

which I naturally compared with the stories I found in my digest on Sacred History and on the 

deeds of the apostolic centuries – I asked myself: why are things not done today as they were in 

those times? Later on I asked serious men about this, and their answers never satisfied me. 

Later, near the time of leaving for Paris, I had a conversation about this point, as well as 

the question of bishops, with a famous Jesuit, the novice master from Avignon. As I recall, I de-

fended myself so badly that all he said – even if it appeared syllogistically conclusive – it only 

served to reaffirm my opinion, which was still not very solid.”87 

                                            
82  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs, op. cit., I, 22. 
83  Ibid., I, 23. 
84  Ibid. 
85  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs, op. cit., I, 24. 
86  Ibid., I, 24-25. 
87  Letter to Luquet, 27. October 1843. AL, Sources Luquet, 260, 14ss. 
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To pursue his missionary vocation, de Brésillac chose the Foreign Missions of Paris (FMP). 
88Four missionaries from the diocese of Carcassonne were part of the FMP at the time, among whom 

was Monsignor Jean-Paul Courvezy.89 

 

2.  Necessary steps 

Immediately after making up his mind, Melchior took the first steps. From the Jesuits’ house, 

he wrote to the Superior of the Foreign Missions, and to the Bishop of Carcassonne. 

2.1.  With the Foreign Missions Superior 

Upon his return to Castelnaudary, Father Melchior found the reply from Mr Langlois90, Superi-

or of the Seminary of the Foreign Missions. It said: 

“What you tell me gives me enough reasons to believe that you are really called to the for-

eign missions. It is important that you hide your intentions from your parents. It is also important 

that I ask your superiors for some information. If the Bishop of Carcassonne eventually appears to 

present opposition, it will only serve to test your vocation. Tell him faithfully about all the steps 

you have taken in order to make up your mind. Pray and ask for prayers. Do not be discouraged if 

Monsignor does not grant you his permission to leave immediately. Restate your request from 

time to time, and continue to pray. I join my prayers to yours. I will start asking for information 

once you fill me inform me about the outcome of your first steps.”91 

After this letter, de Brésillac remained in touch with the Superior of the Foreign Missions, fre-

quently informing him about his situation. He also updated him about the Bishop’s initial negative re-

action. Mr Langlois answered by pointing out again that the Bishop only wanted to test his vocation, 

since he was favorable to the Foreign Missions, so he needed not to be discouraged, and should pray a 

lot. 

The Superior in fact inquired about this priest from Carcassonne who wanted to become a mis-

sionary in his Society. By the end of January 1841, after the favorable conclusion of his research, he 

wrote to him saying that he would be admitted to the Seminary for the Foreign Missions as soon as he 

received the Bishop’s consent.92 

 

2. 2.  The Bishop’s “prudent” consent 

De Brésillac received no answer from the Bishop to the letter he had written after his retreat 

with the Jesuits, therefore he decided to pay him a visit. But the meeting had no short-term positive 

results. The Bishop refuted his reasons. He asked him however not to overlook such a beautiful voca-

tion, adding that he did not mean to upset him, and that in time – if he persevered with his intention, 

and if there were enough priests in the diocese – he would not retain him any longer. 

A second letter to the Bishop also remained without an answer. But Father Melchior was confi-

dent. On January 1st, 1841, he began to write a diary that he would later call Journal of a Missionary. 

He wrote on the first day of the year: 

“Will I ever be a missionary? I still do not know. But, today, everything points that way. I 

can even say I am one already, in spirit. Given that from that moment I have the hope of becoming 

one soon, I can even say that it is already happening in spirit. May Heaven bless my resolution to 

cross the seas and work for the salvation of my brothers. God only is our master and he holds the 

                                            
88  In his writings M. de Brésillac calls the FMP sometimes a “Society” and sometimes a “Congregation” 
89 Father Jean-Paul Courvezy, who had been a student and teaches at the Minor Seminary, joined the FMP in 1832. He de-

parted for Siam in 1832. He become Vicar Apostolic of Siam in 1834 and of Malacca in 1841. He resigned in 1844 
90  Being a French priest in the Foreign Missions Society, he was called Mr Langlois. Likewise, Melchior became Mr de 

Brésillac when he joined the Society. By contrast, local priests in the missions were addressed as Fathers (trans.). How-

ever, in this biographie, we call the missionaries, de Brésillac and the others, ‘Fathers’. 
91  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs, op. cit., I, 25. 
92  Cf.  Ibid., I, 26. 
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supreme command over our entire existence. It is he who must speak, while we must listen and 

obey.”93 

In March of 1841, at the beginning of lent, Father Melchior wrote a third letter to the Bishop. It 

was written in such terms that, in his own words, “it was almost impossible for him not to answer:” 94 

“The silence that Your Lordship felt obliged to hold in my regard (…) afflicted me intense-

ly. It is obviously not difficult for a son to interpret the silence of a tender father in a similar situa-

tion; but it would have been so consoling for me, Monsignor, to receive just a word from you, 

even if it had been a word of refusal. Until when, Monsignor, will you go on being so cruel to me? 

Do you want to utterly afflict a son who cherishes you?”95 

He asked him if he could leave after the Easter celebrations. The Bishop’s answer finally ar-

rived: it was a negative response again, but with elements of hope. The Bishop also made a proposal 

trying to retain Melchior: he invited him to take care of a house for diocesan missionaries that he 

wanted to found. He added that he planned on going to Castelnaudary for  Confirmation, and that it 

would be an opportunity to speak about the project. 

In fact, at the end of April 1841, the Bishop arrived in the parish of Saint-Michel in 

Castelnaudary, and renewed his offer. The answer from de Brésillac was precise and firm: 

“I said to him that the house was not yet structured yet; that I could not wait indefinitely; 

that in addition I would need a new period of meditation before embracing this task, more prayer, 

other retreat sessions; and that I finally thought that my vocation was set for the foreign missions. 

I begged him not to retain me any longer and to save me the new efforts that I would be obliged to 

make. His refusal was followed by some reflections that made me really hope for his consent be-

fore long, and from that moment on I had no doubt about fulfilling my project.”96 

A few weeks later, de Brésillac found a favorable opportunity. On Sunday, May 3, he had to 

deliver the sermon in favor of the Works for the Propagation of the Faith before the bishop and the 

clergy in the cathedral of Carcassonne. There could not a better chance for a preacher who was asking 

to leave for the missions. He told us himself how important this event was for his future: 

“I decided to seize the occasion with energy, and to finally win, if it was possible. My de-

sire was fulfilled. I had asked the Superior of the Major Seminary to help me in this affair; he 

went along with my wish, and we agreed together that after the first favorable words from His 

Lordship’s  lips, we would stand up, and I would tell Monsignor that I took his words as a real 

consent. I would express my gratitude to him, ask for his blessing, and announce that I was going 

to get everything ready to depart. 

What we had foreseen did not fail to arrive. After the sermon, I went to greet His Lordship 

together with the Superior of the Seminary, and everything happened as expected. From that mo-

ment on, I only thought about my departure.”97 

It is interesting to note the statement that our future missionary made a few weeks later about 

the Bishop’s behavior regarding his missionary vocation. He said in a letter to his father, who wanted 

to write to the Bishop: 

“Monsignor cannot refuse his consent to me anymore, as I cannot refuse mine to God, 

since he called me. What did Monsignor have to do? Verify the means that I used, submit them to 

the examination of his great wisdom, test my vocation. Having done that, he was not free any-

more. In conscience, he had to tell me to go. Write to him therefore, if you wish, but I am truly 

persuaded that His Lordship will not reconsider a single word he pronounced after mature reflec-

tion. 

And may I not draw from Monsignor’s consent a conclusive reason supporting my project? 

He examined all my steps, and pretended to say no for a long time; but at the end he could not ig-
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nore God’s will. He could not keep me after this supreme will became manifest; he had to yield; 

and so he did.”98 

Knowing his father’s intention to write to the Bishop, Father Melchior went immediately to 

Carcassonne “to stop the collision,” as he wrote in his memoirs. He wanted to meet the Bishop again, 

to update him about his departure for Paris where they were already waiting for him, and to ask for his 

last blessing: 

“Monsignor embraced me with the affection of a tender father, he blessed me, and I said 

goodbye with my tears, because I could not say a word. Then I left, and retraced my steps: 

- It could happen – I told him – that my father will write to you; but I hope, Monsignor, 

that you will only see in his words the expression of an afflicted heart. 

- Be calm – His Lordship answered – I understand him very well, since in this matter we 

are of one heart.”99 

 

2.3.  His father’s strong opposition 

In May of 1841, after the Bishop and the Superior of the Seminary of the Foreign Missions of 

Paris gave him their consent, Father Melchior still had a difficulty to overcome in order to fulfill his 

project: the opposition from his family. He wrote about this matter: 

“But then there was a delicate matter in my mind: whether or not to let my parents openly 

know about my irrevocable determination and its short-term execution. 

I knew that my mother would go into a sea of tears, but that she would tell me even while 

crying to go where the Lord called me. As for my poor father, I also knew that his reluctance 

would be extreme, and that he would try to present all the opposition he could to my determina-

tion. Prudence seemed to advise me to leave without saying anything, and to let my father know 

about my decision only through a goodbye letter. Several people I asked for advice were of the 

same mind, including Mr Langlois. But these people did not know my father well. He could have 

taken offenee if I acted that way, and I also had the confidence that his deep faith would finally 

triumph over his natural reluctance. 

I prayed, I sought advice from the Lord, and I finally decided – with the agreement of some 

prudent people who knew my family well – to communicate my project to my parents some time 

before my departure.”100 

After that, our future missionary wrote a letter to his father letting him know that he would visit 

them in the country house of Lasserre de Monestrol for several days, and that he wanted to speak to 

him about an important affair. 

According to the description that de Brésillac left us in his memoirs, nothing happened during 

the first two days with his family. He noticed that his father was in a dark mood. On the third day, he 

finally asked him what was the affair he wanted to talk about. The son told him about his intentions, 

and remained quiet and firm before his father’s reaction. He was a tender father,  

“whose heart had just been cruelly wounded, and who let himself go fully into the frenzy 

of his pain. Venerable old man, so frequently and so cruelly heartbroken in life, whose right and 

pure intentions went so often unnoticed.”101 

This father had already lost three children at a young age, the last of which – as we know – had 

died in Algiers in 1835, following his military career. With the departure of Melchior, he would only 

have the company of his three children, a boy and two very young girls. 
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The father could not accept Melchior’s departure. He cried, he spoke strong words and made 

gestures of reproach, but the son was not shaken, not even for an instant. He remained quiet and de-

termined. Then he left his family and went back to Castelnaudary. He would have liked to see his par-

ents again to say goodbye before his departure for Paris, but things turned out in a different way. 

 Some days after his visit to Lasserre de Monestrol, Father Melchior received a long letter from 

his father – unfortunately lost – presenting him with all the possible objections, trying to make him 

change his mind about leaving. The son was moved, but did not have second thoughts. He also an-

swered with a long letter, an important document to understand our future missionary’s human and 

spiritual personality in a situation of great difficulty regarding the realization of his vocation. This can 

be an enlightening text in any vocational discernment.102 

  

2.4. Defending his vocation 

 

Our future missionary spoke his mind about the different points his father had touched on in his 

letter. There was reasoning and feeling, head and heart on both sides. It was a confrontation between 

two strong personalities, two men of faith who, however, interpreted God’s will in different ways. 

Father Melchior began his answer by saying that he had read his father’s letter while kneeling 

down before the Lord at prayer time. He had wanted to read it in the presence of God. 

Both of them, father and son, suffered a lot. Why so? The son had expressed himself regarding 

an important matter that, yet, did not come from him or from his father. “It is God who is putting our 

faith and our love to the test. He wants to see if we are indeed his disciples.” Then he addressed his 

father’s numerous objections. 

The first concerned his duty of obedience towards his father. Melchior said he acknowledged 

his authority. He even taught this principle to other people, and it was not his intention to underesti-

mate it. At the same time, he reminded his father that this obedience presupposed obedience to God, 

which mattered above all. In his case, the core question was to determine whether or not this was the 

will of God: “Vocation is just the expression of God’s will on this or that individual.” Obedience to 

God is being where God wants us to be. 

Then he moved on to affirm that his father was making an arbitrary statement by saying this 

was not his vocation. He could not judge such a matter. Neither could the son, but he had tried to dis-

cern and consult. 

About the enthusiasm that – according to the father – could be conditioning his choice, the son 

said he had discarded all sorts of illusions. He presented an important line of reasoning regarding this 

point: the five-year-long steadily increasing perseverance of his desire for the missions, and the con-

stant submission of his situation to wise and enlightened people. 

The father held that five years back in time he was too young. The son answered that at the age 

of 22 he was allowed to decide for the priestly vocation. If he had chosen a military career, the father 

– with pain but without opposition – would have let him go. 

The son went on underlining that he had left aside any eagerness that could be blurring his ca-

pacity to discern: 

“Neither glory, or ambition, or a desire for wealth, or the excitement of honours, nothing is 

pushing me. On the contrary, difficulties of all kinds are attached to this. Will you tell me, finally, 

that what moves me is the enthusiasm for my priestly state, an excessive desire to please God and 

work for his glory, risking any danger and making all sorts of sacrifice? If that were the case, 

would you have the courage to disapprove of me?” 

                                            
102  Letter to his father, May 1841. AMA 2 F 3, 29-41. Published in : Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., I, 20-36. 



 32 

Melchior added that he had been prudent since he had consulted serious and enlightened men. 

His father replied that these people he had consulted caused trouble and division in families. The son 

answered that Jesus came to set a man against his father, a daughter against her mother, and that 

sometimes trouble within the family was in keeping with God’s will. 

Once his vocation was decided on, the son could not help doing what he had done, and he stat-

ed this, but he did not want to fight against his father and his paternal rights. He reminded him of the 

command to obey God before men. 

At this point, he told his father that what really made him suffer was the fact that he did not 

criticize his zeal, but doubted his clarity of mind. He implored: “Grant me the grace of believing that 

in five years of study, meditation, and prayer, I used the right means to discern.” 

Then the father touched on the feelings regarding family ties and history, which held wounds 

that were about to reopen, and happiness about to disappear. He spoke of the days full of pain, empti-

ness and worry that were to come. The son replied he could not help it, but that if he gave his consent, 

he would be happy, together with his family. Melchior then would be able to leave with joy, admiring 

his father for his obedience to God’s will. His father’s attitude would also be helpful in the future, 

when he had difficult moments. He would remember him – like he had always done – as a model fa-

ther. 

The father said: “I do not have the strength to give you my consent.” So Melchior presented 

him with the means to obtain such strength: prayer, meditation of the truths the son had expressed in 

his letter, the Eucharist, and “a single communion to this intention!” He said he was positive that his 

consent would assure happiness for all. 

To conclude his letter, the future missionary spoke frankly and decisively to his father. He an-

ticipated his consent: 

“As for me, I am convinced that this is my vocation; I have thought about it seriously; it 

would be a crime for me not to obey. Just a final remark: your happiness and mine depend on your 

consent.” 

His very final words referred to the future and showed his determination: 

“Whatever the Lord wishes to command, I accept his trial no matter how terrible it may be. 

I only ask him to grant me the grace of following his will at all times, and to inspire the same de-

sire in those that I cherish. I am sure that his almighty grace will be on you, on my good mother, 

my brother, my sisters, and me… Goodbye, my very dear father, whom I love more than anything 

else on earth, to whom I wish all happiness everyday in life, goodbye.” 

Melchior wrote in his memoirs that he did not expect this letter would change his father’s mind. 

He only wanted him to understand his choice better, realizing that the tone and content of the letter 

would hurt him, but at least hoping to prepare him for an eventual separation. It was better if it took 

place gradually. Needless to say, this difficult situation did not change his love and esteem for his fa-

ther. 

In that juncture, Father Melchior requested some priests who were close to him and his family 

to act as intermediaries. He asked Father Tisseyre – a parish priest who lived close to Lasserre de 

Monestrol – to visit his parents and speak to them about the matter, letting them clearly know about 

his intention to leave for the missions, and to prepare them for the painful separation. 

In his memoirs, Melchior de Brésillac felt the need to excuse his father: 

“Le no one think however my respectable father was not an excellent Christian (…). Simp-

ly put, he did not understand yet the need to submit himself to such a great sacrifice. And who 

would not excuse the heart of a sad father? The admirable obedience he demonstrated afterwards 

clearly showed that his strong opposition did not mean to contradict God’s will in any way.”103 

There was further correspondence between father and son, still dominated by reasons of the 

heart. The father mentioned his intention to contact the Bishop. Then, almost on his knees, Melchior 
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asked him not to make his cross even heavier by denying his consent. He told him that writing to the 

Bishop was useless. His Lordship was in favor of his departure, and had arrived at the conclusion after 

a long discernment.  

Melchior hoped the next letter from his father would bring his longed-for consent or something 

in that line: “You will not always be against the realization of a project that is for God, and that must 

be accomplished for God alone.”104 

 

3.  Leaving without looking back 

On May 24, 1841, de Brésillac wrote a letter to his friend Vian – who had just been ordained a 

priest – letting him know about his departure: 

“I write today to inform you about my departure for the missions. With God’s grace, I will 

leave in the first days of June. I have Monsignor’s consent and he already gave me his last bless-

ing. I would like to receive it also from my parents, but God wants me to go through this further 

trial; may his name be blessed! I don’t need to explain to you how hard this trial is, especially 

when I am about to leave my homeland forever. Pray for me, you know how much J have need of 

it.”105 

It is interesting to note here what the future missionary said about his last days in 

Castelnaudary. He stated: 

“Something astonishing, about which I am most grateful to God: during the last 15 days of 

my term as curate – surrounded by constant expressions of regret, confidence, and concern, in a 

whirlwind of compliments that are never lacking on such occasions – the devil did not touch my 

soul even slightly. It never crossed my mind, not even once, to reflect on my trials, to reconsider 

my vocation, to avoid leaving what is certain for what is uncertain, and so forth. In that sense, I 

could not pretend the merit of victory because there was no struggle at all.”106 

In spite of that, de Brésillac decided to advance the date of his departure. He had intended leav-

ing around July. Being a bit short of money, he also wanted to leave earlier because his father wanted 

to contact the Bishop. He wrote about this: 

“After all that, it was important to leave as soon as possible; and I could not go to the 

countryside and say goodbye to my parents personally. My father’s mood was not calm enough. I 

also measured my strength and realized that it could fail me. So I had my things packed, I bor-

rowed the money I needed for the trip, and entrusted Father Taurines – my colleague and friend – 

the goodbye letters that I am copying here. I asked him to visit the parish of this good Parish 

Priest that I mentioned above, taking my letters with him, so that they would be the first to carry 

the news of my departure.”107 

In Lasserre de Monestrol, the future missionary’s family did not expect this sudden departure: 

“I left when my poor father least expected it. He was writing to His Lordship the Bishop 

when my uncle de Gaja arrived carrying the burdensome news. It was a real blow. Some hours 

later, Father Taurines and Father Tisseyré – Parish Priest of Saint-Michel de Lacrès – arrived at 

Monestrol to hand my goodbye letters to my family.”108 

There were five letters, one for each member of the family: father, mother, brother and two sis-

ters. Each letter was accompanied by a small gift intended to be a sign of affection and a keepsake. 

When he got everything ready for the trip, de Brésillac left his house in the morning of June 2, 

1841. Father Taurines – who was to hand his letters to the family – accompanied him. He celebrated 

Mass at the Sisters of Charity, and then took the carriage for Toulouse. He got on the carriage “joyful-

ly but not without emotion.” He passed by Villefranche, close to Lasserre, where his family was, and 
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pondered what would happen in his parents’ house a few hours later. He heaved a sigh. Later on he 

said about that moment: “the Lord was my strength. He granted me the grace of not looking back.”109 

  

4.  “I recognize the voice that is calling you” 

We know of his parents’ reaction to his departure through Melchior’s memoirs, where he cop-

ied important parts of the letters he received. 

The first letter de Brésillac got in Paris was from Father Taurines. His friend  informed him of 

the assignment he had carried out with his family. He said it was a painful mission. The news of his 

departure had brought deep pain to the family, but there was also resignation among them. 

A sudden departure was the last thing his father had expected. The news was a real blow for 

him. He was shattered. But when he reacted, there were no harsh words for his son. He asked Father 

Taurines to spend the night with them, seizing the occasion to get some information about the Foreign 

Missions. 

The following day, when Father Taurines was about to leave, the father told him: 

 “I could not sleep last night. I had all the time to think about this poor child. I am not writ-

ing to the Bishop of Carcassonne. My son’s happiness is the only thing I want, and I would be act-

ing against it, since he believes he is called by God. I think he will write to me soon. I will let him 

know how holy and admirable is his commitment. I should not trouble him by saying I am not ful-

ly convinced about his vocation.”110 

Still in Paris, our missionary also received a letter from Father Mazeroles, further informing 

him about the situation of his family. The most important news was the change that had taken place in 

his father’s heart. He was still suffering, but had found resignation. He even admitted that his son had 

done right. Mazeroles realized that this sudden change could only come from God, and commented: 

“This proves well that it is God’s work that you are undertaking, and that it is God who impels 

you…”111 

Father Melchior stated in his memoirs: “Yes, my father’s heart had changed completely.” And 

he proved this by copying his father’s reply to his first letter from Paris. The father explained what 

had happened when he received the news of his departure. The arrival of Fathers Taurines, Tisseyre 

and Rougagnon had not calmed him down. The change had taken place only that following night. 

This is part of his letter: 

“I did not sleep, my dear friend. My head was burning; my heart was beating strongly, 

making my blood course with agitation. But in the silence, alone with this heart that was reluctant 

to find anything wrong in you – not even something I could excuse by calling it enthusiasm – 

when I looked at the arrangements you had made to try and soothe the impact, I realized your ten-

der concern for me, and before long I was able to understand both sacrifices, yours and mine. 

What did I see on my side? A few years deprived from certain sweet emotions, a lot of 

frustrated vanity out of a very worldly hope, and perhaps also a vague fear for the possible dan-

gers to which I would have pushed you looking for a different position, with the proud perspective 

of earthly honours. On your side I saw the gift of an entire existence, in the best years of your 

life… Oh! The difference between both sacrifices made me realize your conviction, which I had 

thought impossible; and your courage, so evidently held from high above, unveiled my weak-

ness… 

I regret not being able to inform you so easily about a change that would have relieved you 

so much! But most probably you must be already in Bordeaux, and I had to wait for your letter in 

order to tell you this: ‘Go, my very dear son, go where Heaven is leading you; I recognize the 

voice that is calling you. May he protect you; be happy; I surrender’.”112 
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Later on, de Brésillac would add this comment: “My excellent father’s admirable submission 

never wavered. From that day on, we kept up the friendliest correspondence.”113 Mr Gaston de Brésil-

lac would help his son Melchior with his advice, knowledge, and affection throughout  his missionary 

adventure. 

                                            
113  Ibid., I, 51. 



 36 

CHAPTER 3 

PREPARATION FOR MISSION 

(1841 - 1842) 

  

 

I. THE FOREIGN MISSIONS SOCIETY 

 

1. Historical Background 

On June 9 1841, Melchior de Brésillac arrived in Paris and went to the Seminary of the Foreign 

Missions Society. Later on, he indicated in his memoirs the nature of the Society he had chosen to 

carry out his missionary vocation: 

“The Foreign Missions Society is an association of Bishops, Vicars Apostolic, and priests, 

which aims at working for the missions in the Apostolic Vicariates entrusted to it. These Apostol-

ic Vicariates were fewer when I joined the community than nowadays. It is not only that new ter-

ritories have been entrusted to the Congregation, but also some Vicariates have been subdivid-

ed.”114 

All these territories were in Asia. They included the countries of Japan, Korea, Manchuria, Ti-

bet, China, Tonkin, Cochin China, Siam, Malaysia, and India. There was a ‘connecting’ house in 

Hong Kong, and a General College for the formation of local priests in Pinang, Malaysia. 

“Priests joining this association are almost exclusively French or from Savoy. To join, you 

must to be admitted by the directors of the Seminary in Paris, where you enter as an aspirant. If 

you are a priest, you stay there for about a year; if not, you remain until you finish your Theology 

studies.”115 

The decision about where the aspirant would be sent on mission was up to the directors. You 

became a permanent member of the association after having spent two years abroad. While on mis-

sion, you paid obedience to the Apostolic Vicars “more or less like the priests to their bishops in a di-

ocese, given that there are no vows. The Superiors of the association are the Vicars Apostolic, and the 

Administration Board of the Seminary in Paris.”116 

The Foreign Missions Society of Paris (FMP) had started out thanks to the missionary com-

mitment of three young French priests, supported by the Company of the Holy Sacrament. They were 

consecrated as bishops and sent to the Far East as Vicars Apostolic: François Pallu was in charge of 

North Vietnam and Southwest China; Pierre Lambert de La Motte took care of South Vietnam and 

Southern China; Ignace Cotolendi looked after Northern China and Korea. They left France in 1660, 

which was considered as the foundation year of the Society. The Procurators of the new society in-

stalled themselves in Paris on December 7 1663, after the first vespers of the Immaculate Conception. 

When de Brésillac arrived in 1841, the FMP Society had attained a certain stability. It was de-

veloping itself after the difficulties brought about by the French Revolution. 

A very positive element in that period had been the foundation of the Works for the Propaga-

tion of the Faith in 1822: it helped the missionaries with prayers and alms, providing for a modest and 

regular budget in the countries of mission. 

Serious persecutions against Christians had risen in East Asia between 1800 and 1840: several 

FMP missionaries and many among the faithful were martyred or died in prison. But this did not di-

minish the number of aspirants for missionary life, in France, on the contrary  it kept on increasing. 
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On the other hand, faster means of transportation in the 19th century rendered communications 

easier. In addition, the election of Pope Gregory XVI – who had been Prefect of Propaganda Fide, and 

knew the Society well – contributed to the expansion of the FMP territory in the Far East. 

 

2.  Statutes of the Society 

De Brésillac117 received an abridged version of the Statutes from the Superior when he arrived 

at the Seminary on Rue du Bac, so that he could get to know the Society he intended to join. The very 

first article clearly expressed the goal of the Congregation: 

“To hasten the conversion of Gentiles, not only by announcing the Gospel, but also by pre-

paring and promoting to priesthood the new Christians or their children who would be judged 

suitable for this holy state, in order to set up the clergy and the hierarchical order in each country, 

as Christ and the Apostles established it in the Church: understanding well that this is the only 

means to form a perfect Christianity.” 

The second article specified: 

“All evangelical workers who will be sent from the Paris Seminary must understand there-

fore that the main goal they must aim at is working for the establishment of the clergy as soon as – 

in the places where they will work – there will be a sufficient number of Christians to form a 

Church and be able to get pastors from it; and that, when the clergy will be in place and the new 

Churches will be established solidly enough to be able to decide for themselves and to manage 

without the presence and  tutelage of European missionaries, they should agree with joy to give up 

all their establishments and to leave, with the permission of the Holy See, to go and work else-

where.“ 

The third article presented briefly – in order of priorities – the aims that the members of the 

Foreign Missions should have: 

 “1. In the places where Christians are already present, form the subjects they will judge 

suitable for priesthood; 2. Take the necessary care of new Christians; 3. Work for the conversion 

of infidels; in such a way that they always prefer the first to the second, and the second to the 

third. But in the places where there are no Christians yet, the third end becomes the first.” 

The superiors of this organization were the Bishops and the Vicars Apostolic, plus the adminis-

trative bureau formed by the Superior and the Directors of the Paris Seminary. 

Keeping these statutes in mind will help us understand and evaluate better the events that took 

place later in de Brésillac’s life and missionary engagement as a member of the Society of FMP. 

 

3.  Local clergy 

To carry out the instructions of Propaganda Fide aiming at instructing local people and forming 

some of them for priesthood, the FMP Society had founded a Seminary called  The General College 

in 1664. Its purpose was to receive pupils from all the countries entrusted to the FMP. This Seminary 

was located in Juthia, Siam, and it offered classical studies, philosophy and theology. There were 60 

pupils in 1700. In 1769, because of different wars, this Seminary was moved to several places – 

among which was Virampatnam, near Pondicherry, India. It was finally established in Pinang, in the 

Strait of Malacca, Malaysia. It had 95 pupils in 1840, and 126 in 1850. Besides the General College of 

Pinang, major and minor seminaries had been built in the various missions where favourable condi-

tions existed. 

Summing up, in spite of the difficulties and persecutions, in 1850 the FMP Society had 190 lo-

cal priests and 19 seminaries in the 19 territories under its charge.118 
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4.  Spiritual formation 

During de Brésillac’s sojourn in the Paris Seminary, there were a number of exercises and tradi-

tions in the area of missionary spirituality which helped the aspirants to prepare themselves for mis-

sionary life and its challenges. 

Spiritual life in the house was organized, in general, according to the usual programs and activi-

ties of the seminaries in that time. But the setting had its own flavor: everything referred to the mis-

sions. The weekly spiritual conference was normally delivered by the Superior, who mainly referred 

to missionary experience, in order to help the aspirants reflect about the choice they were facing, its 

challenges, problems, and requirements. 

4.1.  Jesus and the Apostles 

A basic text for any meditation was the order given by Jesus to his disciples before leaving this 

earth: “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. So you must go and make disciples 

of all nations. Baptize them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Teach 

them to obey everything I have commanded you. And you can be sure that I am always with you, to 

the very end” (Mt 28:16-20). 

There was always a reference to the experience of the apostles who “travelled across part of the 

world; preached, baptized, established priests and bishops among the Christian communities… Their 

successors followed the same tradition; they instituted Churches through the conversion of pagans, 

and the unification of the faithful, by the ordination of priests, and the consecration of bishops.”119 

Reflection on the Apostles should lead the aspirants to imitate them in the exercise of apostolic 

virtues, which were practiced through the realities of missionary life.  

4.2.  The Martyrs Room 

Persecution rose in the Far East while de Brésillac was in Paris, and the FMP missionaries who 

were martyred in several countries bore offered an important witness at that time. It was a continua-

tion of the testimony of other martyrs of the 17th and 18th centuries. In fact,  

“there is a room called the Martyrs Room in Rue du Bac, next to the big staircase of the 

Seminary, and not far from this room there is a chapel dedicated to the missionaries declared 

Blessed, with their relics and special belongings displayed in glass cases. This room and this 

chapel – where everything speaks of death – is in fact the centre of a spiritual life where aspirants 

come to be enkindled, a place where tepidity is overcome, where hesitations are defeated, and 

doubts reassured. The entire history of the Society is reflected there; heroic episodes are relived in 

the paintings, some of which were done by indigenous artists on the day following the executions;  

I do not know if there is another collection of relics on earth  which speaks so eloquently.”120 

4.3.  The spirituality of departing on mission 

The act of good intention 

This was the public and official act through which the aspirant committed himself to the Socie-

ty. He would pronounce the text in church the eve of his departure on mission, before the Blessed 

Sacrament and the entire community. The text dated from the 17th century, except for a few minor 

changes, and included some interesting elements of missionary spirituality: 

“I, moved by the example of Our Lord Jesus Christ and the holy Apostles, and eagerly 

willing to serve only God and look after his glory by spreading the true faith among the infidels, 

after mature reflection and having implored God’s help, confiding in the protection of the most 

holy Virgin Mary Mother of God, of Saint Joseph and Saint Francis Xavier, whom I honor as my 
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patrons, I make the resolution of belonging to the Foreign Missions Society, erected by apostolic 

authority, and to irrevocably join my life to that of the missionaries who are already part of it. 

This is why, with God’s help, I make a firm resolution of observing the general statutes of 

the Society, and the particular rules of the mission or the establishment I will be assigned to, 

fighting the good fight until the end of my life, and finishing my days within my holy vocation. 

Therefore, I implore the God of my heart, whom I have chosen as my eternal heritage, to 

keep and increase in me the spirit of charity, through which he inspired this project in me. In his 

mercy, having given me the will, may he also grant me the grace of bringing this enterprise to a 

good end. Amen.”121 

After reading the text, the aspirant would copy and sign it. Once in the mission field, he  would 

renew this commitment at the end of a community retreat. 

Apostolic obedience was also required of the missionary regarding the “roadmap“, a document 

of nomination to a mission territory. 

According to the Statutes, those who departed should express their readiness to go anywhere in 

the missions. They should clearly show a “true apostolic disposition to accept the Mission and the 

tasks assigned to them as coming from God.” 

 

Departure ceremony 

This was a very important and meaningful event for the community of the Paris Seminary and 

for each missionary. The ceremony took place in the Seminary chapel the evening before the depar-

ture. Those who were about to leave sat in front of the altar. Parents and friends were also present. 

The Superior or his delegate, after saying a few appropriate words  would approach the future mis-

sionaries and, kneeling down before them, would kiss their feet; then he would rise to embrace them 

and express his best wishes. The rest of the Seminary staff, plus other missionaries and priests who 

happened to be present in the house, would follow in giving the same gesture. Meanwhile there were 

songs, often with very touching lyrics, like the following, from a composition by Gounod in 1851: 

“Depart, oh messengers of the good news. 

This is the day your desire has made real 

Depart, our friends, how blissful are you! 

Nothing on earth can now enchain your zeal. 

Oh! The beautiful feet of the herald, 

We kiss them goodbye with a holy thrill 

Oh! How beautiful in the land so distant, 

Where error and death are in power still. 

Depart, our good friends, farewell for this life. 

Take God’s name to the lands you pursue; 

We will surely meet again one day in the our homeland, 

Adieu, dear brothers, adieu!”122 
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II.  DE BRÉSILLAC THE ASPIRANT 

                                             

1.  First impressions 

De Brésillac wrote about his arrival in the FMP Seminary and his feelings at that moment: 

“There I was, an aspirant in the Seminary for the Foreign Missions. Aspirants are those 

who come to this Seminary in order to test their vocation before being sent on mission. There 

were none when I arrived. The last had left previously, so I was alone.”123 

“As for the missions Seminary, it is a beautiful establishment where you are perfectly at 

home if you like study and retreat, since by these two means, and especially through prayer, is 

how you get ready here for the great combat of the missions.”124 

About the way he was received, our aspirant stated in his memoirs: 

“The welcoming from the directors could not be more affectionate; but the Superior’s atti-

tude made a disturbing impression on me. It was Fr. Langlois, whom I learned to like deeply later 

on: an excellent man, but of austere looks, repulsive manners, and rough language, whose aspect 

imprinted feelings of respect and reverence in my soul, mingled with something vaguely intimi-

dating.”125 

Our aspirant arrived in the Seminary in June, when the school year was ending, the courses 

were over, and the new missionaries had departed for the mission territories. He found himself alone, 

and he had to wait for the arrival of other aspirants at the end of the holidays to begin his missionary 

formation in a normal setting. 

Meanwhile he began to know the house, the community and its history. He wrote in a letter to 

his mother: “The better I know the missions, the more I feel the need to thank God for having called 

me to this sublime vocation.”126 

 

2.  Missionary Studies 

The holidays went by and the FMP Seminary picked up the courses that de Brésillac should fol-

low. They were special studies for the missions, as he called them. 

Foreign languages was the first area he spoke about. They studied Chinese, which was consid-

ered very useful for the missions in Asia.  De Brésillac studied English, Tamil, and a bit of Sanskrit. 

But he thought the Seminary was not the place where young missionaries should study the languages 

of their future mission countries: “They learn more in a month at the scene than in a year at the Semi-

nary.”127 

The program also included Theology courses. Fr. Langlois imparted a course called Decrees. 

He based it on a compilation of decrees from Propaganda Fide concerning the missions. Fr. Barran, a 

member of the board, taught Sacred Scripture and Mystical Theology. There was also an Astronomy 

class for the aspirants. 

De Brésillac noted about Fr. Langlois’ teaching: 

“His theology was unfortunately a little stern; and since many missionaries passed through 

his hands, his principles – again commonly taught in France at the time – must have caused a cer-
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tain rigorism, which I seemed to perceive sometimes in the missions, where it had the same bad 

effects as elsewhere.”128 

 

3.  Life in the Seminary with the other aspirants 

On July 19, another aspirant arrived in the Rue du Bac Seminary: Jean Félix Onésime Luquet. 

Born in 1810, he came from the diocese of Langres. He was an architect, and had practiced his profes-

sion for four years. In 1838, he had published a book entitled Historic Monuments in the City of 

Langres129, and had founded there a History and Archaeology Society and a Museum. 

“The same year, following his bishop’s advice, he went to Paris and began ecclesiastical 

studies in the Seminary of Saint-Sulpice; he became a subdeacon there and, immediately after, he 

entered the Foreign Missions Seminary (…). 

Thanks to the reputation he enjoyed after his first book, he was chosen by the two archi-

vists, Joseph Voisin and Jean Tesson, to write the history of the Foreign Missions Society: they 

provided him with all the documents, directing his attention to the main pieces, but giving him a 

free hand to do his work. It was in these conditions that Luquet – a simple theology student, hav-

ing to follow at the same time the final year courses – wrote a 618-page book in a few months, 

under the title of Letters to Monsignor the Bishop of Langres about the Congregation of the For-

eign Missions130, published in Paris in 1842, with the help of Mr Voisin.”131 

From August to October, other aspirants arrived in the Seminary after Luquet: Fathers Vachal, 

Triboulot and Barlier; Deacons Sohier, Legrand and Virot; Subdeacon Huot, and five young Theology 

students. With all these aspirants, life in the Seminary returned to its normal pace as a missionary 

formation house. 

 

4.  Getting to know the missions and the FMP 

De Brésillac’s sojourn in the Rue du Bac Seminary of Paris gave him the opportunity to deepen 

his knowledge of the Congregation and its commitment to the goal of establishing local clergy in the 

mission countries. For a long time, our aspirant had cherished this goal. Now he could observe, meet 

people – especially the directors – and analyze different issues: 

“I was especially happy at being  directed by the Almighty’s hand to a society in which one 

of the main goals was the establishment of local clergy, and I looked forward with joy to the time 

of my departure. It is true that I was not completely satisfied  with everything I saw and heard. But 

I avoided passing judgment, something I thought to be entitled to later on. So I only had some 

doubts  which did not at all hinder the increasing affection I felt for the Foreign Missions Socie-

ty.”132 

He also got to know better the challenges he would find in missionary life. They were not a se-

cret in the Seminary. He would say this some years later, when he invited the missionaries to rekindle 

the devotion to their vocation. But he would make a distinction between foreseen challenges, includ-

ing martyrdom, and unforeseen challenges to which certain missionaries succumbed: 

“Are we saying that martyrdom does not require a special grace, and that we are able to 

face it out of our own strength? No. And, whatever, the suffering, scarcity, and dangers we may 

experience, they will be perhaps less problematic, because we had been prepared for them since 

we entered the Foreign Missions Seminary. As far as human beings are able to, we had looked in-
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to the difficult conditions in advance, we knew them better. Let us not fear then to look at prob-

lems and to know them. That will make us stronger against the tricks of the devil.”133 

 5.  The Missionary, his vocation, and God 

During his time in the FMP Seminary, de Brésillac realized the implications of his missionary 

option. Thanks to his letters and memoirs, we can follow him through this preparation path, especially 

regarding the spiritual challenges he faced. 

We perceive a certain development in him as he moved from the rather sentimental and roman-

tic enthusiasm of the beginning to a more conscious and critical position about the missions according 

to the experience of the FMP community and its missionaries. 

Regarding his spirituality, it is interesting to note how he brought every aspect of the missions 

and of missionary life back to God, making it part of his confident dialogue with the Lord. 

Indeed, God was at the center of his vocation and missionary life at all times. Everything de-

pended on God. We wanted to obey him always. He thanked the Lord for having brought him to the 

FMP Seminary and he realized it was only the beginning. Speaking about the dangers he would have 

to face, he wrote: 

“May God be praised a thousand times and a thousand times more for calling me to such a 

sublime ministry in spite of my unworthiness. But I am not deceiving myself: when I look at the 

honor of being in the vanguard and in an elite position in the Church , I realize the innumerable 

risks I will have to run.”134 

While waiting on his nomination for the missions, he deferred to God and to his will: 

“Let us wait for God’s orders with submission, may his holy will be manifested (…) God 

does not like us to shy away from danger. Is it not then that we have a better occasion to hope? 

Things get complicated, but God’s breath is enough to dissipate the storm. And since then, how 

rich are the fruits we can expect by right from the sweat of so many missionaries, from the blood 

of so many martyrs! Let us pray, constantly pray, let us hope and love, God will do the rest.”135 
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III. GETTING READY FOR DEPARTURE 

 

 

1.  India and God’s Will 

 

De Brésillac wanted to know without delay about his destination in the missions, so as to have 

enough time to prepare himself. His wish was fulfilled around mid-January 1842. He was called with 

Fr. Triboulot by the Superior, Fr. Langlois, who told them that their mission was India. 

Melchior spoke about this very important event of his life in a letter to his brother Henri dated 

January 14: 

“Without doubt, I was not found worthy of fighting against the violent attacks of persecu-

tion. That is reserved for several colleagues of mine who are leaving for China and neighboring 

countries. As for me, I have a more peaceful mission, India. I am very happy to be sent there, be-

cause I believe it is the place where God wants me.”136 

He also wrote on this topic in his memoirs: 

“I was really indifferent about the choice within our missions, so I felt neither pain nor 

pleasure in being sent to India. But I felt a real joy at the thought that I would finally dedicate my-

self forever to missionary work. That day I wrote in my diary: 

 “So it is not only a simple project any more, oh my God! Now in a short time I will be a 

missionary; before long, I will have the joy of being sent to India to work and spread your King-

dom, which is hardly established in those regions: The land you have given me is a pleasant land. 

Indeed, my heritage is beautiful (Ps 15:6). How many prejudices have I to fight against, false 

ways to redress, slow processes to enliven, and difficulties to overcome.”137 

In the same text, he wrote a prayer expressing his feelings and spiritual concern regarding the 

mission : 

“Give me then, oh Lord, your grace; Mary, your protection; Holy Angels, your assistance. 

Give me, oh my God, the strength of the Wise Men, the recollection of Saint Joseph, the 

zeal of Saint Paul, the wisdom of Saint Peter, the steadiness of Saint Martin, the sweetness of 

Saint Vincent de Paul, and if your glory requires it, eloquence of speech, so that it cuts through 

obstacles like a double-edged sword. 

Oh God! What an abyss of emptiness next to the abyss of grace that I implore! But is it not 

true that you rather choose the vilest instruments? Is it impossible for your grace to raise up chil-

dren for Abraham even from these stones? 

I ask a lot from you, Lord, because you can give a lot, and because you know my extreme 

poverty. Holy Father! All glory to you! Amen.”138 

He wrote to his mother who was worried about the trip: 

“God, who never abandons those who work for him, will be close to his new missionaries, 

that is the least we can hope for, and ‘since God is on our side – as Saint Paul said – who can be 

against us?’“. 

He explained to his mother in the same letter how obedience to God gives joy and makes diffi-

culties easier to bear: 

“Let us draw our courage from the Lord’s unlimited source of graces, from the fountain of 

living water he established to communicate his goods to us and flood us with his favors. (…). And 

this is how, my dear Mama, we will have the satisfaction of remaining in holy joy in the midst of 
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contradictions, sufferings and sacrifices, of which life is necessarily full; something precious and 

very sweet! This is how our obedience to the Lord, and the sacrifice he demands from us, will be-

come lighter in the measure we agree to them more willingly, to the point of realizing the truth of 

Jesus Christ’s words: ‘My yoke is easy and my burden is light’.“139 

 

2.  Departing : preparations and feelings of joy 

As soon as he knew his destination, de Brésillac began to study the languages he would need, 

even though his free time was very limited. He started working on English – a language he would lat-

er on regret not having learned better – and he also studied Tamil and Sanskrit. 

In the meantime, Melchior had to mind the practical implications of the trip. He needed to find 

a ship. The first attempt did not succeed. A frigate should have taken the two missionaries – de Brésil-

lac and Triboulot – to Bourbon, but it was full of soldiers, and had no free space left. 

He found another ship departing at the end of March, which could take both of them in better 

conditions than the frigate. Other missionaries, a Spiritan and four Jesuits, would travel on the same 

boat. 

As the departure date got closer, Melchior expressed all his joy for the vocation he had re-

ceived, and his gratitude to the Lord. At the same time, he thought about the difficulties he would face 

before long. His words anticipated what would happen soon after: 

“I leave with joy because the Lord seems to confirm more and more my vocation, and it al-

so seems more evident than ever to me that I would go against his will if I did not obey the call he 

addressed to me without any merit on my part (…).  

Let us only pray intensely, because great difficulties will oppose my zeal, great temptations 

are in store for me, great sufferings will be my share; in the midst of these tribulations, only by the 

Lord’s grace will I be able to experience that more-than-human joy that filled Saint Paul when he 

exclaimed from the heart of adversity: ‘my joy has no limit!’ This grace is never denied to pray-

er.”140 

Joyfulness, together with the awareness of tribulations that were to come, accompanied our 

missionary during his last weeks in Paris. 

De Brésillac thought the Lord did not consider him “strong enough to resist a trial of pain and 

sacrifice“, which was predictable if he had been appointed to a country where Christians were fiercely 

persecuted: 

“(The Lord) gives me nothing but joy, which almost frightens me. Imagine that! At least 

nobody will say that I leave with rancour, for I believe I‘ve never been happier in my life.”141 

There was the same feeling two days later in another letter, in which he clearly stated what he 

thought about the experience he was living and in relation to the future: 

“Since I still have some hours left, I will indulge in the pleasure of conversing with you 

once again, believing that you will not be annoyed by knowing with what joy the Lord allows me 

to leave France. 

I must confess I didn’t expect so much happiness, but I am glad to realize today how kind 

the Lord is to those who serve him. 

How to conceive, indeed, that what is most painful in the world – leaving the homeland 

that you love and where you feel at home; abandoning a family that you cherish more every day 

due to the very exile to which you willingly condemn yourself; saying goodbye forever to your fa-

ther and mother whose hearts, together with those of their children, never before seemed to get 

along so well – how, I was saying, can such a strong reason for suffering become real joy and ex-

cess of delight? 
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But one would say: if it’s real joy, it cannot be a pain! Mistake, a big mistake. It is painful 

and extremely so, but it turns into delight and happiness…! 

This is, my dear friend, how the Lord treats me while I leave. I realize well it will not be 

always like this, and that tribulations of all kinds are in store for me in the future. I accept them in 

advance, fully convinced that the Lord will not permit that I am tempted beyond my strength, and 

that your good prayers will help me in rejecting temptations.”142 

 

3.  An Easter retreat  

De Brésillac’s feelings regarding his departure were also the fruit of his spiritual preparation for 

the event, which was fully illuminated by the light of Easter. 

It was not the custom, but de Brésillac and Triboulot decided to take ”some days of deep re-

treat“ during the Holy Week before leaving, since the departure was set for March 28, Easter Monday. 

De Brésillac spoke about this retreat time in his memoirs, and explained his attitude while pre-

paring it. He needed God’s help and grace. He knew he was not able to do anything without the Lord, 

and that his mission was God’s work: 

“I am beginning this retreat in the hope that you will give me, oh Lord, the first fruits of 

grace that I beseech from you. Without you, I would not know how to take a step in the path open-

ing before me, which I want to enter, however, with a firm and bold step, leaning on the omnipo-

tence of your arm. All for you, oh my God!!! It is your work! Ah! Ah! If only I could do some-

thing for your glory! A word from you, oh Lord, is enough! Touch my heart! Who then could re-

sist your power? Give me what you demand, and command me what you wish.”143 

The retreat ended on Easter Sunday, the eve of the departure. According to the memoirs, this 

important time was fully illuminated by Easter light, and by the liturgical sentiments of the great day: 

“This is the day the Lord has made; let us rejoice and be glad in it. This precious retreat 

was good. It seems to me that the Lord has poured his blessings upon us. Strengthen, oh God, 

what you have done in us. Oh God, make of me a missionary according to your heart! From today 

on, I can call myself by the sweet name of missionary. Alleluia! Today is really our Easter feast, 

the day of the passing. We will pass from Europe to Asia! May God grant that this be for his glo-

ry!”144 

A retreat driven by these feelings should necessarily have an appealing conclusion. That was 

the case indeed, as we can see by the resolutions that Melchior formulated. They are a synthesis of his 

preparations for mission and, at the same time, the foundation that would orient his entire missionary 

path. We can better understand many events of his future life by keeping this program in mind: 

“These are the special resolutions I made at the end of this retreat: 

1.  To be a missionary from the bottom of my heart. 

2. Not to neglect anything that could make the work of God progress. 

3.  To seize every opportunity to preach the Holy Word. 

4.  Finally – and it is here I especially implore your blessing, oh my God – to use all my means, 

all my strength, all my study, to foster the formation of a local clergy.”145 

 

4.  Departure ceremony 
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As usual, the departure ceremony took place in the chapel, with the participation of the direc-

tors, the missionaries from the seminary and those who were passing trough Paris, together with the 

friends, priests and laymen, who wanted to greet the departing ones. 

On that occasion, it was Fr. Dubois, former missionary in India, who addressed the farewell 

words to the new missionaries on behalf of the directors, and gave them some good advice. De Brésil-

lac was deeply touched by this ceremony. He described it as “deliciously cruel:” 

“I think you must go through this delightfully cruel trial yourself to realize all the power of 

a word drawn from the sources of the purest charity, in such a solemn moment and exceptional 

circumstance. Your soul is overwhelmed and your heart breaks as the preacher pronounces his last 

adieu, when everybody rises and they all come by turns to kiss the feet of the new missionary 

while pronouncing these words: How beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news! (Isaiah 

52:7). To finish, everyone embraces him, shakes his hand, and leaves him with a quiet word: oh 

what a cruel moment!”146 

Our departing missionary suggested in his memoirs that he did not feel particularly attracted by 

the ceremony. Touched by the joy of Easter and by the retreat experience, he would have preferred to 

live these last moments all alone with the Lord. But, he welcomed  the lessons of the ceremony. He 

saw then as last opportunity to renew his “good intentions” for the missions. 

Back home after the departure ceremony, de Brésillac returned to his initial feelings. He was 

about to leave his homeland and all that he cherished but he was not sad. Quite the opposite, he was at 

peace and full of joy, which almost surprised him. In fact he wrote: 

“Deep peace and true joy seized me as soon as sleep had erased the impression of the cruel 

departure ceremony. Did the Lord want to give me a foretaste of that happiness in times of trial 

which he often bestows on the lives of those who abandon themselves to him without reserve? Or 

did he bestow his mercy on me, since I would have been unable to stand the temptation of a wor-

thier trial, which he reserves for those whose faith is stronger than mine? Be this as it may, I give 

you thanks, oh my God, for treating me so and taking care of my weakness.”147 

So de Brésillac spent his last day in Paris – Monday, March 28, 1842 – with a deep sense of 

consolation and joy. 

It is worth noting, by the way, that he had reached a true intimacy in relating to the Lord, nour-

ished by the blessings the Lord granted him, and by the consolations that, from time to time, accom-

panied his journey and some special events in his life. 

 Our missionary liked to let his heart “dilate freely in God’s own heart in a soft effusion of 

tears.”148 His deep natural sensitivity developed in the habitual setting of his relationship with the 

Lord, according to the motions of the Spirit. 

 

5.  The last meal and mission program 

The last day de Brésillac spent in Paris at the FMP seminary was marked by an event – of 

which he happened to be the protagonist – not a normal being part of the departing missionary’s 

schedule. On that occasion, he appeared once again as capable of seizing the opportunity to express, 

quite frankly and freely, what he deeply believed. 

It took place during the farewell dinner for the departing missionaries. As usual, there was a 

reading during the meal but at a certain point the Superior, Fr. Langlois, stopped the reading and in-

vited the departing missionaries, de Brésillac and Triboulot, to sit at his side. Then Fr.Dubois took the 

floor again to wish them farewell and to encourage them. 

                                            
146  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, I, 77. And also : Letter to his cousin Louis, 8 April 1842. AMA 2 F 1 A. 
147  Ibid., I, 78-79. 
148  Ibid., I, 78. 



 47 

De Brésillac thought the opportunity was favorable and asked permission to rejoin Fr.Dubois’ 

words. Permission was granted, and he expressed to the entire community what he held close to heart 

as he was leaving for India. He referred to these words in his memoirs: 

“In answering, I clearly said that I had two things at heart in a special way: studying if it 

would be possible to work on the infidels’ conversion a bit more directly, and setting up a local 

clergy more actively. I promised to put all my effort into these two goals, to assign all the means 

available to the achievement of these ends, and to dedicate every moment of my life to them, until 

I was positive that the efficiency with which we were pursuing them up to that date could not be 

improved.”149 

Thus, after concluding his missionary formation at the FMP seminary, de Brésillac stated his 

position regarding the goals of missionary work. What he said was in line with the FMP statutes of 

1842. 

In his memoirs, he confessed he had the impression that the Directors were not upset by his in-

tervention. He also said he expected to receive from them the necessary help for the realization of this 

project. What he was asking for agreed with the goals of the society to which he already belonged. 

But during his time in Paris he had realized that there was a certain distance between the statutes and 

what was actually being done in the missions. He was trying to understand the reason, as he wrote: 

“Perhaps it comes from a coincidence of unfortunate circumstances, completely uninten-

tional, but perhaps it is also due to a certain lack of energy.”150 

With this statement, he expressed his wishes for the future, addressing them to God: 

“While granting me the courage and the zeal that I ask for, may Heaven also grant me the 

spirit of wisdom and prudence, without which – I know well – one destroys rather than then builds 

up.”151 

As we will see in due time, Fr. de Brésillac’s missionary experience in India as a whole was in 

line with the resolutions he expressed during the farewell meal at the FMP Seminary. 

And finally, back to the departure from Paris, Fr. Tesson, Director in charge of India, took the 

two missionaries, Brésillac and Triboulot, to the carriage that should drive them to Nantes. It was 

Monday afternoon, March 28, 1842. 
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IV. JOURNEY TO INDIA 

 

1.  Arrival and sojourn at Nantes 

After leaving Paris on March 28, 1842, the missionaries Brésillac and Triboulot arrived in 

Nantes and stayed there for a few days. Their boat, La Pauline, was anchored in the Loire estuary near 

Nantes, at Paimboeuf harbor, not ready for departure yet. De Brésillac spent his time answering the 

letters he found when he arrived in Nantes. They were from his family and friends. 

His father’s two letters deserve particular attention.152 Melchior was leaving on a journey con-

sidered to be of no-return at the time. His father was 69 years old and did not expect to be alive even 

if his son returned in the distant future. He compared his sacrifice to that of his son affirming that the 

last was much greater. The separation made him suffer but he did not complain. He gave him his 

blessing: “a father’s blessing that holds so much love, so many good wishes that Heaven will not re-

ject, nor fully accomplish.”153 

Together with his blessing, the father expressed his desire to keep up correspondence with him. 

At the same time, he promised his support and that of his family in case he needed any help. He 

closed his last letter before the departure with these words: 

“I feel that every day you are dearer to my heart. Adieu!154 Leave, my good friend, run to 

where God is calling you, with the certainty and the satisfaction he must be giving you, and carry 

away with you, beyond what I can express, the tenderness and the best wishes from the heart of 

the most tender father and best friend. Adieu! My beloved son, adieu!”155 

Fourteen years later, Bishop de Brésillac would still be impressed by his father’s words: 

“I get such an impression when reading these letters that I believe there is something sub-

lime in them, and that they are a model of sensitivity, piety and submission.”156 

Melchior was also aware of his mother’s great sacrifice. She had the strength to include some 

words in Fr. Taurines’ letter expressing her faith in her son’s faith: 

“Your faith is so lively that God will not withhold his blessings from you if you find your-

self in a difficult moment. Yes, you have to face more sacrifices than us. God will accept them all 

together, yours and ours, by the union of our prayers.”157 

De Brésillac also received a letter from Fr. Mazeroles while he was in Nantes. His friend – who 

was still unwell – spoke about his admiration for Melchior’s mother. He also said to him: 

“And I, what can I tell you about this difficult and painful separation? Regarding the feel-

ings that nature inspires, you understand how hard, bitter, and troubling it is for me. Long years of 

friendship and sharing will probably end now, perhaps forever... Adieu!158 Yes, dear friend, dear 

confrere, adieu while we are within finite time so that we can be together in eternity also in God. 

Adieu.”159 

 

2.  Correspondence with the Carcassonne Seminary 

                                            
152  These letters are known only by his Souvenirs. 
153  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., I, 84. 
154   Instead of writing adieu, Melchior’s father used the etymology of the word three times, à Dieu, which literally  means to 

God, a contracted way of saying I commend you to God or we will meet again in God (trans.). 
155  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., I, 85 
156  Ibid.  
157  Ibid., 85-86. 
158   Father Mazeroles played on words writing à Dieu instead of adieu. He did the same at the end  of the paragraph (trans.). 
159   Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., I, 86-87. 
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During the time he waited in Nantes, de Brésillac wrote a long letter to the Seminary of Carcas-

sonne. He was interested in what we would call today the missionary animation of his diocese.160 For 

that reason, just a few days before embarking for India, he wanted to begin a regular correspondence 

with his seminary – ”blessed house so dear to my heart “ – from which he received many signs of in-

terest when he left the diocese for the missions. Through this correspondence he wanted to deal with 

some questions concerning missionary work and especially local clergy in the mission countries, 

which was a rather forgotten issue. At the same time, he wanted to stay updated about religious mat-

ters in France while abroad. 

De Brésillac’s letter was also an expression of his confidence in the seminarians’ interest in the 

missions, and especially in their charity that “embraced the universe”: 

 “I could give you something to enliven your zeal and devotion for the holy cause of the 

Gospel, to renew your heart so full of love already: charity never reaches an end, because it knows 

no other limit than God himself. ‘Deus caritas est’161“ 

Even if those who knew him personally would not be around forever, he believed that, being a 

missionary, people at the Seminary would always like him, even more so because ”the diocesan semi-

nary is the home of all the priests who have been formed there.“ 

He invited the seminarians to think about “that zeal for souls which shapes a missionary.”162 To 

this zeal we must add other virtues of his, such as self-denial, commitment to the Lord as his only in-

heritance, willingness to follow Jesus Christ in giving up everything else, being careful not to lose his 

vocation, and the thought that the Father’s field is ready for harvest. 

 

3.  A letter to Luquet  

This was the first letter that de Brésillac wrote to Luquet, the deacon from Langres we men-

tioned above, who was an aspirant at the FMP seminary. The letter gives some interesting information 

about the relationship that would develop between both missionaries over time. 

De Brésillac told his friend about the joy he was experiencing as he was about to leave for In-

dia. He said the Lord gave him nothing but joy. He believed he had never been so happy before, but 

kept in mind that his happiness would not last forever, and that there would be difficulties ahead. 

What difficulties did he foresee? He spoke about them in his letter, which is particularly enlightening 

regarding the future of the two missionaries: 

“You know that our projects are likely to cause different reactions. May the Lord use me 

for his work; he knows well that at the moment I only look for his glory, but the grace of perse-

verance is all in his hands; let us pray that he grants it to me. Yes, my very dear and true friend, let 

us ask God to grant us an enduring good will, the courage of a firm and patient steadiness, the as-

sistance of an enlightened prudence. This last virtue is the one whose absence I dread most, be-

cause I know it is hardly natural to me, and yet it is crucial in our present position.”163 

De Brésillac also spoke about his desire to keep up correspondence with Luquet: “It seems to 

me that we have much the same point of view on many things.” He closed the letter expressing his af-

fection and asking Luquet to keep him in his thoughts and prayers. 

 

4.  Long trip to Asia 

 

                                            
160   Ibid., I, 87-88. 
161   God is love (trans.). Letter to the  Seminary of Carcassonne, 31 March 1842. AMA 2 F 3. And : Marion Brésillac, 

Souvenirs… op. cit., I, 89-90. 
162   Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., I, 91. 
163 Letter to.Luquet, 6 April 1842. AL, Sources Luquet 256 B XI. 



 50 

Preparations concluded and La Pauline was finally ready to depart for the trip. The two mis-

sionaries, de Brésillac and Triboulot, left Nantes and spent a day in Paimboeuf. On April 12, 1842, 

with a favorable wind, the ship weighed anchor and began her long journey. 

De Brésillac described the departure and his feelings in his memoirs. Thanks to this we know 

some passages of the so-called itinerary prayer that the new missionaries recited when departing. 

The ship slowed down because of a lack of wind soon after leaving France. It was only on April 

25 that progress took up again as normal. La Pauline crossed the Equatorial Line and rounded the 

Cape of Good Hope without difficulties. She arrived in Port Louis, Mauritius, on July 3, a Sunday af-

ternoon. 

Our two missionaries disembarked the following morning. They immediately went to church to 

celebrate Mass. Then they seized the occasion to visit the Vicar Apostolic of Port-Louis, Monsignor 

William Bernard Collier OSB, an Englishman, and to learn something about the mission in this par-

ticular place. 

Fr de Brésillac was interested in the condition of the black population, which was also a special 

concern of the Bishop. He was assisted in this apostolate by a saintly priest belonging to the Congre-

gation of the Holy Heart of Mary164, Jacques Désiré Laval (1803-1864), beatified by John Paul II in 

1979. 

Our two missionaries were scheduled to leave on the same boat for the island of Bourbon165, 

and probably wait there for a long time before finding another boat to Pondicherry. But while they 

were in the church of Port Louis, they came to know that a boat was leaving for Pondicherry that 

same day. They contacted the captain and asked him if he could delay the departure until the follow-

ing day so that they could load their luggage. The captain agreed and the following day, July 5, the 

two missionaries were aboard La Caroline. After a normal trip, they arrived in Pondicherry on July 

24. 

Being one or two months ahead of schedule, nobody was expecting their arrival in the mission. 

It was a big surprise when the two missionaries turned up with all their luggage at the Catholic mis-

sion house, accompanied by a lot of people they had met on the way: 

“There is no need to say how well we were received by our dear confreres. Bishop Bon-

nand, the Vicar Apostolic, was also with them. We threw ourselves at his feet to receive his bless-

ing, and into his arms to share the kiss of peace (…). Then we embraced our beloved confreres, 

and we immediately went to the church to bless the Lord.”166 

 

5.  Some interesting details about the voyage 

5.1.  Life on board: nature, people, dialogue with God 

We can learn many details about the trip to India, which lasted move than three months through 

de Brésillac’s description of the experience. He told us in his memoirs and in a letter to his father 

written during the trip, that on La Pauline “the numerous passengers were in general far from being 

religious, but were polite and did not bother us in any way. The same applied to the officers.”167 

De Brésillac was very interested about everything that happened on the boat. He spent his time 

making astronomical observations with the assistance of an officer, thanks to a sextant he had brought 

with him. He also went on studying English and Sanskrit, and enjoyed discussing religious issues with 

the officers. 

                                            
164 The Congregation of the Holy Heart of Mary (founded by Francis Mary Paul Libermann in Amiens in 1841) would 

merge into the Congregation of the Holy Ghost (Spiritans) 6 years later, in 1848 (trans.). 
165  Bourbon : former name of the island of Réunion. 
166  Marion  Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., I, 122-123. 
167  Ibid., I, 94. 
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Our missionary spent a lot of time contemplating nature during the trip. He left us an outline of 

his meditations in his memoirs. Beginning with contemplation of creation, he normally moved on to 

the Creator of all things whom every person should acknowledge. 

He reflected in depth on the sailors’ life, and realized they were not happy with it. He would 

have liked to tell them about Christian truths, but understood it was not feasible. He believed they 

would be praiseworthy if they were “truly Christian”, “because the sailor’s life is full of deprivation, 

sacrifice, and suffering“, unfortunately they gave in to impious and corrupt behavior.168 

De Brésillac often profited from the silence of a beautiful night on the sea, sitting all alone at 

the stern of the ship, thinking about different matters. He would speak to the Lord about the sailors’ 

life, beginning with the contemplation of nature and arriving at the heart of their daily experience at 

sea: 

“Yes, my God, in the solitude of the seas your voice resounds like in a cloister cell. When 

the tired soul feels abandoned and lovingly complains to you, you pronounce a word like a dart 

which goes right into the heart, and the heart understands. The sea is not voiceless from then on: it 

echoes this precious word in every tone. Its movement proclaims your power; every swell seems 

to repeat your name. Its abyss is far less impenetrable than the depth of your mercy, than the abyss 

of the human heart which you alone can probe. 

And the sadness it inspires makes the soul realize the emptiness of all that is not you; and 

then it turns into a burning desire to finally hold you, to see you with eyes unclouded, to love you 

without the fear of not loving you at all. 

A look into the skies enlivens the hope of being finally united to you in the real Heaven, of 

which the brilliant vault is only a pale image; the narrow trace sparkling with light amid a hemi-

sphere in darkness is the image of the narrow way of the Gospel leading there trough the shadows 

of this world. In the same way, faith finds you easily, recognizing you, following you, embracing 

you, while charity yearns for you above all things that can be loved.”169 

 At the end the first part of the trip, before disembarking at Port Louis, de Brésillac thanked 

God for the safe journey. He wrote a prayer to the Lord in his Souvenirs which deserves our attention, 

since it somehow anticipates the future: 

“We praise and bless you, oh Lord, because your hand guided us safe and sound through 

the dangers of the sea. It brought us to port: may it continue to guide drive us until we reach the 

port of eternity. 

Oh! When will we arrive, Lord, at this harbour of eternal happiness, which is nothing else 

but yourself? Either sooner or later, oh Lord, may it be as you wish, may all be done according to 

your holy will! I do not ask you to arrive there as soon as possible, but to arrive for sure. 

Perhaps I must still travel a good deal through this land of exile; I need to work and suffer; 

my heart will be hurt, torn, broken many times, and perhaps my soul will be overwhelmed by sad-

ness; in any case, my God, I accept these journeys, works, sufferings, heartbreak, I offer them to 

you: make them bear fruit by your love.”170 

Some years later, de Brésillac would wonder why he had written those words: 

“I do not understand what made me presume then that there would be sadness in my soul 

and breaking in my heart. Because I had not experienced anything that could motivate such im-

pressions yet, unless it was a summing up of what I had vaguely foreseen at the Foreign Mission 

Seminary… Be it as it may, that sad forecast became extremely true, oh my God! Extremely so! 

But this is only the cry of nature. Not enough, oh my God! Sanctify me by pain of heart if it pleas-

es you!”171 

 

                                            
168  Cf. Ibid., I, 103-106. 
169  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., I, 105-106. 
170  Ibid., I, 109-110. 
171  Ibid., I, 111. 
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5.2.  A foretaste of mission problems 

Fr. Brésillac and his companion on the voyage, Fr. Triboulot, met the Vicar Apostolic twice 

during their stop in Port Louis. Bishop Collier informed them about the difficulties he found in his 

ministry as Bishop. 

The Apostolic Vicariate of Port Louis was part of a territory submitted to the British govern-

ment in 1810. The island had previously belonged to the French Empire. The United Kingdom had 

abolished slavery in 1813. However, it took about 20 years before the black population was actually 

liberated liberty. The transition was done without preparation, and some of them abused their free-

dom, as several colonists had remarked. 

De Brésillac fully agreed with the abolition of slavery by the British government. Even though 

it caused some difficulties at the beginning, he thought that social balance would finally be achieved. 

He also thought that emancipation of slaves could benefit even the colonists thanks to the help of 

“sufficiently numerous and good priests”. Unfortunately, the Bishop was short of priests especially 

good ones, leaving aside Father Laval, who took care of the black people as we mentioned already. 

Our missionary also noticed that there were European priests of doubtful vocation in the colo-

nies: 

“Nothing is more beautiful than the life of a real missionary; but he only deserves this 

name when his life is fully dedicated to others. A priest who leaves his country and goes to distant 

lands for natural motives, whatever they may be, is really far away from participating in the work 

of the Apostles, even if he has the written title of apostolic missionary.”172 

This situation gave him the opportunity to reflect on the presence of foreign missionaries and 

the need for local clergy: he thought that bishops should count on their own clergy, “mainly born in 

the country, either from the families who settled there a long time ago, or from the black population, 

for the ministry of local churches.”173 De Brésillac spoke about this to the Bishop, who answered: 

“Let us open the Church history book and we will see that God always used foreigners to 

convert the peoples, never to make religion bear fruit and to persevere among them.”174 

Shortly after, de Brésillac wrote his first letter to Fr. Tesson from India, telling him about the 

meeting with Bishop Collier: 

“The few words which I had the good fortune to exchange with this prelate, who appeared 

very respectable to me, convinced me more and more about the thought that constantly pursues 

me and that presses me like a thorn in the side, namely that the unique means of establishing reli-

gion in a place and to see it carry on and prosper  – in a word, to make a new Christian country – 

is to form priests, and I add, bishops from the country. I pity the places remaining under the direc-

tion of a foreign clergy for a long time.”175 

                                            
172  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., I, 115. 
173  Ibid., I, 115-116. 
174  Ibid., I, 116. 
175  Letter to Tesson, 14 August 1842. AMEP, vol. 1000, 181-187. Mgr Collier, after having been Vicar Apostolic 

(1841-1847), became the first bishop of Port Louis ( 1847-1863). He is considered as the initiator of the spiritual 

renewal of the island of ‘Mauritius. 
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CHAPTER 4 

INDIA AND THE CATHOLIC MISSION 
 

In this chapter we will briefly present some elements of the history of Catholic missions in India 

emphasizing some meaningful elements, and especially the most important problems that marked its 

course from the beginning of modern times until 1842, when de Brésillac arrived in Pondicherry. This 

wile help us to situate and understand better his missionary experience, especially the difficulties he 

had to face. Our geographical area of research is mainly the region where he disembarked, lived, and 

carried out his activity: the region of Southeast India called Tamil Nadu. 

  

 

I. THE SOCIO-POLITICAL MILIEU 

  

1.  Tamil Nadu region 

About 2000 years ago, Tamil Nadu was already identified as a particular cultural region called 

Tamilkan, the land of the Tamil.176 

From a geographical point of view, the area holding the population that concerns our research is 

located southeast of the Indian peninsula. It is limited in the West by a long mountain chain called the 

Western Ghats. This region includes the large flatlands leading eastward to the Pacific Ocean, with 

Cape Comorin as its southern tip, and the Gulf of Mannar with the Coromandel coastline going 

northwards. There is no natural border to the North of Tamil Nadu. 

Tamil people began a period of deep change in the 19th century.177 There were many weavers in 

the region and trade flourished until then. But at a certain point, the importation of textiles from Eng-

land caused a serious decline in local industry with painful economic consequences for the people. 

Many of them had to immigrate to other regions, young people in particular. This phenomenon en-

tailed considerable consequences for the Christian communities. 

From the political point of view, India was under the domination of the British Empire during 

the 19th century. There were three presidencies in the country’s government. The presidency of 

Madras administered the southern part of the Indian peninsula and was composed of 21 Districts. 

As an exception, some territories in India were not submitted to the British domination. They 

were called comptoirs. After the colonial wars between the United Kingdom and France during the 

18th century, and the Treaty of Paris in 1763, France kept five establishments in India, one of which 

was Pondicherry, where a French governor resided. 

 

2.  The Caste system 

The caste system is unique and is an important key in understanding social, cultural and reli-

gious reality in India. It existed in India since 1500 B.C. 

The word caste is of Portuguese origin and was used by the Portuguese traders on the Malabar 

Coast. Originally meaning lineage, it was used to translate the Sanskrit words varna, color, and jati, 

race. “It was used by the Portuguese to designate the people of different groups in Indian society, and 

the Portuguese were the first to make then widely known.”178 

                                            
176  Cf. Grafe, H., History of Christianity in India, Vol. IV, Part 2, Tamilnadu in the 19th  and 20th  Centuries, Erlangen 

and Bangalore, 1990, 1. 
177  Cf.  Grafe, History…, op. cit., 14. 
178  Encyclopaedia Universalis, Paris, 1985, Tom. 4, article « Castes », 329. 
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The term caste refers to 

“this very particular way of living found in India, was  from father to son characterized by 

three different aspects: inherited specialized work, in the exercise of a profession or occupation; 

rigorous interdiction of any contact (especially by marriage and  sharing of food) with individuals 

from other castes; and respect for the hierarchy of Brahmins, who are considered as legislators 

and judges of the caste laws.”179 

We must add that the Indian caste system 

“absorbed and used the preexisting ethnic, tribal and social divisions coming from basic 

territorial groups, totemic groups, or from supposed common ancestors, as in the case of higher 

castes, therefore related to the original constitution of important families among the invaders.“180 

We must distinguish four main groups in the caste system: Brahmins (priests and teachers), 

Ksatriyas (soldiers and functionaries), Vaisyas (merchants), and Sudras (farmers and craftsmen). 

There is also the group of the Harijans, the outcast also called pariahs: 

“The fact of being born an outcast, rather than a Vaisya or Brahmin, makes sense to the 

Hindu people since they believe in karma and reincarnation. Every person indeed is driven by a 

succession of existences, in which karma, the law of behavior retribution, is the guiding principle. 

Every action and every thought has good or bad effects that are never erased, and add up in an in-

exorable accounting. The final sum constitutes a person’s karma and conditions her or his rebirth 

to come. Whatever a person’s position on the social ladder may be, it is only the result – and the 

same applies to qualities and physical or intellectual defects – of previous lives’ deeds. The person 

must therefore accept the situation and carry out the human duty incumbent upon her or his pre-

sent condition, a duty corresponding to the person’s place in the social hierarchy.“181 

About the Western understanding of the caste system, we must underline that 

“coming from ancient Shivaism, the caste system structure took shape when very different 

people regarding race, religion, culture, and technical development, met on the vast Indian conti-

nent, becoming necessary to organize their coexistence and collaboration, and assure the survival 

of each group, while keeping its identity and institutions. This was done by taking into account 

three different factors: coexistence, function and selection (…). 

Consistent with Hindu belief, in every social body there are different groups with a variety 

of inherited skills corresponding to particular social roles developed by education, as well as a hi-

erarchy of functions, the same as organ cells in a living body. What matters is to assure a social 

place – according to its utility as raison d’être – to each organic group, member, and cell in the 

group, in order to organize a coherent society corresponding to human nature as social ani-

mals.”182 

3.  Religions 

According to the Indian census of 2001, 81.5% of the population is Hindu, 12% are Muslim, 

and the remaining 6.5% are Buddhist, Sikhs or Christians, more or less the same situation as obtained 

in the 19th century. Hinduism then is the religion of most people in India.  

According to a traditional opinion, 15 centuries before Christ, 

“the priestly caste of the Brahmins became very powerful and constructed a whole set of 

religious theories to explain the gods, the destiny of the dead, and the origin of things (…). The 

ancient Vedic books were completed by the Puranic books exposing the new dogmas which re-

ceived the generic name of Hinduism.”183 

Today we have a better knowledge of Hinduism: 

                                            
179  Enciclopedia Italiana di Scienze, Lettere e Arti, Roma, 1951, Vol. IX, article “Casta”, 343.  
180  Ibid., 344. 
181  De la Guérivière, P., Regard sur la société indienne, in « Jésuites missionnaires », N° 221, Février-Mars 1989, 12. 
182  Danielou, A., L’institution des castes, dans  « Historia »,  Juillet 1983, 94-95. 
183  See : Annales de la Propagation de la Foi, Juin 1938. 
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“Missionaries and travelers, who began writing more and more about religion and customs 

in India from the 16th century on, generally labeled the Indians as pagans because they did not be-

long to the Religions of the Book (Judaism, Christianity, Islam). They called them gentiles in Lat-

in, and gentio in Portuguese, from where the French word gentils, the English gentoo, and the 

German/ Dutch Heyden (Heiden, pagan) all came. 

There was a step forward in the 18th century, when gentoo was replaced by the term hindoo 

(hindu in Persian), from where the notion of Hinduism finally resulted in the 19th century. Hindu-

ism therefore is not the self-designation of an Indian religion, but the term had an influence on the 

locally conceived Neo-Hinduism of the 19th and 20th centuries (…). Consequently, the term Hin-

duism can be misunderstood. It was based on two inaccurate premises when it was first formulat-

ed. First, it was common  by thought that the term hindoo, deriving from the Persian hindu, desig-

nated the disciples of a particular religion, which the word Hinduism tried to name. Second, it was 

customary to believe that all Indians were part of this religion if they did not belong to any of the 

known religions, namely Muslims, Christians, Hebrews, Parsees, or Buddhists. The two premises 

were false. Originally the term Hindu (…) did not mean anything other than Indian, the term we 

inherited from the Greek.”184 

 

4.  Colonization period 

“Indisputably, no civilization across the centuries has resisted invasions and foreign influ-

ence better than Indian civilization (…). While recent and numerous studies on the issue of accul-

turation underlined the importance of European influence on the colonized countries, our research 

about the French Establishments in India during the 19th century clearly shows that French influ-

ence on this part of the world has been very limited, despite being present there for more than two 

centuries; that Indian customs were just very slightly altered, and that castes, far from being 

weakened by foreign domination were without a doubt reinforced while resisting the egalitarian 

values of the West.“185 

As for the French administration – which concerns us regarding the Pondicherry establishment 

– it was very difficult for the French to impose their mentality and institutions. They were even 

obliged to make people respect local traditions and Indian social structure:  

“In order to avoid an interference whose consequences would have been unforeseeable, 

and trying to adapt themselves to tradition, French authorities had acknowledged the existence of 

a tribunal within every caste since 1816.“186 

At the beginning of the 19th century – once the French were defeated, and assisted by the Brit-

ish East India Company – the British embarked on a methodical conquest of India by way of progres-

sive annexation, which gave them full control over India by 1820, with the exception of Cashmere, 

Punjab, Sind, and the five cities remaining as French establishments. Around 1850, nearly the entire 

Indian peninsula was under British protection. 

Concerning education, the British administration proceeded 

“to a systematic Anglicization, imposing English as the school language and imbuing the 

future local elites with English culture, in the hope that they would become less politically dan-

gerous (…). By the same token, the British endeavored to suppress archaic customs that upset Eu-

ropean sensitivity.”187 

Regarding economy, the British administration’s policies had very serious consequences on the 

life of the Indian population: 

“The Company was especially interested in exploiting the country’s wealth to the profit of 

English industry. The exportation of Indian low-cost manufactured textiles to England was heavi-

                                            
184  von Stietencron, H., Dizionario delle Religioni, edited by Waldenfels, H., Fribourg, 1987, Italian edition, Milan, 

1993, article Induismo/Religioni Hindu, 176. 
185  Weber, J., Acculturation et assimilation dans les Établissements Français de l’Inde. La caste et les valeurs de 
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ly taxed. The goal was to use low-priced raw Indian cotton to feed the flourishing factories of the 

Metropolis, and to resell  to the Indians the manufactured products.”188 

Due to this commercial policy, a large number of craftsmen lost their jobs, poverty increased 

significantly and serious famines hit the country in 1825 and in 1832-1834. 

                                            
188  Ibid., 31. 
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II. OUTLINE OF MISSIONARY HISTORY IN INDIA 

 

1.  General approach to the missions in India 

To outline the history of missions in India we must go back to the Portuguese colonization in 

the 16th century. When they first arrived in the country, the Portuguese found Christians along the 

Malabar Coast, where the city of Goa is located. According to tradition, the Christian community was 

founded by the Apostle Saint Thomas, whose tomb is venerated in Madras: 

“We know that this Church was in relation with the communities of Syria in the 5 th centu-

ry. Later on, it received its hierarchy from Mesopotamia (Seleucia-Ctesiphon). The Syro-Malabars 

were considered to be Nestorians by the Christians of the West. They integrated themselves into 

the caste system. When the Portuguese settled in India, the Thomas Christians had no difficulty in 

considering themselves to be in communion with Rome.”189 

Franciscans made contact with them in the 13th century. This was followed by a period of de-

cline in the 14th and 15th centuries. There were around 30 thousand Christian families on the Malabar 

Coast in the 16th century. Looking for protection, these Christians asked Europeans for military sup-

port. “But when the Portuguese installed bishops in Goa (1533) and Cochin (1558) based on the Pa-

droãdo190, they assumed that these Christians were under their control.” Therefore Christians were 

forced to accept the liturgical norms of the Latin rite, and also priestly celibacy, which caused division 

among them and had consequences that are still visible nowadays. In any case, 

“Portugal began the first missionary activity in India, and the Latin Church of India is the 

fruit of the missionary activity of the Portuguese explorers, and of other people arriving after the 

16th century. Following the very humble beginnings, there was a mass conversion among the 

Paravas on the Fishery Coast (the present Tamil Nadu), probably between 1536 and 1537.”191 

Missionary activity with non-Christians in the 16th century was largely in the hands of secular 

priests and Franciscan friars. These missionaries found two main difficulties: the penetration of Islam, 

and the division of the population in castes. Evangelization was carried out in a very superficial way. 

A few thousand paravars (fishermen) asked to be baptized mainly to gain protection from the Mus-

lims. 

The situation improved with the creation of the diocese of Goa and with the arrival of Saint 

Francis Xavier (1506-1552) in 1542. The famous missionary began his work in India in a traditional 

way: he preached in the villages, had pagan temples destroyed, and practiced baptism en masse.. 

After Saint Francis Xavier, evangelization in India was carried out by Jesuits and Dominicans, 

with some success often due to the Portuguese political and military influence, and to the fact that 

baptism was administered to the poorest social classes in the country. 

Father Roberto de Nobili (1577-1656) had more success regarding the quality of evangeliza-

tion. In 1606, this Italian Jesuit missionary started living as an Indian sannyasi192 and as a result, in 

spite of enormous difficulties, he was eventually admitted among the Brahmins, giving Christianity an 

access to the highest circles of Indian society. However we cannot say that the mission in India, gen-

erally speaking, managed to establish itself with permanent success. 

In addition, the arrival of the Dutch in 1636, and the English in 1639, greatly weakened the Por-

tuguese colonial empire and resulted in negative consequences for the Catholic mission. As we will 

see by the following, 
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“besides the controversies about hierarchy and rites, what mainly hindered the progress of 

the missions in India was, on the one hand, the arrival of the Protestant powers, especially the 

Dutch, who made war on Catholics wherever they went, hunting for missionaries, encouraging 

apostasy and idolatry; and on the other hand, the internal decadence of the clergy and the Chris-

tian people, as we can see in the explicit complaint that Alexander VII addressed to the Primate of 

Goa in his brief of 1658.”193 

In spite of this, it is important to note that the city of Goa remained as a very important center 

for the missions of Asia and Eastern Africa in the 17th and 18th century. The big religious orders that 

had missionaries in the country – mainly Franciscans, Jesuits, and Dominicans – had their houses 

there. 

Local priests – which would be called Goan clergy later on – were formed in these houses. 

These priests had an important role when the Jesuits were expelled in 1759, assuming some of their 

functions. They could go to places that were forbidden to Europeans. In Ceylon they assisted 90,000 

Catholics who had escaped from the Dutch. 

“The decline of the Portuguese Empire, which began at the end of the 16th century, became 

irreversible in the 17th century. The Dutch, English, French and even the Danish settled every-

where in India, while the Portuguese held fast to Goa and did not wish to lose any prerogatives of 

the padroãdo.”194 

 

2.  Father de Nobili’s work 

We already mentioned the arrival in India of the Jesuit Roberto de Nobili, and his commitment 

to bring the Gospel to the highest levels of Indian society represented by the Brahmins. Let us look at 

his experience a bit closer, since it had implications in the history of the Indian mission in the 17th and 

18th centuries:  

“The arrival of the Jesuit Robert de Nobili in Southern India (1605) deeply renewed the 

approach to evangelization. Born in Tuscany to an aristocratic family, he was sent to Madurai, 

Southern India, where he stayed for over half a century. He rapidly realized the difficulties due to 

poor knowledge of the Tamil language and to the confusion between Christianity and a European 

lifestyle. He knew about the experience of Ricci, but the problems were even more complex than 

in China. Distinguishing political and social behavior from religious attitude was extremely diffi-

cult in Madurai, the intellectual center of Brahmanism. 

Nobili refused to be considered as a prangui (foreigner). He introduced himself as a Ro-

man rajah (noble) and a sannyasi, that is a penitent who had given up all worldly attachments. He 

appeared as a member of the Brahmin caste and adopted sannyasi attire: ochre robe, wooden 

shoes, Brahmin cord. He learned Tamil and Sanskrit, and studied Indian philosophy, trying to dis-

cover links between its wisdom and Christian faith. He wrote many works in Tamil, but did not 

preach in public, waiting for people to ask for a private dialogue. Those who converted were not 

forced to abandon the customs of their caste: they could keep the kudumi (top knot of hair), the 

cord, and even celebrate certain feasts.”195 

Father Nobili’s commitment to a new way of evangelization was due to the fact that, while 

some people were likely to become Christians along the coast and in the cities where Europeans lived, 

it was nearly impossible to find anyone wishing to convert in the interior. In addition, 

“it was mainly among the pariahs and the outcasts that Christianity spread out, and such a 

propagation seemed to restrict the benefits of Christian teaching to the very lowest classes of the 

population. The necessary contact between the Catholic missionary and the converted pariah – 

given the meticulous laws that governed the relationship between castes – almost absolutely pre-

vented him from frequenting other castes… We can see how evangelization collided against an 

almost invincible obstacle within a culture organized in such a strict way. This difficulty receded 

little by little on the coast because the Portuguese missionaries got used to denationalizing the 
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converts very soon. Those who accepted Christianity had to adopt European (Pranguis) costumes, 

hairdstyles, and ways of living. 

This resulted in the establishment of three classes among the population within the Portu-

guese territories: Europeans; relatively Europeanized Indians, who were Christian at least by bap-

tism; and the natives, who were more and more resistant to Christianity (…). These natives stayed 

away from missionaries, given the prejudice  of   their caste mentality and their feelings against 

Europeans, the Pranguis.”196 

Considering this situation, Father de Nobili thought that, if Christianity was to have success in 

India, it should give up its European manners and adapt to the customs and mentality of the place. But 

customs had to do with the caste system, and this fact posed the question of what caste to favor. With-

out hesitation Father de Nobili chose the Brahmins, the highest and most important caste in India. He 

presented himself as a Roman rajah who had come from afar to do penance and learn the language, 

literature, and customs of the country. 

After facing many difficulties and using a lot of patience, Father de Nobili was eventually 

acknowledged and accepted as a sannyasi who was highly acquainted with Indian culture. Some con-

versions took place. But it was only in 1629, after roughly 20 years, that a real movement started de-

veloping. 

To understand the course of events that followed, it would be important to know precisely what 

were the concessions made by Nobili to the caste ethos. This is not an easy task, since he did not have 

a real plan and clearly defined principles. He adapted himself to circumstances and to the discoveries 

he made through study. It seems that he allowed Christians a certain tolerance for caste customs. 

Regarding the adaptation of Christianity to the requirements of Indian culture, Father de Nobi-

li’s methods, even if somehow successful met with opposition from both the Hindus and the mission-

aries, including some Jesuits. Charges were presented against Nobili in Goa and in Rome, and he had 

to defend himself by sending a comprehensive document to Rome. “Cardinal Bellarmin believed he 

had become pagan. Francis Roz, the Jesuit bishop of Cranganore, defended him. This gave Nobili the 

opportunity to express his thought more precisely, and to give a clear account of his missionary meth-

od. Pope Gregory XV finally accepted his adaptations in 1623.”197 The Pope gave a provisional an-

swer on the Nobili’s debate in the bull Romanæ sedis antistes of January 31, 1623. It tolerated some 

elements, but also specified important restrictions and many precautions. 

Father de Nobili was able to carry on his ministry. Consistent with his choice, he went on tak-

ing care of the high castes, and acted secretly regarding other people. 

“Nobili then had the idea of establishing a new category of missionaries who would adopt 

the lifestyle of other Hindu penitents, the pandaras, who could dedicate themselves to lower 

castes. So there were two categories of missionaries, and the Jesuit pandaras became much more 

numerous than the Jesuit sannyasis (…). When Nobili died (1656), the mission of Madurai count-

ed 4000 Christians, 24 of whom were Brahmins.”198 

 

3.  The quarrel on the Malabar Rites 

Faithful to Father de Nobili’s method, the Jesuits continued their apostolate in Madurai, trusting 

the sannyasi and the pandara missionaries. Several French Jesuits were assigned to the Pondicherry 

mission in 1688, and they soon got permission to leave the city and evangelize the inland territories. 

The French Capuchins took over their ministry with the European colony in Pondicherry. 

 

3.1.  Reasons for the quarrel 
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The introduction of the cause Jean de Britto’s beatification in Rome – a Jesuit missionary mar-

tyred in India in 1693 – set off a serious conflict between the Jesuit community and the French Capu-

chins of Pondicherry, who were absolutely against the beatification. They accused Jean de Britto and 

the Jesuits of excessive tolerance of the Malabar Rites. Their allegation arrived in Rome at the same 

time as a Papal Legate, Monsignor de Tournon, was about to leave for the Far East to settle the prob-

lem of the Chinese Rites. Therefore, Monsignor de Tournon was also put in charge of inquiring about 

the so-called Malabar rites. 

He left Rome in February 1703 and arrived in Pondicherry in November of the same year. Sev-

eral difficulties during his stay, including health problems, stopped him from  gaining a personal ac-

quaintance with the local situation. After spending 8 months in India carrying out an investigation, he 

embarked for China in July 1704. 

Before leaving, Monsignor de Tournon signed a mandate letter on June 23, 1704, concerning 

the missions of Madurai, Mysore and Karnatica, evangelized by Portuguese and French Jesuits. The 

letter was about the administration of sacraments, especially baptism, regarding which he prohibited 

omitting the imposition of salt, the Effeta ritual, and the insufflations. These elements had been abol-

ished in order not to offend the Indian sensitivity, which considered them disgusting. 

It also gave some instructions banning marriages of preadolescents by parental consent and by 

placing the taly199 around the wife’s neck. Then it gave some indications concerning impurity in 

women. 

Relationship with the pariahs was an important issue. The letter indicated that these Christians 

had the right to receive spiritual assistance when they were ill, and that missionaries had the obliga-

tion to provide them with the sacrament of confession: “We explicitly condemn any other practice in 

contradiction with the obligations of Christian piety.” 

Another point in the letter was the participation of Christians in idolatrous feasts. On this point 

the legate was particularly stern: Christian musicians who participated in such feasts were to be ex-

communicated. 

Monsignor de Tournon’s letter withdrew some of the tolerant measures that had been author-

ized by Gregory XV in his bull, for example the use of ablutions permitted to the natives for hygienic 

reasons.200 

The mandate letter was endorsed by Clement XI in the Congregation of the Holy Office on 

June 7, 1706, with the following clause: “Until the Holy See decides otherwise regarding the observa-

tions (if any) of those who consider they have anything to claim regarding this decree.”201 

For the next 40 years the Jesuits sought to get the Holy See to abrogate this document, or at 

least part of it. Meanwhile the conflict between Jesuits and Capuchins in Pondicherry continued. 

The Holy See formally approved this mandate letter – whose author had become a cardinal – 

with the brief Non sine gravi (September 17, 1712) by Pope Clement XI, maintaining Cardinal de 

Tournon’s prescriptions until further notice. 

 

3.2.  Consequences of the quarrel 

With the brief Ad aures nostras of December 12, 1726, Benedict XIII maintained on the same 

attitude, particularly regarding the question of the pariahs, which had generated a debate and created a 

certain perplexity. 
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With the brief Compertum of August 24, 1734 – addressed to the bishops and apostolic mis-

sionaries of Madurai, Mysore and Karnatic – Pope Clement XII recalled the mandate of Cardinal de 

Tournon and also the successive confirmations by his predecessors. He pleaded that controversies be 

brought to an end once and for all. But in actual fact Papal instructions were not observed everywhere 

in India. New accusations arrived again in Rome against missionaries who were considered to be re-

fractory. 

On May 13, 1739, Pope Clement XII addressed the brief Concredita nobis to the same recipi-

ents as before. According to this document, the bishops should demand an absolute obedience from 

their subordinates, at the risk of very serious penalties for themselves. In addition, all missionaries 

from Madurai, Mysore and Karnatic were asked to take the oath of fully observing papal prescrip-

tions. Also new missionaries coming to these regions should take this oath before beginning their 

ministry. In general, this papal intervention was in fact observed. All missionaries took the oath. 

Pope Benedict XIV, a notable jurist, was inflexible about the Chinese rites. Regarding the Mal-

abar rites, he made some concessions and explained some previous papal decisions. His bull Omnium 

sollicitudinum of September 12, 1744, summarized the whole matter and became a very important 

text in the history of this long quarrel, which had serious consequences for the mission in India. 

On the question of the pariahs, the Pope understood the missionaries’ difficulty, but affirmed 

that no one could go against the spirit of the Gospel. He indicated that there is no favoritism before 

God, and that the Good News should reach every creature, especially the weak and poor. But to solve 

the problem, he authorized the institution of two different missionary groups: one exclusively for the 

ministry to the pariahs, and another for people from the castes who had no contact with them. 

The papal decisions produced some results: they were observed in part, and at the price of a 

certain number of rebellions and defections across a whole century. They went on until the mid-19th 

century. Because of local customs and the caste system, the mission in India was always difficult, 

problematic and often stuck in conflicts. This is why people asked Rome for a solution, which came 

through the important intervention of Benedict XIV in 1744. 

It is important to underline the stressful situation that missionaries had to face at the time, espe-

cially from a psychological perspective regarding conflicts of conscience : 

“Two mindsets met here, as  happens everywhere: timorous and scrupulous people won-

dered if by accepting Hindu customs they were violating their oath and falling under censorship; 

these were generally the young and recently disembarked missionaries, who were astonished to 

find this form of Christianity in India, which seemed so different from what they practiced in Eu-

rope; and on the other hand, open- minded missionaries who, with an openness that sometimes 

became laxity, hardly worried about principles, looked for practical applications, and were con-

cerned about results. These were, for the most part, the missionaries with experience in the field, 

who were used to the customs they could not change, and with a good conscience were prone to 

say that if ‘such things’ were always done that way, ‘such things’ could carry on.”202 

 

4.  The so called “Goa Schism” 

“The facts we will begin to describe are known in history as the Portuguese schism or the 

Goan schism, because the government of Portugal encouraged the archbishop of Goa and his sup-

porters, priests and lay people, not to submit to the reiterated orders from the Sovereign Pontiff, 

who restricted the jurisdiction of the Portuguese bishops of India, reestablishing the former dio-

ceses and Apostolic Vicariates in part of the territory, and requiring the priests who depended on 

the former jurisdictions to include themselves in the new limits fixed by Rome. It was a time of 

sharp and saddening conflicts between bishops, missionaries and faithful, some of whom obeyed 

the Pope, while others followed the Lisbon Court or the Portuguese bishops of India, everyone 

proclaiming the purity of his own faith. The reason, as we know, was the patronage of Portugal, 

whose real rights and excessive pretensions we have already mentioned.”203 
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4.1  The cause of the problem 

The juridical origin of the problem was indeed the right of patronage (padroãdo in Portuguese) 

that the Holy See had conceded to Portugal on May 12, 1493, by the bull Inter cetera of Pope Alex-

ander VI. The origin of this famous document, was to avoid a conflict between Spain and Portugal, 

two countries that promoted discoveries of new lands in the West and East during the 15th century. 

During those years, 

“in case of discovery and conquest on infidel lands, the sanction of the supreme authority 

on earth granted the rights that our century of civilization and reason ascribes only to military 

power. They asked the Roman Pontiff to authorize the possession of a land that was foreign to 

Christian faith; the condition in return was to give to the conquered people the precious benefit of 

this same faith. Subsequently, if serious differences between the Crowns of these two Catholic 

powers took place, instead of turning to weapons (…) they appealed again to the Holy See in or-

der to solve the conflict peacefully.”204 

The intervention of Pope Alexander VI brought the monarchs of Spain and Portugal to an 

agreement: he distributed the newly discovered lands between the two nations, determining what re-

gions each of them could explore and conquer without upsetting the other. Each nation could send its 

missionaries to the lands under its patronage and build up the churches. 

The nomination of bishops was a more complex matter. In principle, the Holy See did not give 

up the right of nomination. Given the particular needs of the new regions in India, it allowed the Por-

tuguese government to appoint the bishops of Goa (1524), Cochin (1524), Cranganore (1600), and 

Mylapore (1606). But the Holy See intervened several times thereafter to affirm the full powers given 

to the Vicar of Jesus Christ over the entire universe, considering “the supposed patronage of the kings 

of Portugal as null, at least in places not under their possession, and also where the Church could not 

be protected by one of their colonies.”205 On the subject of the Bishop of Goa, he became Metropoli-

tan Archbishop of India in 1557 under Pope Paul IV, and received the title of Primate of the East in 

1606. 

As we mentioned earlier, the decline of Portugal as a colonial power in the 17th century, and 

more so in the 18th century, had an effect on India. The suppression of the Company of Jesus in Portu-

gal entailed the departure of a considerable number of missionaries from India. They were partially 

replaced by the missionaries from the Foreign Missions Society of Paris, and the French Jesuits that 

joined them. There were some Indian priests in the Goa region, but they were considered as not hav-

ing enough formation and pastoral zeal. The different missions were strongly affected by this situa-

tion: they lacked priests, especially good ones. Portugal was not in a position to send new missionar-

ies. In addition, the Portuguese government suppressed religious congregations in the patronage terri-

tories in 1835. Evidently, Portugal did not want to give up its patronage rights in any measure.  

 

4.2.  Christians asking for bishops and priests 

Several large dioceses remained without a bishop: Cranganore (1777), Cochin (1778), Saint 

Thomé of Mylapore (1804) and Goa (1831). Therefore the Holy See asked Portugal to provide for the 

vacant seats or to give up its rights. 

Moreover, during the 19th century the Indian faithful asked different ecclesiastical authorities 

for help, the Holy See in particular. Even the British colonial authority, which  ruled India at the time, 

was ready to assist the different Christian denominations but wished to discuss the matter with an ec-

clesiastical authority “duly instituted and officially recognized to grant subsidies.”206 
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This led to the creation of the Apostolic Vicariate of Madras in Southern India in 1834, with the 

appointment of Monsignor Daniel O’Connor. The decision was aimed at ending a long-lasting juris-

diction conflict involving several religious missionary communities, Propaganda Fide, and the Arch-

bishop of Goa, who was concerned with every affair in India, according to the royal rights of patron-

age of Portugal. 

The same procedure was applied to the mission of Pondicherry, which was entrusted to the For-

eign Missions of Paris in 1776, with the appointment of Monsignor Brigot as Superior. This mission 

post was called the Malabar Mission, and included territories belonging to the dioceses of Cochin and 

Cranganore. But the clergy and the faithful of these dioceses refused to become part of it and contin-

ued to look to the Portuguese right of patronage. To put an end to the conflict, Pope Gregory XVI cre-

ated the Apostolic Vicariate of the Coromandel Coast in 1836, which headquarts in Pondicherry under 

the Foreign Missions of Paris. 

These papal decisions were made without consulting Portugal. The decisions had to with Apos-

tolic Vicariates, not dioceses. Vicars Apostolic were bishops in partibus207, without personal jurisdic-

tion in the territories where they had pastoral responsibility. They directly depended on the Sovereign 

Pontiff when presiding over these territories, without submitting themselves to the jurisdiction of the 

Portuguese ordinaries. Therefore, the jurisdiction coming from the padroãdo was not abolished, 

which eventually caused even more trouble. 

 

4.3.  The padroãdo and the brief Multa præclare 

The creation of the Apostolic Vicariates mentioned above was due to the fact that Portugal had 

not answered the demands of the Holy See. To clarify the situation, justify his previous decisions, and 

avoid other further conflicts, Pope Gregory XVI published the brief Multa præclare on April 24, 

1838, which had great importance in the course of the matter:208 

“This bull was prepared with the greatest care, taking into account the reports received 

from India and London, after long deliberations within the Propaganda Council, and having con-

sulted eminent theologians and jurists. It confirmed the previous innovations, expressly suppress-

ing the four dioceses of Cranganore, Cochin, Mylapore and Malacca, entrusting their territories to 

the Apostolic Vicars, and limiting the jurisdiction of the Goa archdiocese to the Portuguese pos-

sessions in India.”209 

The document concluded by 

 ”demanding the dissenters to submit themselves and obey, stating that the privileges pre-

viously granted to the kings of Portugal were only in the interest of the Church and for the salva-

tion of the souls, so they consequently should come to an end when the needs of the Church and 

the Christian people required it.”210 

Unfortunately, the official communication of this important document from the Holy See to the 

concerned authorities was done in an unusual, and incomplete way, which brought even more difficul-

ties. There was an interruption of diplomatic relations between the Holy See and Portugal in 1833. 

The Ordinaries of the Padroãdo did not receive the original text of the Multa praeclare document, 

and had access to its content only through unofficial copies, from which they learned about the change 
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in the legal situation concerning them, and the suppression of their jurisdiction. This caused a violent 

counter reaction. 

Carvalho, the capitular vicar of Goa, contested the authenticity of the Multa praeclare docu-

ment and its mandatory character. The Goan clergy was of the same opinion, and dragged the faithful 

into a rebellion against the decisions of the Holy See. Two groups emerged within the clergy: those 

aligned with Propaganda Fide, recognizing the authority of the Apostolic Vicars, and those associated 

with the Padroãdo, following the authorities supported by Portugal. This was the beginning of the so-

called Goan Schism: 

“The expression was convenient: objectively and widely speaking, it expressed a trend, if 

not a situation. However, it was not actually a question of challenging the authority of the Holy 

See, and even less of breaking up with it, except in some doubtful cases.”211 

The “Goan Schism” significantly damaged the Catholic mission in India. It ended only in 1886 

with the creation of the Indian hierarchy. 

 

5.  Indian priests 

The question of local clergy runs through the entire history of the Indian mission in modern 

times. Everybody in the mission agreed on the need for local clergy, but the practical carrying out of 

this requirement sometimes led to conflict between the adherents of different views. 

The presence of several communities and religious orders in India rendered the debate particu-

larly delicate, since the relationship between them was not easy. A certain “clannish” mentality was 

part of the matter. Moreover, the conditions, conflicts, and decisions coming from the civil power dur-

ing the colonization period significantly influenced ecclesiastical authorities and missionaries, com-

plicating the relationship among them. 

In addition, the caste system, the Malabar rites conflict, and the “Goan Schism” rendered the is-

sue of local clergy in India more difficult than in other Asian countries. 

Evangelization and Christian ministry were very limited outside the Goa region and away from 

the places attended by Portuguese priests. This fact was known in Rome, and Propaganda Fide had 

begun sending precise indications for the creation of a local clergy since its institution in 1622. How-

ever, these interventions did not have much effect.212 

A new decree in 1663 insisted on the same line of thinking. Concerning India, the document 

stated that the number of local priests should not limited, but that they should be ordained freely so 

that the faith would take deeper root in all regions. 

In 1669, the constitution In excelsa indicated that foreign parish priests should always have In-

dian priests with them, to assist in the ministry of confession and to deliver Sunday sermons in the lo-

cal language. 

An instruction from Propaganda Fide in 1832 demanded the ordination of priests among the 

despised fisher caste: 

“The Sacred Congregation recognizes that the fishermen’s children, if they have the neces-

sary qualities, that is, if they are provided with intelligence, integrity and docility, and are the le-

gitimate children of Christian parents and profess the orthodox faith,  than they must not be ex-

cluded from the ecclesiastical state.”213 

                                            
211  Quéguiner, M., Histoire Universelle…, op. cit., 206. On this question see also : Puccinelli, L., s.j., Cenni sulla 

questione del Patronato indo-portoghese proposti da un missionario dell’India in tre memorie, Genova, 1853. In the first 

memo, the author insists on the importance of the Brief Multa praeclare and on the urgency of putting it into prac-

tice. In the second, he presents some questions on the right of patronage. In the third, he speaks of sympathies 

and antipathies of the Indians towards Goanese and Portuguese priests. 
212   Cf. : Padinjarekuttu, I., The Missionary Movement…, op. cit., 138. 
213  Collectanea  SCPF, op.cit. I, 483-484, N° 826, in  Storia della Chiesa, edited by Metzler, J., Vol. XXIV, Dalle 

Missioni alle Chiese locali, 1846-1965, Torino, 1990, 49. 



 65 

The instruction took into account that, given the particular situation of India, the priests from 

this caste should only carry out their ministry within the communities of their own caste. 
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III. THE PONDICHERRY MISSION 

 

1.  Elements of history 

Pondicherry is located in Tamil Nadu, Southeast India, on the Coromandel Coast, an ideal posi-

tion for a commercial port since it faces the Bengal Gulf and the Far East. The name Pondicherry 

comes from the Tamil root pudu (new) and chery (village of low caste people), “a petty village within 

the territories evangelized by the Madurai mission.”214 

“The territory of Pondicherry was pacifically acquired (by France) in 1674 thanks to 

François Martin, agent of the French East India Company. At the time it was a miserable village 

with only a few huts. With the support of the neighboring princes, Martin developed trade on the 

Coromandel Coast and turned Pondicherry into the headquarters of the Company. A strong Chris-

tian, this Frenchman invited the Madras Capuchins to assure religious services for the European 

and Creole population, and the Madurai Jesuits to take care of the Indians. He also authorized the 

Foreign Missions Fathers to open a station in Pondicherry, which became a useful link with their 

Far East missions.”215 

From the political point of view, the French administration settled in Pondicherry in the 17th 

century, given that the Company was French. Several colonial wars took place between France and 

Britain in the 18th century. Pondicherry was occupied by the British in 1761, but they respected the 

Indian area of the town. After the Treaty of Paris in 1763, France kept only five establishments in In-

dia, one of which was Pondicherry. 

From the religious point of view, missionaries in the Pondicherry region had to face the issue of 

the Malabar Rites that we mentioned above. In spite of that, the mission had positive results among 

the natives. 

As we already said, there were Jesuit missionaries in the region. Their headquarters was the 

Madurai mission, where Roberto de Nobili and João de Britto had worked. Based in Madurai, the Jes-

uits headed south carrying out their missionary work. In 1695, King Louis XIV entrusted the Jesuits 

with the evangelization work of the French territories in India, and the Portuguese bishop of Saint 

Thomé of Mylapore gave them canonical jurisdiction. The French government also encouraged the 

evangelization efforts through its local governors, who helped the Catholic mission by means of fa-

vorable administrative decisions. 

Portugal suppressed the Company of Jesus in 1759 and withdrew all the Portuguese Jesuits 

working in India, leaving the missions without a considerable group of competent workers. A number 

of Goan priests replaced the Jesuits, but several among them were not in a condition to carry out good 

service. In addition, the number of European missionaries remaining in India decreased, leaving sev-

eral vacant places to be filled, and for different reasons, no European missionaries arrived to take their 

place. 

The Company of Jesus was suppressed in France in 1764, and Pope Clement XIV suppressed it 

at Church level in 1773. The Jesuit missionaries of Pondicherry had to move on and leave their mis-

sion to others. Regardless of their dedication and the quality of their missionary activity, the Jesuits 

were rejected by every ecclesiastical authority and civil government in Europe as in India. 

All these misfortunes deeply affected the Catholic mission in the Pondicherry region, to the 

point that a missionary in 1776 could write: 

“The number of our mission churches was once considerable. Internal wars, the upheaval 

in Pondicherry, the lack of missionaries and necessary funds, brought about the total ruin of most 

                                            
214   Castet, J., S.J., La simple vérité sur la querelle des rites malabares (1703-1754), Trichy, 1933,19. 
215   Fabre, M., Missionnaires français à Pondichéry, in « Amitiés Françaises », Juillet 1977, 33. 
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of them. What remains is half-ruined, showing at first sight the state of distress in which we have 

been for many years.”216 

 

2.  Arrival of the FMP missionaries 

The situation in Pondicherry after the Company of Jesus was suppressed required an interven-

tion from the supreme ecclesiastical authority. The remaining Jesuit missionaries were left to them-

selves without a superior or local priests with whom they could collaborate. The Capuchins were still 

in Pondicherry, but they only ministered with the European and Creole population. 

Therefore, Pope Pius VI entrusted the Pondicherry Mission with its native population to the 

Foreign Missions Society of Paris on September 30, 1776. These missionaries were not new to the re-

gion, since they already had a station in Pondicherry. 

According to the Pope’s brief, the Jesuits who were still in the mission had the option to remain 

there and continue their apostolic work by joining the new missionaries. The Pope also appointed 

Monsignor Brigot – titular bishop of Thabraca217, former Vicar Apostolic of Siam – as superior of the 

Pondicherry Mission. The Capuchins continued ministering for Europeans and Creoles. A Capuchin 

friar was appointed Prefect Apostolic for this particular ministry in 1776. 

The 15 Jesuit missionaries of Pondicherry signed an act of integration to the Foreign Missions 

in 1777. This decision had positive effects on a mission post that was subject to many difficulties and 

problems: 

“This coming together brought countless benefits to the spiritual union between missionar-

ies; bitterness rapidly gave way to the expression of mutual charity and reciprocal kindness. The 

union of hearts became so good that the very constitution of our Society put us on guard against 

an excessive corporative mentality, which becomes so harmful in the relationship between differ-

ent congregations; in addition, the former Fathers of the Society of Jesus, having assumed the sta-

tus of secular priests, were so well disposed that our missionaries, on their side, were ready to 

make any desirable concession for the sake of peace. Moreover, it would have been difficult to 

find other men with easier and more pleasant one-to-one relations than these venerable priests, a 

quality which even the greatest enemies of their Order always recognized.”218 

From a legal point of view, however, the decisions of the Holy See – intended to promote har-

mony between the different civil powers and ecclesiastical institutions – brought about a triple juris-

diction in Pondicherry: 

 The bishop of Saint Thomé of Mylapore, appointed by Portugal’s right of patronage: his juris-

diction embraced the so-called Malabar mission as a whole, including the territory of Pondi-

cherry. The French authorities forbade the exercise of this jurisdiction within their Colony. 

 The Apostolic Prefect, a Capuchin friar, whose jurisdiction only involved the European and 

Creole inhabitants of Pondicherry. 

 And finally, Monsignor Brigot, who was in charge of the native and mixed-race residents of the 

Pondicherry mission, plus the entire population in the surrounding regions of Karikal, Chan-

dernagore, and Karnatica, a vast and not well-delimited territory. 

Monsignor Brigot began his activity as superior of the Pondicherry mission – also called the 

Malabar mission – in 1776. At the beginning, there were only 5 missionaries of his Society. Two oth-

ers arrived the following year. He could also count on the Jesuits, 9 of whom were in Pondicherry, 2 

in Karikal, and 4 in the inland area. There were no local priests, but only some catechists without 

qualified formation. 

                                            
216  Quoted by :  Lafrenez, J., Précis d’histoire de la Mission de Pondichéry, Pondicherry, 1953, 10. 
217  A see in Numidia, which fell to the Muslims in the 7th century after a long resistance. Monsignor Pierre Brigot was the 

first to bear this honorary title in 1755. It is now Tabarka, Tunisia, a rather important fishing centre on the Mediterranean, 

close to the border with Algeria (trans.). 
218  Luquet, J.O., Lettres à Mgr l’évêque de Langres sur la Congrégation des Missions Étrangères, Paris 1842, 448. 
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Monsignor Brigot also needed someone who could take care of the mission’s affairs with the 

Foreign Missions Seminary in Paris. Eleven missionaries of the Society were sent to Pondicherry be-

tween 1778 and 1792, but no others came until 1819. There were only 15 priests in this territory in 

1818: five from the Foreign Missions and 10 Indian priests. 

The main goal of the Foreign Missions Society of Paris was the formation of local clergy. Mon-

signor Brigot undertook the creation of a seminary, in spite of the numerous difficulties due to the di-

vision of the population according to the caste system. He had a group of 14 students in 1784. 

Because of his age and health condition, Monsignor Brigot asked the Holy See for a coadjutor. 

Fr. Champenois was appointed to this position. He was consecrated in 1786, taking over the direction 

of the Malabar mission. Monsignor Brigot died in 1791. 

 Monsignor Champenois had to face a jurisdictional conflict with the Bishop of Saint Thomé: 

after several appeals to Propaganda Fide, the necessary actions were taken. 

In 1788, Monsignor Champenois ordained the first Tamil priest, Father Thomas.219 The second 

was ordained the following year, Father Philippe. The consecration of the Pondicherry cathedral took 

place in 1791. The Jesuits had started building it in 1770. 

It is worth noting that Sultan Tippu Sahib triggered off a serious persecution against Christians 

in the Malabar region. Several Christians had to flee their homeland looking for safety. 

From 1790 on, the consequences of the French Revolution started affecting Pondicherry, espe-

cially regarding the French missionaries and their superiors: Monsignor Champenois for the FMP, and 

Father Damase for the Capuchins. 

The war between France and England broke out in 1793. It affected India and Pondicherry, 

which was occupied by the British on August 23 that same year. The French missionaries found them-

selves in a more difficult situation because of certain administrative limitations. France recovered 

Pondicherry with the peace treaty of Amiens in 1812. 

In spite of the political and administrative problems, the Catholic mission of Pondicherry car-

ried on its service without interruption in the areas of evangelization and social development, trying to 

improve the lives of the people. Fr Dubois was the first to introduce vaccination against smallpox in 

India. 

In general, missionaries had huge territories under their responsibility and traveled very often. 

They never stayed in the same place for long, except in Pondicherry and Karikal. They could not keep 

the Blessed Sacrament in the churches, and visited them only once a year. 

3.  Pondicherry Mission at the beginning of the 19th century 

In 1803, according to the records, the Malabar Mission included 11 districts with a population 

of about 28, 000 Christians, 6, 000 of whom were in Pondicherry.220 

Fr. Magny was in charge of the seminary and he worked on the formation of Indian priests in 

spite of many difficulties. He wrote in a letter: “I have to confess that it I must go about with pru-

dence, taking many precautions. These young men are very difficult to form. The deeper I go, the 

more I fear ordaining some of them.”221 However, 7 new priests were ordained between 1794 and 

1806. 

Monsignor Champenois, aged 71, asked for a coadjutor in 1805. He proposed Fr. Magny, who 

absolutely refused. Then he proposed two other names, among which Mr Dubois, but again both re-

fused. The choice fell on Fr. Hébert, but for different reasons – including Monsignor Champenois’ 

                                            
219  The Indian priest was called « Père » (Father). The missionaries of the FMP were always called “Monsieur”” 

(Mister). 

 
220   Cf. Lafrenez, J., Précis d’ Histoire…, op. cit. 45. 
221   Ibid. 
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death in 1810 – he was consecrated only in 1811 by the Syrian-rite Carmelite bishop of Verapoly. He 

became titular bishop of Halicarnassus222. 

When Monsignor Hébert began his ministry he had 9 missionaries: 6 from the FMP, and 3 

Jesuits. There were also 6 Indian priests in the territory. New missionaries from the Foreign Missions 

of Paris began to arrive in Pondicherry in 1819.223 Eight Indians were ordained priests between 1813 

and 1828. 

The Sisters of Saint Joseph of Cluny arrived in Pondicherry in 1827: they opened a day school, 

a boarding school, a free school, different workshops, and started teaching French, catechism, sewing, 

and weaving to the girls. They were quite successful in the city. 

There were many difficulties regarding the life and activity of the missionaries in Pondicherry: 

jurisdictional conflicts, problems with the civil authorities, and Protestant proselytism. But the Mala-

bar Rites issue caused more personal suffering to the missionaries than anything else: 

“The too famous Malabar Rites, whose conflict was brought to an end by the bull Omnium 

Sollicitudinum, continued to trouble the conscience of many. A number of missionaries suffered 

from seeing rather superstitious practices tolerated by some and forbidden by others. Having taken 

an oath of fidelity to the bull, they feared to violate their promises and even to be the subject of 

censorship. Fr. Tesson and Fr. Charbonnaux in particular wrote about the matter to the Paris Sem-

inary. Fr. Langlois, the Superior at the time, seemed to be in favor of a strict application of the 

bull. By contrast, Monsignor Hébert and Fr. Bonnand supported a tolerant attitude as much as 

possible. A long time had to pass before peoples’ conscience would calm down regarding this top-

ic; and, still nowadays, some practices are allowed in certain places, while they are strictly forbid-

den in other places!“224 

Monsignor Hébert officially asked for a coadjutor in 1828. He proposed Fr. Bonnand, who re-

fused several times. The bishop brought him to Pondicherry as Procurator and after a few months he 

finally got Bonnand’s consent. He was consecrated as titular bishop of Drusipara225 on November 8, 

1833. 

 

4.  Monsignor Bonnand,  Vicar Apostolic  

Monsignor Clément Bonnand226 was very committed to the pastoral visits in the Pondicherry 

Mission’s huge territory. Wherever he went, he preached, confessed, settled the conflicts between 

Christians, and encouraged the priests’ apostolic zeal. His visits were always meticulous and well or-

ganized. However, Monsignor Bonnand was not allowed to visit the entire territory of his mission. He 

had jurisdictional conflicts with the Goan priests who adhered to the bishops or capitular vicars ap-

pointed by Portugal. These jurisdictional issues caused many problems to the Catholic community, 

and often blocked all missionary and pastoral activity. 

This resulted in several appeals on his part to Propaganda Fide, asking for the status of Vicar 

Apostolic of the Malabar Mission, with a well-delimited jurisdiction. In fact, the person in charge of 

                                            
222   Another diocese which had fallen into Muslim hands. Suleiman the Magnificent took it for the Ottomans in 1522. It is 

the modern Bodrum in Turkey, a very popular tourist resort on the Aegean Coast (translator’s note). 
223    Among the best known, we mention : in 1819, Mr Jarrige who remained for 70 years in mission; in 1824, Mr 

Bonnand, the future Vicar Apostolic of Pondicherry; in 1827, Mr Tesson who returned to France as director at 

Paris in charge of the Indian mission; in 1830, Mr Charbonnaux the future Vicar Apostolic of Mysore 
224  Lafrenez, J., Précis d’Histoire…op. cit., 56. The author wrote and published this text in 1953. 

    
225  Drusipara was a town in Thracia, the westernmost part of Turkey, situated on the route from Adrianople (now Edirne) to 

Byzantium (now Istanbul). Saint Alexander suffered martyrdom there Under Maximian. The archbishopric of Drusipara 

must have been suppressed during the Bulgarian invasions of the 6th and 7th centuries. Monsignor Clément Bonnand was 

the first to bear this honorary title. At present, it has been suppressed as a titular see (trans.). 
226 Mgr Clément Bonnand, born 1796 at St Maurice-sur-Dargoire (Rhône), curate at Ambrieux 1821-1823, joined 

the FMP and departed for India in 1824, nominated titular bishop of Drusipare and coadjutor of Mgr Hébert in 

1831, ordained bishop in 1833, given the Vicariate Apostolic of the Coromandel Coast in 1836, Pondicherry in 

1846, Visitor Apostolic on the missions of India in 1858. He died at Bénarès in 1861. 
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this mission only had the title of Superior, in order to avoid a conflict with Portugal. But it was time 

to clarify a situation that could last no longer. This is how – as we already mentioned – several Apos-

tolic Vicariates were created in India: Madras in 1832, Calcutta in 1834, Sindhana and Ceylon in 

1834. 

Likewise, Propaganda Fide created the Apostolic Vicariate of the Coromandel Coast with its 

seat in Pondicherry on July 8, 1836. Monsignor Hébert became the first titular bishop. He finally died 

on October 3, 1836, and Monsignor Bonnand, his coadjutor, became Apostolic Vicar of the Coro-

mandel Coast. 

The Vicariate had 16 missionaries and 3 Indian priests at the time. It was a rather young team. 

The Seminary of Paris sent 29 new missionaries between 1836 and 1846. In 1836, the Pondicherry 

seminary had 13 pupils, 2 of whom were in theology. The Vicariate also had 89 catechists. There 

were 27 big churches and 62 smaller ones in the territory, totalling 89 churches. 

Bishop Bonnand was very attentive to his missionaries. He multiplied pastoral visits, wishing to 

see his missionaries often. He wrote to them regularly and expected an answer to his letters. He 

named Mr Jarrige as his pro-vicar227 on April 21, 1839. 

The effects of the Goan schism were a serious problem that Monsignor Bonnand had to face in 

his Apostolic Vicariate. The situation would last almost 10 years, from 1836 to 1845. It consisted in a 

jurisdictional conflict with the Goan priests who were present in the Vicariate, as we mentioned 

above. They refused to accept the new situation resulting from the Apostolic Vicariates established by 

the Holy See. However, a certain number among them finally yielded and obeyed. 

 

5.  The Pondicherry Mission in 1837 - 1842 

Statistics concerning the Vicariate of the Coromandel Coast in 1840 can give an idea of the pas-

toral situation: 44,573 confessions; 32,645 communions; 599 confirmations; 4,751 baptisms of Chris-

tian children; 353 baptisms of adults; 59 conversions from Protestantism.228 

Regarding staff, there were 21 missionaries for the entire Vicariate, 3 Indian priests, 102 cate-

chists, and 164 kovilpillais229 (second order catechists), to attend a total of 115,000 Catholics. The vi-

cariate had 113 churches and 221 chapels, plus three convents of women, 2 hospitals and 97 

schools.230 Several churches and chapels were constructed in different localities of the Vicariate be-

tween 1837 and 1846. 

Given that Protestants were distributing their publications without economic worries, Mon-

signor Bonnand decided to set up a printing press in Pondicherry. The French administration was the 

first to benefit from it. The opening director was Fr. Dupuis. They printed a Tamil-French dictionary, 

a new catechism, and some books responding to the teachings and accusations of the Protestants, 

among other works. 

In 1842, Fr. Etienne-Louis Charbonnaux was elected as Monsignor Bonnand’s coadjutor in the 

Coromandel Coast Vicariate.231 He was appointed titular bishop of Iasus232, but several administrative 

                                            
227  The pro-vicar rules the territory in case of unexpected demise of the vicar, until other provision is made. The pro-vicar 

has the same faculties as the vicar, except those that come from episcopal consecration (trans.). 
228   According : Lafrenez, J., Précis d’Histoire…, op. cit., 81. 
229    From the Tamil root kovil (temple) and pillai (son), son of the temple. 
230   According : Luquet, J.O., Considérations sur…, op. cit., 228.     
231   Mgr Etienne Charbonnaux, born 1806 in the diocese of Rennes, departed for India in 1830, titular bishop of 

Jassen and coadjutor of Mgr Bonnand in the Vicariate Apostolic of the Coromandel Coast, ordained Bishop in 
1845, pro- vicar apostolic of Mysore in 1845, and vicar apostolic in 1850, apostolic visitor of the missions of 
India in 1861, he died at Bangalore in 1873. 

232   The port of Iasus was located between Miletus and Halicarnassus (today Bodrum) on the Aegean Sea, and became an 

episcopal see in the 5th century. It was occupied by the Muslims in the 16th century (trans.). 
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and personal difficulties delayed his Episcopal consecration. There were also 3 missionaries in the 

mission house of Pondicherry: Fr. Léhodey, Fr. Léroux, and Fr. Dupuis.233 

Besides his normal pastoral ministry, Fr Léhodey was also the Procurator, a position that kept 

him in constant contact with the other missionaries in the Vicariate.234 Fr. Leroux arrived in Pondi-

cherry in 1840, and was immediately appointed director of the seminary, taking over from Fr. 

Léhodey.235 Mr Dupuis, as we mentioned, was entirely taken up by the printing work, which he car-

ried out with expertise and intelligent dedication.236 

Monsignor Bonnand was a true pastor and a father full of affection, kindness, and attention to 

the human and spiritual well-being of his missionary colleagues, those in the city, and those who were 

scattered across the large Vicariate. In one of his circular letters to them he wrote: 

“As far as I may be from you physically, I am however present in spirit with you. I set out 

North, South, East, West, wherever you are, and God knows I do not come to you with a rod, but 

with the deepest charity that is truly brotherly and full of kindness.”237 

                                            
233  Today the diocese of Pondicherry has 6, 400, 000 inhabitants with almost 300,000 Catholics, 87 parishes and 

140 diocesan priests. ( Annuario Pontificio 2004, Città del Vaticano, Rome). 
234   Mr Léhodey Julien Charles, FMP, born 1808 in the diocese of Coutances, departed for the Malabar mission in 

1832. He died at Pondicherry in 1869. 
235   Mr Leroux Jean-Marie, FMP, born 1806 in the diocese of Nantes, departed for the Vicariate of the Coroman-

del Coast in 1840. He left the FMP in 1857 and went to Madras where he died in 1878. 
236  Mr Dupuis Louis Savinien, FMP, born 1806 in the diocese of Sens, departed for India in 1831. He died in 

Pondicherry in 1874. 
237   Mgr Bonnand aux missionnaires de Coromandel, Ulgaret, 10. 11.1837., AMEP, Vol. 999, 501. 
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CHAPTER 5 

INDUCTION AND FIRST MISSION 

(1842-1843) 

 

 

I. FORMATION TIME IN PONDICHERRY 

 

1.  Discovering the country 

De Brésillac and Triboulot arrived in Pondicherry in July 1842 and did not receive an immedi-

ate appointment, as was customary with new missionaries. They needed to continue their missionary 

formation in the field. For several months de Brésillac studied the local language, the customs of the 

country, and the milieu where he would live and work as a missionary. 

The FMP missionaries did not minister to the European population in Pondicherry, an activity 

considered  to be non-missionary. And since they spoke no Tamil yet, the new missionaries had no 

pastoral activity at all. 

They spent the first days of their induction stage visiting around, and trying to become ac-

quainted with the people. De Brésillac took note of everything with great attention. He was impressed 

by the great cultural difference between India and France: 

“Everything is different here: the landscape, the kind of products, the shape of trees, peo-

ple’s skin color, and especially their habits, their customs, their morals…”238 

Together with Monsignor Bonnand, the Vicar Apostolic, the new missionaries paid a visit to 

the city Governor, the Apostolic Prefect and some European personalities. They also used to welcome 

visitors in the mission station. Thanks to these contacts they began to realize the difficulties and com-

plications of the Indian situation due to the caste system. 

De Brésillac discovered he should not visit Indian families: “Our presence in their houses does 

not honour them.”239 It was actually a humiliation. They accepted visits only when they needed pasto-

ral care, especially for the assistance of the ill. By contrast, Indian people would easily visit the mis-

sionaries in the mission house. 

Another discovery was the way in which Indian people sat in church: 

“Pariahs have a special place. They occupy an arm of the cross, and one of the rows in the 

nave, separated from the Tamil – sometimes this is how they refer to the people belonging to 

castes in this country where they speak Tamil – by a small wall a foot-and-a-half or two-feet high. 

The confessionals and baptismal fonts are placed on the separation line, so that people belonging 

to the castes can come from their own side, and the pariahs from the other. They have separate 

doors to enter and leave. Pariahs never enter the sanctuary or the sacristy.”240 

The new missionary was very surprised when he realized that this order of things in relation to 

the caste system pleased everybody: 

“Everyone is happy with his or her fate, not wishing to break out from it in any way; they 

do not envy people from higher castes at all, since the possibility that things could be different 

does not even cross their mind.”241 

                                            
238   Letter to his mother, 14 August 1842. AMA 2 F 1, 69-71. 
239   Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., I, 132. 
240   Ibid. 
241  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit. I, 179. 
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De Brésillac visited three important villages out of town, Nellitope, Oulgaret and Ariancoupam, 

where he found to his surprise a convent of Malabar Carmelites, with an interesting history and situa-

tion. 

He discovered the particular structure of Pondicherry as a city, with its two very different 

neighborhoods: the white city next to the sea where Europeans lived; and the black city or Malabar 

city242 on the inland side, mainly inhabited by Indians. 

From the religious point of view, de Brésillac also realized the double jurisdiction that we men-

tioned earlier, a particular situation that he called a curious anomaly: 

“The white city is entrusted to an Prefect Apostolic from the clergy of the colonies. The 

bishop, an Vicar Apostolic living in the black city, has nothing to do with the Prefect’s manage-

ment, who in turn has no ecclesiastical jurisdiction in the black city and the Pondicherry territory. 

Curious anomaly that would remain simply so if it did not sadly bring about many conflicts al-

most inevitably and continually.”243 

 

2.  Discovering the missionary setting 

Fr de Brésillac was touched by the warm welcome from Monsignor Bonnand when he first ar-

rived in Pondicherry. He got to know him better and realized the richness of his personality when he 

started living together with him in the mission house. He said about the bishop: 

“He was admirable indeed in relating to his missionaries, a true father in the midst of his 

children. Completely unused to any grandiositiy, his authority was not less respected, and he was 

much loved by those who obeyed him without fear. How I like this episcopal simplicity (…); it 

seems to me that such must have been the bishops’ attitude in the early times.”244 

De Brésillac also got to know and like the other 3 missionaries living in the mission house at 

that time, as we mentioned above. 

One of them was Fr Dupuis, “a very talented man who has all the virtues of a good priest.” Fr 

de Brésillac greatly appreciated his initiative and his work at the printing press.245 

Fr. Lehodey seemed “an angel of piety.” Fr. de Brésillac wrote about him: “What I admired 

most about him was his zeal for the holy ministry, which was his main responsibility, and the charity 

in his frequent contact with all his confreres, given his responsability of Procurator  which he carried 

out at the same time.”246 

He went on referring to Fr. Leroux and his work in the ‘seminary’, “if the amorphous estab-

lishment he directed could be so called. As for the rest, his seminary at most was some kind of chil-

dren’s choir.”247 

Three priests and a subdeacon, all from India, collaborated with the missionaries. Their situa-

tion attracted de Brésillac’s attention. He realized their limits, but also their qualities and the difficult 

situation in which they lived. 

Regarding the works of the mission, there were a few small schools offering some instruction to 

the children, but the lack of resources made it difficult for these institutions to keep going. 

                                            
242  On the subject of the word ‘malabar’ de Brésillac affirmed : « This word ‘Malabar’ should, correctly, be used 

only about the West coast of South India. Pondicherry is on the Coromandel (East) coast. But Europeans fre-
quently use ‘Malabar’ to refer to all South India. Thus, by ‘Malabaris’, they often mean just ‘Indians’ (especial-
ly castes other than pariahs). By ‘Malabar’ languages, customs, rites, they often refer (wrongly) to languages, 
customs or rites which have nothing whatever to do with the real Malabar Coast inhabitants. Sheer force of 
habit will probably make us also use the word ‘Malabar’ in the same way, with its commonly accepted (and 
inaccurate)  meaning”.  Souvenirs…, op. cit., I, 128. 

243   Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., I, 129.  
244   Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., I, 134-135. 
245   Ibid., I, 135. 
246   Ibid., I, 135-136. 
247  Ibid., I, 136. 
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Among other works, de Brésillac appreciated the printing press in a special way. He thought it 

was in good condition and solidly organized. Unlike it, he considered the rest of the works as faulty, 

”seeds of good” that could probably develop thanks to the increasing resources that the Works for the 

Propagation of the Faith was beginning to send. 

 

3.  Studying the local language and customs 

“Not being able to exercise the holy ministry yet, we were continually busy studying Tam-

il, and we hardly saw our confreres except at recreation after meals. We took advantage of their 

conversation to instruct ourselves about the unusual customs of Indian people, and the difficulties 

that you find in a country so different from ours.”248 

In their study of Tamil, the new missionaries used the works that the former Jesuits had written: 

“Very remarkable grammar books and dictionaries, as well as prayer books and others of 

every kind; thanks to them we did not need to use pagan books, in which the elements of the lan-

guage are difficult to grasp due to a lack of method.”249 

Our missionaries also asked for help with the language from an Indian Christian. He would give 

them some lessons twice a day. He also instructed them about local customs. Listening to him, Mr de 

Brésillac stated: 

“I understood then how serious the debate on the Malabar Rites had been, how sad were 

the consequences that followed, and I began to understand how false our present position is, and 

how it tends to alienate our spirit.”250 

He wrote to the seminarians of Carcassonne saying that he could not tell them about any apos-

tolic journey. He would have been happy to do so: 

“That would give me the hope of having done something for the Lord. Alas! I must limit 

myself to tell you I have done nothing yet. I have been digging up the rough and sterile ground of 

Indian languages since my arrival.”251 

There was an event that vividly caught the attention of our new missionary, which he described 

at full length in his memoirs. It was a big celebration in honor of the Nativity of the Virgin Mary in 

Ariancoupam, a village next to Pondicherry.252 He spent the Octave of the feast in the village, partici-

pating in the big processions that took place on the occasion, one departing from Pondicherry, and an-

other traveling to it. He noticed that Indian people traveled gladly, that they loved feasts, loud proces-

sions, and statues, in particular that of the Virgin Mary, for whom they had deep veneration. 

The big celebration in Ariancoupam gathered the missionaries from the city and those from the 

inland region. It was interesting for de Brésillac to get other confreres and to chat about the situation 

of the mission in India. He wrote about this: 

“The conversations I had with the confreres from the inland region during this Octave were 

not likely at all to gladden my soul. It seemed to me there was an incredible uneasiness in the mis-

sion. I was still too young to speak, and too new in India to pass judgment, but it seemed to me al-

ready that, if some difficulties were insurmountable, overcoming  then or at least attenuating oth-

ers depended on us.”253 

Among the problems he perceived in the missions was the lack of priests, the lack of an orga-

nized relationship between the mission’s agents, and the lack of unified criteria regarding the uses and 

customs of Indian people. 

                                            
248  Ibid., I, 178. 
249  Ibid., I, 140. 
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252  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., I, 140-155. 
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From the beginning of his sojourn in India, de Brésillac expressed his line of thinking in these 

terms: 

“In the conviction that we must become all things to all people so as to win them all to 

Christ, my general thought was that we had to conform ourselves as much as possible to the cus-

toms of the people we were going to evangelize.”254 

He also took the mandatory oath for new missionaries before receiving the different responsi-

bilities from the Apostolic Vicar. As we mentioned before, this oath obliged the missionary in con-

science to avoid practising or tolerating the rites and customs that had been condemned by the Holy 

See. De Brésillac took it willingly. He knew that the oath was personal and that, in case of doubt, he 

would follow the bishop’s indications. 

  

4.  Indian clergy: the local situation 

During his induction stage in Pondicherry, Father de Brésillac began to state his first impres-

sions and feelings to some qualified people he trusted. Two of his letters addressed to Fr Tesson 

touched on this topic. A former missionary in India, this confrere was in charge of the Indian missions 

within the FMP administration. 

In the first letter, written a few weeks after his arrival in Pondicherry, de Brésillac spoke about 

his trip to India, and in particular about the short stay in Mauritius, where he had met the Vicar Apos-

tolic twice and spoke to him about the question of local clergy.255 As we have already mentioned, he 

spoke to Fr. Tesson in all simplicity about this issue that constantly occupied his mind, affecting him 

like a thorn in his side. 

He considered the need for local clergy take even more crucial, since he had realized that mis-

sionaries were unwillingly accepted by people, and he also knew the reason: they were not liked be-

cause people ”were horrified by their life style and customs even more than we are horrified by theirs, 

which is not a small thing.” He stated about the future of the mission: 

“Religion will grow quickly in the places where a holy and true missionary preaches it; 

otherwise it will stop growing, crawling afterwards, possibly falling into contempt, and finally be-

coming impossible to reanimate.” 

That happened because everything was in the hands of foreign priests who regarded the mission 

posts as their spiritual property. God did not have the habit of working miracles every day: 

“Wherever Religion dropped the anchor to stay, the first missionaries did nothing but pass 

by: they preached Jesus Christ, consecrated priests, established bishops, and then left, so that 

those that would succeed them did not have time to spoil their work, and scandalize the faithful 

they had edified with joy.” 

In the second letter dated a few months later, Fr. de Brésillac told Fr. Tesson about his progress 

in the knowledge and practice of Tamil. He was looking forward to seeing the situation of the mission 

in the countryside. 

At the end of his initial stage in Pondicherry, Fr. de Brésillac learned that Fr. Luquet had been 

appointed to India. We already mentioned this missionary: he was a colleague and friend, who had 

become a priest by then. De Brésillac liked him very much, and they shared the same ideas concern-

ing local clergy. The news of his arrival made him happy. 

 

5.  Spiritual discernment for mission 

Towards the end of his induction stage, de Brésillac gave an appraisal of the Indian mission 

through his writings, and also stated the personal answer he would like to give. 

                                            
254  Ibid., I, 131. 
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To begin with – and driven mainly by the heart – he wanted to take local customs into account 

as much as possible, remaining within the bishop’s guidelines. He declared about this matter: “I de-

cided therefore to act only and precisely according to the directions it would please him to give me, 

and to follow the customary ruling of the mission”.256 Such  a ruling provided the missionary going to 

the countryside with precise instructions about travelling, dressing, demeanor when entering villages 

and staying with the people. 

At the end 1842, de Brésillac thanked the Lord for all he had received from him during the 

year: 

“I witnessed how every opposition from my family vanished; I witnessed how difficulties 

were leveled down. And here I am, beyond continents and seas, as I asked you time and again, oh 

my God. So I find myself here as a missionary, although I have done nothing for your glory yet, 

oh Lord. May you grant light to my intelligence, and direct my steps, so that I can finally work at 

spreading your Kingdom, the reign of your love in people’s hearts.”257 

Then he reflected about the particular commitment that the Lord seemed to ask from him. He 

stated: 

“Yes, the Lord put in my soul the hope of doing something for his glory. Now it seems to 

me that he is making this hope stronger, letting me see the necessary means to make our work 

more efficient for the salvation of the people that have become my people, to whom I want to ded-

icate myself without reserve. May this work become a blessing for them! But what will this hope 

amount to, oh my God, if you do not render it life-giving by your grace?”258 

There were also some fears besides this hope. De Brésillac realized these fears at the end of his 

induction stage, in spelling out his thought about the Indian mission and the means to make it come 

out from the state of apathy in which he thought it was. The means were: 

1.  Working seriously to establish a local clergy. 

2.  Offering and promoting a solid education. 

3.  Looking for a better agreement about the way to observe the customs of the country. 

He had some fears regarding each point. About local clergy, he knew that some missionaries 

were against this priority, while others considered it as an unreachable and almost impossible ideal. 

On the subject of education, the common opinion was that it was useless and even dangerous. 

Several missionaries feared that Indians would become acquainted with evil European books, which 

were full of the faults and vices of Europe. De Brésillac was aware of the danger, but he stated any-

way: “Is it not true that ignorance is always more harmful than instruction?” 

Concerning the third point, his contact with the confreres from the countryside made him real-

ize that it was necessary to reach a better agreement about the way to observe local customs. 

An interesting prayer follows in de Brésillac’s diary, showing his spiritual attitude to God’s 

will: 

“May your holy name be always blessed! When will I be able, oh Lord, to do something 

for your Church? 

Oh God, would you fill my heart with so many desires without a purpose? But perhaps 

when I do not see a way out because of my weakness, in the middle of obstacles arising every-

where, your unlimited power will show me the reasons for hope. However, if it pleases you to 

leave my desires unfulfilled, may your holy will be done above all. 
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Therefore, oh Lord, do not take away these desires, so that in the secret of my heart I can 

present you with my good will, which I am unable to express by external deeds. May this be my 

cross, if you wish, oh God; may this be for me a continual source of pain and sacrifice.”259 

These words testify our missionary’s willingness to do something for the Church in India, his 

awareness of being weak, his readiness to follow God’s will in any situation, his highly developed 

love for the Cross. 

                                            
259  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., I, 196-197. 
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II. MISSIONARY IN SALEM 

 

1.  The trip to Salem 

On January 9, 1843, when he returned from a long pastoral visitation, Bishop Bonnand as-

signed Fr. de Brésillac to Salem, a mission post in the countryside. Salem was a District from the civil 

point of view. Fr. Fricaud, a missionary who often had health problems, was in charge of that mis-

sionary area.260 

De Brésillac was still with Triboulot, who was assigned to Coimbatore, also a rural mission. 

They had to do part of the trip together. As usual before departing, an eight-day retreat session pre-

pared the missionaries for the new stage that was about to begin. Our two missionaries went through 

this spiritual experience together as they had done in Paris before leaving France. 

Monsignor Bonnand appointed a seminarian by the name of Marie-Xavéry to accompany de 

Brésillac during the trip and to stay with him in the Salem District. De Brésillac referred to Marie-

Xavéry in his memoirs: 

“An excellent student from the seminary, the only one that gave some serious signs of a 

vocation to the priesthood; otherwise he would have not been assigned to me. In addition to per-

severance in his desire to dedicate himself to the altar he possessed many local qualities: he was 

used to long and difficult treks, he came from a very good caste, but cared little – given his age 

and the education he had received – about birth prejudice. Finally, he knew enough Latin to be my 

translator, which rendered him even more helpful to me.”261 

He left for Salem on February 28, 1843. The missionaries received the bishop’s blessing and 

the confreres from Pondicherry wished them farewell. The caravan started walking westward into the 

countryside very early in the morning. They had just completed an induction period of nearly 9 

months. The journey began quietly and de Brésillac carefully described it in his memoirs. 

After leaving the French establishment of Pondicherry, the travelers entered British territory. 

De Brésillac was happy to finally find himself in the interior of India. He carefully observed nature 

and the people they met, and was especially touched by the gentle, simple and tolerant Indian temper-

ament, and by their respect for all living beings including animals. 

Without delay, but very tired because of the bad roads, the travelers arrived in Salem territory, 

where roads were well kept, with mileposts, and trees along both sides. 

On the way to Salem, the caravan stopped in Calepatty, a village with a lively Christian com-

munity that was a big consolation for the District missionary. Some Christians from this village de-

cided to accompany the travelers to Salem, where they arrived on Tuesday evening, March 7, 1843. 

De Brésillac was happy to be finally in the headquarters of his new District. Surrounded by 

high mountains, Salem262 was a city of about 25, 000 inhabitants at the time. There were several pa-

godas with imposing towers in the city. 

De Brésillac looked for a bell-tower indicating a church, but he was at the end of a suburb and 

could see nothing. He felt upset, and even more so when he arrived at his destination – after passing 

through many alleys together with the Christian people accompanying him – and then saw a church 

that he found “miserable,” next to a big tamarind that served as bell-tower. Trying to console him, his 

disciple Marie-Xavéry mentioned that this church was the best in the District: it could hold 250 peo-

ple, and using a pandel263 during the feasts, at least a thousand people could participate in the Mass. 

                                            
260  Joseph Fricaud, born in the diocese of Nantes in 1802, departed for the Coromandel Coast in 1836. He died in 
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Vaticano, Rome). 
263   The « pandel » is a covering of thatch made for special occasions ; it is placed at the entrance to the Church. 
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2.  The first pastoral tour 

Father Fricaud, who was responsible for the District, was in Kovilur, and Fr. de Brésillac found 

himself alone in the Salem mission. He left Salem on March 10 to go and join his confrere. It was a 

40-mile journey to Kovilur.264 During the trip he had his first difficulty with the British administration 

when a tax collector tried to cause a problem about his passport. He finally arrived in Kovilur on 

March 12, with the intention of staying with Fr. Fricaud for 2 or 3 months to learn at his school how 

to “manage the Christians,” as the expression went at the time. But his confrere was not of the same 

opinion. He asked him instead to go and spend the last part of Lent and the feasts of Easter in a Chris-

tian community close to Tirupatur. He made a schedule for him to visit other Christian communities 

after Easter. De Brésillac wrote, not without regret: “hardly after meeting, hardly after spending 4 or 5 

days together, I left for Tirupatur.”265 

This first pastoral tour lasted almost three months. De Brésillac carried out his first pastoral ex-

periences all alone during that time. He traveled with his disciple Marie-Xavéry from one community 

to another, finding very different situations. He heard confessions, celebrated Masses, baptized chil-

dren, presided over marriages, settled conflicts, assisted the ill, and celebrated funerals. 

He liked the Indian custom of going on pilgrimage, especially during certain feasts. He thought 

it was necessary to support them, while putting them on guard against abuses and dangers: “Who 

could measure how much pilgrimages contributed to spreading the spirit of Christianity in Europe, 

and to strengthening charity between the people it contacted?“266 

He suffered from not being able to speak the local language, realizing that Christians were 

thirsty for the Sacred Word. When he absolved penitents, he could only say a few words in Tamil. 

On one occasion, he became very tired and was ill for several weeks. Fr. Roger, a neighboring 

missionary, sent him the necessary medicines. Then he came to visit him for several days. This was a 

relief, since he suffered from being always alone in the mission. 

Monsignor Bonnand wrote to him in those days encouraging him to take care of his health. The 

letter was accompanied by 12 bottles of wine which he received with joy. He got well and continued 

visiting the Christian communities as scheduled. 

Then he returned to Kovilur, where he had promised to celebrate the feast of Pentecost. Unfor-

tunately, he fell from his horse on the return trip. He confessed in his memoirs that he had not recited 

the Itinerary prayer that day. In Kovilur he found a packet of letters, which gave him great pleasure, 

as he admitted in all simplicity.267 They were from his father, from his friends Mazeroles and Tau-

rines, and from Mr Tesson. 

After the feast of Pentecost on June 4, which was attended by many of the faithful, de Brésillac 

went back to Salem, where he stayed until the end of July. By now he had some knowledge of the in-

terior the people’s customs, the Christian communities and the complexity of mission in India. 

He noticed the welcoming attitude of the faithful, their joy to have a priest for the celebrations, 

the external signs of a simple and sincere religiosity, and their respect for a man of God. On the other 

hand, he faced difficulties stemming from the caste system with its consequences in every area of life: 

people from the castes considered the missionaries as impure, and became impure by being in contact 

with them; plus the consequences of the Malabar Rites conflict, with its obligations, doubts, and var-

iation between severity and tolerance. 

He also noted that missionaries limited their ministry to the Christian community, and did noth-

ing for the “conversion of pagans,” as they said at the time. This was a problem for him, since he was 

very fond of his missionary identity. 
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265   Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., I, 231. 
266   Ibid., I, 233. 
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3.  Luquet’s arrival and the seminary issue 

Fr. Luquet arrived in Pondicherry on June 8, 1843, after a four-month trip.268 A few days later, 

de Brésillac received a letter from his confrere announcing his arrival. 

Luquet told him about the book on the Foreign Missions of Paris which he had just pub-

lished.269 He said it had been well received in Paris, especially regarding the idea of local clergy. He 

had used a bit of discretion, not including all the information he had found in the archives. After only 

a few days in Pondicherry, he wrote: 

 “I have been able to personally certify that people here have so many fond memories 

about you, and I understand, from personal experience, how attached they are to you.”270 

With the arrival of Luquet, and after his first pastoral visitation, de Brésillac was seriously con-

cerned about the problems of the Indian mission. In his writings and in conversation with his con-

freres, he was more and more engaged with the priorities he considered most urgent, especially the 

issue of local clergy. The visit to the Christian communities he had just concluded made him realize in 

a very concrete way how necessary the presence of Indian priests was. 

When his friend cautioned him to be wise and to mind his lack of guile, our missionary accept-

ed the relevancy and truth of the advice, but posed a question about frankness: 

“How can it be a defect, even among God’s children? But with you, my very dear friend, I 

hope to be always able to frankly say what I see and what I think, since I believe you really under-

stand missionary work.”271 

In the meantime, Fr Roger and Fr Leroux let him know that the missionaries were becoming in-

terested in restructuring the seminary, and that a small change had already been introduced: it would 

have the double function of seminary and high school. The establishment was officially opened on Ju-

ly 17, with the participation of the bishop and all the missionaries. Twenty students were registered 

for the new school year. 

The official statutes of the newly launched seminary/high school were approved on May 15, 

1843, and became operative on July 17, 1843. It included some interesting elements  which we can 

briefly mention here. 

Its official name was the Minor Seminary of Pondicherry. The program included Latin, history, 

geography, arithmetic “and other sciences necessary to educate a young man.” There were boarding 

students and day students. Some boarding students destined to the priestly vocation received free in-

struction and accommodation. Day students had no communication with the resident students. Pupils 

participated every day in the standard prayer services of any European seminary of the time. They at-

tended lessons and had time for personal study. Homework was assigned both by teachers and super-

visors (who should lead a Christian life and participate in the sacraments). Regarding languages, the 

teachers were to instruct the students in the principles of Tamil.272 

 

4.  Second pastoral tour 

De Brésillac left Salem for his second pastoral visitation on July 29, 1843, a journey that would 

last until December. He went to Edapaddi where he found his confrere Fr. Fricaud still in bad health. 

He left Edapaddi to visit other places, like the newly founded community of Kaniampady. After 

crossing the Kaveri river, one of the biggest in India, he arrived in Kullaveerampatti on August 6, a 
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269   Luquet, J.O., Lettres à Mgr l’évêque de  Langres , op. cit. 
270   Letter to Luquet, 12 June 1842. AMA 2 F 8, 8-9. 
271   Letter to Luquet, June 1843. AL, Sources Luquet, 256-260. 
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Sunday. The large community comprising several villages gathered in the central church on the occa-

sion of the missionary’s visit. The following Saturday, August 12, he arrived in Nayambadi, very 

close to the Kaveri river, a magnificent place flanked by high mountains on both sides. At the end of 

the month he went to Mattalli, through a very difficult road, and visited a “small Christian community 

lost beyond the gorges.” It was tiger territory, and they were all a bit frightened. 

In September the tour reached other localities, such as Masilapalayam and Erode, where our 

missionary stopped for some days. Erode was a small city, and the Christians there were all pariahs 

living in the parcherry273 assigned to them. 

People in Erode told de Brésillac that Karumathampatty, a village in the Coimbatore district, 

was celebrating the big feast of the Rosary on October 1st, gathering the faithful in large numbers and 

also many missionaries. He thought it would be enjoyable to go and participate in the people’s devo-

tion and also to have the opportunity to meet his confreres, since he did not like being alone for too 

long. 

De Brésillac set out together with many Christians and arrived in Karumathampatty on Satur-

day evening, September 30. He was glad to see his friend Triboulot, and also Beauclair, Métral and 

Pacreau – whom he had met in Pondicherry and was in charge of the Coimbatore District. 

He went back to Erode after the feast, and took some time to see to the problems of this com-

munity. He set off for Cattery on October 10, and stayed there until the following Sunday. Then he 

returned to Edapaddi for a rest and to catch up with his correspondence. He also wanted to take care 

of the problems of this much divided community. 

De Brésillac left Edapaddi for Sinnanpenpatty at the beginning of December, and then took the 

road for Salem, where he arrived on December 10. There he found his confrere Fr. Fricaud, so the two 

colleagues from the same mission were finally able to spend some time together. 

 

5.  Volunteer for the Korea mission 

There is also evidence of de Brésillac’s missionary readiness during this period. He wrote a let-

ter to the directors of Paris after hearing that a ferocious persecution against Christians had exploded 

in Korea: the bishop, Monsignor Imbert, and two missionaries, Fr. Chastan and Fr. Maubant, had been 

decapitated, and at least 250 of the faithful had been killed. De Brésillac addressed his superiors in 

these terms: 

“Maybe you have already chosen – in the wisdom of your council – the new apostles that 

will take over with joy (I am sure it will be so) from those that persecution has just taken away 

from us. But if you have not yet chosen, and if you need a man devoted to you, who has already 

travelled half the journey and taken his first steps in mission, I write to you in haste, gentlemen, to 

let you know that I am at your service, and that I would welcome with real joy a destination I do 

not dare to claim, but that I desire with all my soul (…). May you therefore, gentlemen, consider 

my request in the Lord’s presence. God knows that in this matter I desire – and ask him to desire 

everywhere and always – only one thing: that his holy will may be accomplished for me and for 

all his creatures.”274 

After hearing about the deaths of the missionaries’ in Korea, de Brésillac wrote in his diary: 

“‘Oh God – I cried out then – how impenetrable are your intentions, how terrible your 

judgements, how hidden are your ways! Who will go now to these people who are even more un-

happy than ungrateful? Who will go and shed his blood again, or finally witness the merciful vic-

tory of your grace over the rage of tyrants and hell? How I regret, oh Lord, not being able to fly to 

these regions deprived of their pastors! Oh Lord, just say a word and your servant will listen.’ 
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In this respect I wrote to the gentlemen in Paris and I volunteered for the mission, with the 

feeling that my sins would hinder God from granting me the grace of reaching this land so fruitful 

in martyrs.”275 

 

6.  The project of a Synod in Pondicherry 

Encouraged by certain missionaries, Bishop Bonnand had been thinking for a while about or-

ganizing a meeting of all the priests of the Vicariate to study the situation of the mission and make the 

necessary decisions. 

He sent a long circular letter to his missionaries announcing a meeting for mid-January 1844, 

indicating the reasons for it, the main topics it would deal with, and inviting the missionaries to pro-

pose others they considered necessary. He also provided a questionnaire to help the missionaries in 

their reflection, so that they would be acquainted with the topics before arriving at the meeting. 

The questionnaire spoke about the catechists and the catechumens’ formation center; the neces-

sary means “to work more successfully on the conversion of gentiles,” in close relation with the issue 

of local customs; the means to identify and develop vocations to priesthood; the books that should be 

printed; the feasts of obligation; the bull from Benedict XIV; and the  proper dress of the missionaries, 

etc.276 

The bishop invited his missionaries to write back presenting their reflections on the proposed 

topics. De Brésillac initially abstained from writing because of his limited experience in the mission, 

but Monsignor Bonnand insisted, so he finally wrote a letter to the bishop, most probably at the be-

ginning of December 1843.277 

About the “conversion of gentiles,” as they used to say, he clearly expressed his opinion. When 

he first arrived in India he thought it should be the main concern, but after being in direct contact with 

the Indian situation, he changed his mind. He had realized it was closely related to the issue of local 

clergy. If he had to choose, he would decide for local clergy as a priority, at least for an initial stage. 

But both issues could go together: “Our ministry to the pagans will become more and more effective 

in proportion to the increase in the numbers of indigenous evangelical workers.“ 

  De Brésillac wanted to go back to the simple and evangelical preaching of the apostles, and 

“not to abandon the holy folly of the cross.” He wrote to Fr. Luquet: 

“I would like that our eyes are always fixed on the Apostles when exercising our apostolic 

ministry.”278 

“All my thinking amounts then to these two phrases: doing what the Apostles would do, 

and in the same way as the Apostles: nothing more, and nothing less.”279 

In the same letter regarding the Synod, de Brésillac suggested that some missionaries could 

work in the mission posts, while others could go and proclaim the Gospel, like Saint Francis Xavier, 

”in all simplicity, sanctifying their preaching by the exercise of mortification and prayer.” He would 

also like to associate some lay Christians with the missionary work, so as to foster the people’s recep-

tivity, and facilitate a deeper Christian commitment. 

De Brésillac gladly spent time reflecting on the necessary means to find priestly vocations. He 

spoke his mind as follows: 

“I would say that in order to find those who are called by God we should not only look in a 

corner of the Christian population, but within society as a whole, that is to say, in every caste 
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without exception. Can we set boundaries to the Spirit of God? Should we take those we please, 

rejecting those the Lord is calling?”280 

After presenting his points, de Brésillac went on to practical matters, giving his opinion about 

how to increase the number of pupils and how to instruct them well by preparing school texts adapted 

to the Indian situation without any fear: “Truth will take root in the country by offering an open, solid, 

generous, and broad education.” 

 

7.  From Salem to Pondicherry 

When Fr. de Brésillac came back to Salem on December 10, Fr. Fricaud invited him to go to 

Kovilur, where there was more to do, especially in preparation for Christmas. The town was also on 

the way to Pondicherry. 

At the end of 1843, our missionary made a final entry of the year, as he wrote in his diary on 

January 1st, 1844. He prayed to the Lord as follows: 

“Permit me, I beg you, to do something for your glory, to live only for your love, and for 

the progress of mission work, to which I am committed by your grace.”281 

He recalled he had two things at heart when he left Paris: converting unbelievers, and forming 

the local clergy. They were rather vague ideas then, but experience had convinced him about the im-

portance of achieving both objectives for the sake of mission work. At the same time, he realized the 

challenge, especially the unpredictable difficulties that could come “from the lack of union and the 

different views of evangelical workers.” He stated: 

“As for me – now more than then – I believe that without a numerous local clergy we will 

not achieve anything stable, and no general movement will take place. I am so positive about this 

that I would not hesitate in neglecting the other works for some years in order to make this one 

flourish, since it would render everything else possible in time.”282 

About the coming Synod, de Brésillac had hopes and fears. He believed that bishop had good 

ideas and that he listened to other people’s reasoning. He also changed his opinion when he believed 

it was necessary, and he feared too liberal ways of speaking, to which he was not accustomed. The 

bishop knew there was an uneasiness among the missionaries. It came “from a state of languor which 

exhausted, irritated, and upset people.” Therefore, he did “everything he could to keep his missionar-

ies happy.” He had called for the Synod even though he feared the negative attitude of some mission-

aries. However, several among them were in a better disposition and more relaxed, so a good number 

were willing to participate. 

De Brésillac described the attitude he intended to assume during the Synod in these terms: 

“As for me, I could only listen and benefit from the examples and discussion of my con-

freres. My voice being one of the youngest, even if it was truth’s faithful echo, would have no au-

thority. If an opportunity arises, I will only try to insinuate my thoughts about the education of 

youth and work for  the local clergy.”283 

Returning to Marie-Xavéry, the seminarian, de Brésillac was pleased with him, confident about 

his possibilities and attitudes. He had been able to take on 2 other pupils with a lot of difficulty, since 

through necessity he had to choose them from high castes. Without that constriction, he could have 

easily counted on 10. 

A few days before his departure for Pondicherry, one of his pupils left him unexpectedly and 

not on very good terms. He realized that this experience was a concrete example of why some of his 

confreres felt so discouraged. He was also aware of having spent the year that was ending in working 
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with Christians of longstanding: “This work is not without consolation, but it is not enough for a mis-

sionary heart.”284 

De Brésillac left Kovilur for Pondicherry on January 8, 1844. It was Monday. He only took 

with him what he needed for the trip, traveling together with his 2 pupils and 4 other people who 

helped him on the trip. The journey through the mountains was tiring, and they did not know the road 

very well. It was difficult to find places to spend the night, especially because of the problem of legal 

purity, which was required even in the smallest villages. 

De Brésillac arrived in Pondicherry on Saturday, January 13, 1844. He was happy to find 19 

confreres already there, and wrote in his diary: “Everything seems to be moving well, I thought; eve-

ryone seems happy, and they are certainly all well disposed.”285 

 

8. Committed to renew the mission 

 

As we follow Fr. de Brésillac on his pastoral tours we easily notice that he became more and 

more involved in the general problems of the Indian mission as he carried out his missionary duties 

working with specific Christian communities. Two events taking place after June 1843 moved him in 

this direction: the arrival of Fr. Luquet in Pondicherry and the calling of the Synod. 

His thinking went beyond the concrete setting of the Salem mission. He developed a wider 

network of relations offering information about different situations and experiences that stimulated his 

reflection. The names of his confreres Tesson, Luquet, Roger, and Leroux recurred frequently in his 

correspondence during that period. We must add Monsignor Retord, Vicar Apostolic of Tonkin, a 

bishop who was in favor of local clergy: de Brésillac got in touch with him to exchange ideas about 

this issue. 

A particular period in de Brésillac’s missionary life would come to an end with his return to 

Pondicherry. He had directly experienced missionary work in the countryside, with its practical diffi-

culties regarding ministry. He had tested his ideas against  the real life of the people and against the 

missionaries’ actual situations, and the needs, challenges, doubts and sufferings of mission in India. 

In addition, other elements of de Brésillac’s spiritual, missionary and pastoral experience 

emerged during that period. It would be useful to put them together and underline them as signs of his 

commitment for a renewal of the Indian mission. 

 

8.1.  Doing something ‘great’, but sensing his limits 

The vicissitudes of missionary life helped our missionary to discover his limits and fears. The 

awareness of his weakness and personal shortcomings often appeared in his writings. But he was not 

discouraged. His heart was at peace and he found the strength to react by praying and trusting God’s 

mercy. 

In a letter to the seminarians in Carcassonne, he mentioned his visits to the villages, and the 

crowds he had to listen to, help, and counsel. He said: 

“Pray the Lord that I must not give on account to him for all my faults in this awesome 

ministry. He knows I look for nothing but his love. If I made mistakes, I was only trying to work 

for his glory; this is my consolation, and what keeps my soul in peace, in spite of the countless 

shortcomings of my nature.”286 
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In a letter to Fr Luquet, Fr de Brésillac referred to human weakness as a condition they both 

shared, and spoke about it with fear and perplexity. In the context of the letter, he realized his friend’s 

willingness to change, and this gave him confidence and hope. He added: 

“We see that God sometimes chooses great sinners and turns them into great instruments of 

salvation; he never chose great instruments of grace from among those who led a tepid life.”287 

Still in his letter, our missionary made the important point that everything in his relation with 

Fr. Luquet – their friendship, their affinity of ideas, their projects for the future of the mission in India 

– should be consistent with the service to God’s glory, overcoming all difficulties and deception. 

He went on writing about spiritual discernment, wondering why God would have put in their 

hearts this desire to do something important to serve him. Perhaps it was only to help them move on 

in a life of holiness: 

“And why then did the Lord give us the thought and desire of it? And also why did he let 

us see it was possible, almost telling us the road we should follow, while tying our hands and feet 

so that we could not enter? Oh pain, worse than a thousand deaths! The Lord however can work 

the miracle. He can sanctify us both, and perhaps that is why we need to tear up the bonds so that 

this career opens up freely before us. But what a revolution I need to carry out in my heart, my 

senses, my habits, in all my being! I must confess that I feel my heart failing, and that the size of 

the work makes me want to cease. I must also confess, however, that I really want to change and 

open up more to God’s grace. Pray that it may be so for me. Without this, I realize we will never 

do anything. If it is granted, God can do anything.”288 

 

 

8.2.  The “feeling about local clergy” 

 

On October 27, 1843, during his second pastoral visitation, Fr. de Brésillac answered three let-

ters from his friend Fr. Luquet in a single letter. One of the letters from his friend, dated July 24, 

1843, was especially important regarding the question of local clergy. 

After all we have said about this topic, it would be interesting  now to follow de Brésillac’s in-

terior path in relation to this particular task. His own words can help us understand his choices: 

“God gave me (because I could not believe it has another origin) the feeling about local 

clergy long before he gave it to you. I could say it was born with me, and I remember when very 

young hearing stories about missionaries’ works – which I naturally compared with the stories I 

found in my digest of Sacred History and in the Acts of the Apostolic Centuries – I asked myself: 

why are they not doing now as they did in those times? Later on I questioned serious men about 

this, and their answers never satisfied me. Around the time I left for Paris, I had a conversation 

about this point, and also about the question of bishops, with the famous Jesuit, the novice master 

of Avignon.289 I recall that I defended myself so poorly that all he said – even if it appeared syllo-

gistically conclusive – only served to confirm my opinion, which was not very solid yet. From 

that moment on, I felt a clear reluctance to join a group which had attracted me290, which I still re-

spect, esteem, and even like everywhere except in the missions, and I would like them even there 

if they were as I believe they should be in the missions; this group was not made for me, as I 

clearly realized then. 

A few months later I left for Paris, where my vague thoughts about this important matter 

became an opinion more grounded every day, until it arrived at the point where it is now, that is to 

say, close to the state of a mathematically demonstrable certainty.”291 
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Marie-Xavéry, the seminarian that Monsignor Bonnand appointed as de Brésillac’s assistant, 

always accompanied him during his stay in the Salem District and in his pastoral tours. De Brésillac 

was very happy with him. With Marie-Xavéry he was able to verify his thoughts and feelings on local 

clergy. 

Marie-Xavéry was getting older. His studies had not been a success, but he knew Latin, he un-

derstood the breviary reasonably, and acted as translator between the people and Fr. de Brésillac: 

“On the other hand, he was full of good feelings and deep piety, besides being very intelli-

gent and, most remarkably, he had a supreme disdain for all the absurdities regarding castes. On 

the outside, he observed everything we had to observe ourselves according to the tolerance we had 

received, but he had given me clear evidence that he hold  none of them deeply in his heart.”292 

At a certain point, de Brésillac wrote to the bishop giving him a report on Marie-Xavéry. He 

told him that he needed some notions of philosophy to prepare him for theological studies if he was to 

continue his education as seminarian. And since he had always refused marriage proposals, he should 

receive the tonsure which would support him before Indian traditions. Monsignor Bonnand agreed.293 
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CHAPTER 6 

SUPERIOR OF THE SEMINARY 

(1844 - 1845) 

 

 

I. FIRST SYNOD OF PONDICHERRY (1844) 

 

1.  The opening of the Synod 

The official invitation to the Synod was addressed to all priests in the Coromandel Coast Vicar-

iate by the Vicar Apostolic, Monsignor Bonnand. There were 25 FMP missionaries and four Indian 

priests. The Synod was an answer to several missionaries who had asked for a large meeting to dis-

cuss the problems of the mission, and make some necessary and urgent decisions. 

Bishop Bonnand retired to the village of Ariankupam, close to Pondicherry, to look after the 

immediate preparation of the Synod and the retreat to follow. He decided to ask for Fr Luquet’s assis-

tance, since he appreciated his knowledge and his skills as an organizer. 

Twenty four of the 25 FMP missionaries were enlisted for the Synod, and 3 of the 4 Indian 

priests: Fathers Saverinathar, Arulananthar, and Devasagayam. 

The official and solemn opening took place on January 18, beginning with the Mass of the Holy 

Spirit. The Vicar Apostolic opened the meeting with an introductory speech,294 and outlined the work 

of the Synod. It would follow the order indicated in the first article of the FMP Society’s statutes: 

1. Formation of the local clergy. 

2. Pastoral care of Christians. 

3. Conversion of the gentiles. 

Finally, Bishop Bonnand announced a seven-day retreat after the Synod, in which the medita-

tions would be “adapted to our position as missionaries.” 

 

2.  The works of the Synod 

On the first day, January 18, the Synod discussed the level of education that should be given to 

the Indians. Almost unanimously, they agreed that in principle complete instruction, including higher 

education, should be offered. 

The following day, the Synod discussed how to put this principle into practice. They talked 

about education in the seminary and in the schools and discussed the matter at length. Several inter-

ventions underlined the need for full instruction of the young Indian population. 

Then they moved on to reflect on the school-seminary. The assembly particularly appreciated 

an intervention by Monsignor Charbonnaux encouraging the education of Indian youngsters. They 

approved the reform carried out by Fr Leroux in July 1843, opening the establishment to day students. 

They also agreed about the need to enlarge the building, and provide the seminary with a new statute, 
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plus a staff of 3 priests, one of which should be Indian. They decided to write a new study program 

taking up four languages – Latin, Tamil, French and English – and some elements of history, geogra-

phy, arithmetic, astronomy and physics. 

At the same time, the Synod decided to construct a Major Seminary for the theology students. 

The statutes and the study program should be similar to what they had in Europe. However, after phi-

losophy and before receiving the tonsure, the seminarians should follow a training period in a mission 

station. 

On January 20, while discussing the same topic, Fr. Luquet spoke emphasizing the importance 

of abiding by the spirit of the Congregation, which asked for the establishment of a local clergy in the 

missions that had enough Christians. He added that a sound education was a necessary condition in 

the formation of good local priests, also a good staff of missionaries to care of the formation. This was 

an answer to those who raised objections about increasing the number of priests working in the semi-

nary. Finally, the proposal about sending 3 missionaries to the seminary, including an Indian priest, 

was approved by 21 votes to 2. 

The following days, from January 21 to 23, the Synod discussed the selection of candidates for 

priesthood. It was customary that candidates came from the high castes, even though the majority of 

Christians in the Vicariate were pariahs. After a long discussion, the Synod decided to keep the rule, 

considering that it was impossible to make progress otherwise, even if some missionaries found the 

whole situation appalling. 

From January 24 to 26, the Synod voted in favor of opening more schools in the villages, and 

proposed several means to finance and maintain them. 

An important topic dealt with the books to be printed, especially dictionaries and the Tamil Bi-

ble. The Synod decided to invest in this area in order to assure Christian formation and  a good quality 

of education. A second missionary would be helping Fr. Dupuis with the printing press. 

From January 27 to 29, the Synod discussed the distribution of personnel in the Vicariate. 

Many missionaries complained about not being able to take care of their numerous Christian commu-

nities. They needed help. Some were in favor of dedicating a few missionaries to special missions, 

and someone to work directly for the conversion of unbelievers. But they were unable to reach a deci-

sion. The Vicar Apostolic prepared a letter for the Directors in Paris asking them to send more mis-

sionaries to India. They discussed other topics the following days, several of which concerned pasto-

ral matters. On February 1st, de Brésillac wrote: 

“Discussions proceed at speed. We could even say that we are not discussing, but running 

and flying. People are in a hurry to go back home, and they are not seriously reflecting anymore. 

Today we dealt with the most serious issues that could change the whole future of India, and we 

voted almost without pausing to reflect on them.”295 

Fr. de Brésillac regretted that the members of the Synod had discussed the customs of the coun-

try too rapidly. He wondered: 

“When will we have a better opportunity to deal with this matter in depth? You seldom see 

a meeting of such capable men. There were 3 local priests of a certain age, and 25 apostolic mis-

sionaries who are so in actual fact and not only by name, 25 missionaries full of zeal and com-

mitment, living with the people, who love the Indians, and at the same time are full of respect for 

the Holy See; 25 missionaries, several of whom have aged in honorable functions of the holy min-

istry, some of whom know very well the language, customs, and habits of these people. But we 

are in a hurry and eager to finish.”296 

From February 2 to 6, the Synod went on discussing about the reduction of liturgical feasts, the 

catechumens’ centers, the missionary’s clothing rule – at length – and finances. The meeting came to 

an end  and these topics gave way to the retreat. 
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3.  Conclusion of the Synod 

After the retreat, the Synod closed on the morning of February 13 with the solemn Mass of the 

Holy Spirit and the thanksgiving prayer. All priests renewed their priestly promises. 

Except for the decisions they made and some ideas they shared, we know very little about this 

Synod. There is no information about its day-to-day development, the concrete way it came about, 

and who influenced the discussions and decisions. We know nothing about the 3 local priests’ contri-

bution, who, by the way, had no right to participate in some of the sessions.297 

Besides a few statements in his memoirs – where he left us brief reports of his days in the Syn-

od, alluding to his opinions and feelings – we have no specific information about de Brésillac’s role. 

He noticed the difficulty in getting the work underway, and would have liked a better preparation: 

“No one in particular had been particularly assigned to study, in a concrete way, the order 

and development that the Synod should follow. This is the weak side that could entail disappoint-

ing results. The favorable side is the positive attitude of people, who seem to be moved by right 

intentions, even perfect intentions in some of them.”298 
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II. SUPERIOR OF THE PONDICHERRY SEMINARY 

 

1.  The nomination and its implications 

As we mentioned above, the Pondicherry Synod decided to invest all the resources available in 

the seminary in order to improve formation and teaching. They needed a man of vision to direct it, 

who would be chosen by the bishop after consulting his priests. He should be assisted by a select and 

competent staff, particularly skilled with languages. 

The Synod was still in progress when the bishop decided to appoint the superior of the semi-

nary. The school year was beginning on February 15 and it was very important to have the new supe-

rior in place. In the evening of February 3, Bishop Bonnand called de Brésillac to let him know that 

he had chosen him as superior of the school-seminary. Our missionary wrote about this matter: 

 “This news astonished me, and I could even say it frightened me. I was delighted to real-

ize, it is true, that people’s ideas were so advanced that they did not dread my vision about local 

clergy anymore. It was also evident that they had designated me precisely because of my well-

known zeal for this work, but I was too young, or rather too recently arrived in the mission, not to 

fear that I was compromising this work itself, especially because of my poor knowledge of the 

Malabar language. I made these remarks to Monsignor, who promised to think the matter over, 

and to have a word with his private council again.”299 

We must take into account that de Brésillac was 30 years old at the time, and had spent only a 

year and a half in India. 

On February 4, a Sunday, he was sent to Cuddalore to celebrate Mass. Back in Pondicherry, he 

went to the bishop to learn about his appointment to the seminary. The bishop had not changed his 

mind. De Brésillac asked him for some time to put down in writing the reasons that held him back 

from accepting the position, or at least to postpone it. He handed a letter to the bishop presenting his 

reflection a few days later.300 

First of all, de Brésillac wanted to clarify his position: his difficulty was not due to a lack of in-

terest in the seminary, and he did not mean to be uncooperative with all the good that the seminary in-

stitution could accomplish. He was loath to accept the task immediately precisely because he wanted 

to be better qualified for it in the future. He felt ill-equipped for  it, and explained why. 

He believed that it is “the superior of an institution who makes the institution.” If a superior  

bore the title without being a real leader, or if he were unable to meet the duties of his position, the in-

stitution would suffer. He believed he had good reasons to fear such inconveniences. He insisted on 

the need to have “all the real authority of a superior, and not  just to be appointed – as had been the 

case with the former superiors of the seminary – in order to obey the older  missionaries residing in 

Pondicherry.”301 

De Brésillac believed that a year and a half in the missions was not enough to deserve the trust 

that would allow him freedom of action. An important difficulty also was his limited knowledge of 

Tamil, which would pose a difficulty in relating to the students, and the people and authorities outside 

the institution. 

He finally advanced a proposal: he agreed to become the superior of the seminary, and even 

that his appointment made public, but he asked for time to prepare himself for the task, especially to 

study Tamil. He wondered: “How can you do something well without preparation?” He then specified 

some practical implications of this period as nominal superior. Additionally, he did not overlook the 

consequences for the Christians of his rushed departure from the Salem district. De Brésillac closed 

his letter to the bishop inviting him to submit these ideas to the Council. He added: 
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“Whatever happens, while maintaining my great reluctance to responsibility for the semi-

nary right away, I ask the Lord that I may only be at the service of his glory, according to his holy 

will.”302 

The bishop’s decision remained unaltered. De Brésillac was called immediately to become the 

superior of the Pondicherry school-seminary. He would write later on: “I always regretted this rush 

and especially not having practiced Tamil for a longer time.”303 

The school year opened on February 15. Day students were numerous, and only Christians were 

admitted. Non-Christian children were not admitted for fear of the opposition of Christian parents. 

Boarding pupils were also numerous . Some of Fr. Roger’s students became residents and began stud-

ying for priesthood. De Brésillac’s pupil, Marie-Xavéry, also joined the resident students. 

 

2.  The situation of the seminary 

The building that sheltered the seminary was very close to the bishop’s church and to the build-

ings used by the Vicar Apostolic and the missionaries who passed by the city. Missionaries going to 

the Far East often stopped in Pondicherry. The missionaries’ cemetery was also part of the Coroman-

del Coast Apostolic Vicariate complex. 

After the reform of July 1843, the seminary building had become absolutely insufficient to hold 

the increasing number of pupils. Materials were also very limited. Books were scarce and the school 

lacked some essential instruments, especially regarding science. 

 From a financial point of view, the institution had faced considerable poverty of means for a 

long time. Another difficulty for the superior was the fact that the seminary directly depended on the 

Vicariate Procurator, who could considerably influence how things went on at the seminary. 

Two priests, Fr. Leroux and Fr. Lazare, became part of the staff together with the new superior. 

As we already mentioned, Fr. Leroux had been the superior of the seminary before de Brésillac. He 

had easily accepted to step down but remained close to help the new superior, a person he esteemed 

and with whom he shared the same feelings for young Indian people. He had already initiated a re-

form in the seminary and acknowledged that he was not able to direct the institution given the new re-

quirements. 

Father Lazare (ordained in 1837) was appointed as the student supervisor. There were also 4 lay 

teachers : one of them taught writing, 2 taught French, and the other came several times a week to 

teach Tamil. 

In February, when he began working in the school-seminary, de Brésillac had 70 students. In 

March they were 89. The new superior wrote in his diary about the difficulties he had foreseen before 

accepting the charge: 

“My fears became true very soon. The numerous children in a house that was not really a 

house, required changes in the building, which were only granted by the constant repetition of re-

quests and arguments, things I cannot abide; we need books and there are none; we need teachers 

and we only have a few; we need money and the Procurator keeps his purse tightly shut. I bear the 

title of superior, but it hardly goes any farther than that.”304 

To understand the situation of the newly-appointed seminary superior we need to know the re-

sponsibilities attached to his charge. According to the indications from the Synod, the superior had to 

direct both spiritual and temporal matters in the seminary. He taught the scientific subjects to final 

grade students, and coordinated the ecclesiastical studies, especially philosophy and theology. 

He also had to be in touch with the parents, without really speaking Tamil. It was a difficult re-

lationship: the parents were happy about the academic matters, but were extremely apprehensive 
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about everything regarding their customs. They suspected that the missionaries wanted to limit the 

rights and privileges of the castes. 

 

3.  Starting on the right foot 

The Synod of 1844 had stated: “The unanimous declaration was that a solid education of youth 

was a very special goal of our works and efforts.”305 Education should “be given to children at a ten-

der age and continue right up to the highest studies.” 

The teaching of languages was an important part of this picture. The Synod asked for 4 lan-

guages: 

 Latin “up to the rhetoric class.” 

 Tamil, “since it is natural and most convenient for young people to learn how to speak their 

maternal language properly.” 

 French, because this language would be for the students “a rich source of religious and 

classical instruction, and would considerably help to establish a closer relationship between 

European and local priests.” 

 English, so that local priests may be able to minister to those who only know this language, 

and to deal with civil authorities. 

They should also teach some elements of history, geography, arithmetic, astronomy and phys-

ics, “because this kind of knowledge always appears as a complement of education.” 

The decisions of the Synod regarding schools and the seminary were clear, and almost all were 

unanimously agreed on. But it was difficult to put them in to practice immediately after the Synod be-

cause the decision-makers, who should give an answer for the day-to-day concrete requirements, had 

gone back to their own task and usual normal occupations.  Difficulties soon appeared especially from 

the financial viewpoint. 

The new superior was committed to the Synod’s decisions and wanted to carry out its goals and 

guidelines. With a great capacity for work and a desire to get good results, he immediately asked for 

the means to realize his aims. The successful school year opening, with the unexpected increase of 

pupils, made things more difficult. 

“The new superior was the kind of man who did things well, and usually accomplished 

them rapidly. But the Vicariate Procurator was not in a hurry to grant the necessary funds.”306 

Fr. de Brésillac had a difficult time putting up with this situation, so he asked Fr. Tesson, Direc-

tor and Procurator in Paris, to send him over some books, globes, and instruments for the Physics 

class. 

 

4.  Regarding the problems of caste 

After the initial difficulties, the seminary started working with the means available. The pupils 

used old handwritten books while the Tamil-Latin and Tamil-French grammar books were being 

printed. At the same time, the superior started taking some initiatives: 

“I introduced the use of written assignments, honor rolls, behavior grades, and other small 

practices that brought about wonders. From that moment on, it became clear that we really wanted 

to give all the instruction that Malabar students could take, and the parents attached themselves 

more closely became closer to the school for their own advantage.”307 
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Parents closely watched the missionaries, and particularly on those working in the seminary. 

The superior felt a bit oppressed. Christians feared that missionaries could take action against the ex-

isting state of affairs on the subject of castes. 

Let us now look at de Brésillac’s position about this very important point, since it had implica-

tions on his life and missionary activity while he was in India. His diary is the best source of infor-

mation regarding this matter. 

First of all, de Brésillac regretted that the Synod had not discussed the difficult relationship be-

tween the actual tolerance for local customs, and the plea for fidelity to the bull of Benedict XIV 

through the oath taken by all missionaries. He had also noticed during the Synod “that there was sus-

picion about certain matters.”308 But the discussion had been postponed and assigned to a future 

commission, leaving things as they were, that is to say, they had to abide by the longstanding status quo. 

He acknowledged: “Personally, I was unable to draw a clear picture about this difficult matter.”309 

Being at the seminary, he did not want to upset things in the mission by going against custom-

ary practices: 

“I was therefore very resolute about not taking action and not asking from the pupils any-

thing that could go against tolerated practices. But I thought that those among them who seriously 

prepared themselves for priesthood gradually needed to empty their heart from these vain obser-

vances, so that once they became priests, they could tolerate them – as we tolerate them – only 

because we cannot do otherwise. This is how I had directed Marie-Xavéry for a year, and how I 

continued to direct the students in the higher grades, including 3 or 4 disciples of Mr Roger.”310 

In the area of studies, the superior was confident and optimistic about the students’ capacity. He 

expressed his satisfaction in a letter to Fr Tesson in March: 

“Therefore, my dear Mr Tesson, no one can say that we can’t do anything with the Malabar 

people (…). Actually these young people are translating Phaedra and Cicero with ease; they speak 

French so well that I teach this subject without knowing four words of Tamil; I teach them Arith-

metic in French and they have no need to make me repeat a single word, and so on. Vocations to 

priesthood therefore will probably become numerous.”311 

At the end of the letter, he outlined his schedule in the seminary: 

“Forgive me if I must leave you now but – besides all the details constraining the superi-

or’s time in a house holding more than 100 people, where everything is new for him, without 

counting confessions and a catechism class – there is a Logics class, another of Latin, and a third 

of Arithmetic, I do not have a free moment. Let them give me what I need, and I commit myself to 

setting up a Malabar school as brilliant as any distinguished school in France, and from it we will 

see local priests coming who any know more than being read able their breviary.”312 

In 1844, the seminary schedule contemplated a community outing by the end of Lent. The su-

perior considered it a good opportunity to take a small step towards freedom regarding local customs. 

He specified his position about this matter: 

“Although a faithful observer of castes, my intention was to gradually pass over some deli-

cate observances with regard to the seminarians, without going directly against caste, as we would 

be considered as pariahs, which would not be the case as far as our ecclesiastical students are con-

cerned. In this sense, we needed to seize the opportunity, with a lot of prudence though.”313 

The Superior tried to have a meal together with the seminarians during the outing. This was not 

correct according to the customs. He knew that Indian people never let someone from a lower caste 

look at them while eating, much less a pariah. Missionaries were considered half-pariahs. Inland mis-
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sion posts were freer regarding this point: pupils had no problem in eating while missionaries were 

present but things were a bit more difficult in Pondicherry. 

The pupils offered no resistance to the Superior’s idea. On the contrary, they were delighted. 

The Superior was happy and saw the fact “as a foundation stone” for the future. But when the parents 

heard the news, they were shocked. Students should not give up their uninfringeable caste rights. The 

affair however ended up with no immediate consequences. 

 

5.  Important decisions for the Vicariate 

A few weeks after the conclusion of the Synod, Bishop Bonnand realized that the presence of 

the Jesuits in the Madurai mission was becoming more and more worrisome because of their activities 

and projects in the whole region. 

The Jesuits were present in South India since the time of Father de Nobili. A lot of Christians 

and Christian communities in the Coromandel Coast Vicariate were the fruit of their evangelization. 

After the suppression, the Company of Jesus was reborn almost everywhere in Europe, and wanted to 

return to its former missions. 

Father Bertrand – the Superior of the Madurai mission who had participated in the Synod – was 

aware that the FMP missionaries were committed to evangelization but with a different approach from 

their own. Jesuits had settled for good in South India, a territory once assigned exclusively to them. In 

addition, the Holy See was studying the possibility of creating new apostolic vicariates in the region. 

What moved Bishop Bonnand to action was the fact that the Jesuits had volunteered to the 

Governor as directors of the French Royal School in Pondicherry’s white city, which was located 

within his Vicariate. The offer was declined, but Monsignor Bonnand saw the urgent need to reinforce 

his position, which had also been weakened by the presence of the dissenting Goan priests, who fo-

mented revolts among Christians in the Vicariate. 

There was also a problem with the bishop of Madras: after an agreement with the British colo-

nial authority, all military chaplains of the garrison posts, even those of the FMP, received their salary 

from the bishop. The British were opposed to the French presence and did not officially acknowledge 

Bishop Bonnand and his missionaries. 

Of the Jesuits, de Brésillac said: 

“The Jesuits are laboring to hinder the implementation of the Synod among us, with a great 

number of regrettable acts which are really lacking ingratitude towards Monsignor of Drusipa-

ra,314 who recalled them to Madurai, treated them so charitably and so paternally after their return. 

His Excellency was very upset. 

This bothered me also, but since then, after a lot of reflection on the issue, it does not sur-

prise me anymore, and I do not quite dare to blame them. Because, after all, opinions about indi-

viduals are unimportant when the work is what matters. They have one system and we have an-

other. It is true that I am deeply convinced that ours is the wisest, and that it is certainly closer to 

the many decrees from the Holy See.”315 

Given this state of things, Bishop Bonnand and his Council decided to carry out a plan that de 

Brésillac summarized in his memoirs: 

“To get the Holy See’s approval for the Synod’s acts, and the division of the vicariates 

without delay, since it was a long-studied question; to have the Vicars Apostolic  established as 

ordinary bishops; and to resist – charitably but decidedly – the Jesuits’ intrusion, which had al-

ready taken the best of the His Excellence’s jurisdiction, and was working to seize the Kingdom 

of Thanjavur, at the same time trying to set foot in Pondicherry itself, not to mention Tranquebar 

and Karikal, under the pretext of founding schools.”316 
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For the achievement of these very important goals in the life of the Vicariate, Monsignor Bon-

nand asked Fr. Luquet for assistance. From March to April 1844, Fr. Luquet wrote several letters to 

the bishop offering his point of view about the issues in discussion, situating them in the larger picture 

of the Indian mission.  

The Vicar Apostolic convened all the missionaries present in Pondicherry to an extended 

Council session from April 18 to 19. Fr. Luquet was in Cuddalore, close to Pondicherry, and he was 

also invited. He presented the scheme of a text he had written analyzing the situation, and he ex-

pressed his conviction that someone should go to Paris and Rome for several reasons. 

Fr. Luquet also presented his text in an extraordinary Council session on April 29. It was ap-

proved as a memorandum for Propaganda Fide on behalf of the Vicar Apostolic, who therefore need-

ed a delegate to present the document in Rome. The Council decided to send Luquet.317 He left Pondi-

cherry for Madras on May 16, and from there he traveled to Europe. 

De Brésillac was very much in favor of this decision made by the Vicar Apostolic and his close 

collaborators. He only hoped that everything would be done for God’s greater glory. Personally, he 

had already considered a similar decision, but he never expected that it would come so quickly. 

 

6.  Risks and fruits of a reform 

June 1844 began with an event that made de Brésillac very happy: Bishop Bonnand gave Ma-

rie-Xavéry the tonsure on June 1st, feast of the Holy Trinity. The long-awaited occasion, helped the 

superior in his discreet reforming action: 

“When Marie-Xavéry received the tonsure, I wanted to use the influence I had on this 

young man, and the perfect docility he had in my regard, to seize the opportunity to set a prece-

dent in line with the education for priesthood we wanted to offer. To do so, we had to overlook 

some customs that were not exactly caste practices as such, but that had penetrated the seminary – 

who knows how – before we realized it was possible to offer Indian clerics a true education for 

priesthood.”318 

Following the custom, the seminarian after tonsure entered a sort of ecclesiastical caste: he had 

a special place in the refectory with different food; lay persons could not sit in front of him anymore; 

he was not obliged to render the small services that students usually offered each other; he went to 

church wearing a particular kind of shoes; and, most surprising of all, he did not serve the altar as aco-

lyte or thurifer anymore. 

The Superior did not want permit these practices any more, but he went about it gently, direct-

ing things in such a way as to let Marie-Xavéry himself step away from them. They were petty things 

addressed with prudence and discretion, and not directly affecting caste, but yet the reforms created 

uneasiness among Indian Christians. The crisis exploded during a holiday that was granted to the semi-

narians in recognition for their involvement in the Marian ceremonies and devotions of May. 

The Superior and Fr. Leroux decided to have the evening meal together with the seminarians, 

as they had done several times. The seminarians were happy about it. But at the end of the meal, one 

of them brought a big pineapple to the priests’ table. The Superior thought the students would be 

pleased if the priests shared the fruit with them. He cut some slices, put them on a dish, and passed it 

around. The student’s immediate reaction made him realize that he had made a mistake. In fact, after 

touching the pineapple with his ‘pariah hands’, he had sliced it with an impure knife from the priests’ 

table, put it on a dish, and offered it to the seminarians. According to the customs, the dish should 

have been destroyed or given to the pariahs. 
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It was certainly a mistake, as he said later on, and he might have undone it by laughing about it 

and letting them see he was not acquainted with local customs, telling them to leave the fruit, and the 

affair would probably have had a happy end. 

On the contrary, and this was taken as a second mistake, the Superior gave in to a feeling of in-

dignation about these practices: he continued slicing the pineapple and sharing it with the students. 

Except for one or two, no one ate the fruit, and they all tried to hide it as best they could.319 

The incident brought about rumors in the Christian community, but since they were very happy 

with the management of the school, they decided not to make the situation public. In addition, the epi-

sode allowed the Superior to make a certain selection among the students. There were some voluntary 

departures, and some were sent home: 

“God granted me the grace to stay calm. I never mentioned the topic to the pupils or the 

Christians. I just let it pass, without expressing contentment or regret to those who retired or 

moved to the boarding school, although privately I felt satisfaction rather than sorrow. It was bet-

ter to count on new materials for a new work.”320 

At the same time, the Superior wrote a letter to Fr. Tesson reflecting about the seminary’s need 

for an autonomous financial management, a matter he considered basic: 

“It seems to me that we will go nowhere by lacking a separate administration. This point 

seems essential to me and I am positive that without it we will soon crawl into the old ways of the 

past. We will supply some priests from time to time, but never a clergy as such! I certainly con-

fess that I would consider my position as deplorable, and would look at it as a sort of punishment 

if I am condemned to creep as we have done until now. Please tell me what you honestly think 

about this essential point, and what would be, in your opinion, the means to create an independent 

life for us, in agreement with the Procure, but which would be absolutely independent from it.”321 

In the meantime, the school year went on and the Superior began to see the fruits of his en-

gagement and the answer to his demands. He was enthused about the seminary-school. The number of 

students increased. The boarding students interested in priesthood numbered 25. Fr. Dupuis’ printing 

press was furnishing the necessary books. 

The results of the mid-year examination in August were good. The superior made the event 

very solemn by asking the students to take an oral test before all the teachers. The other missionaries 

from the city were also there, and even the bishop participated for a day. 

Regarding local customs, de Brésillac stated that they were gradually making some real pro-

gress: 

“I had firmly abided by the guidelines I established for the future demeanor of young 

priests, asking Marie-Xavéry to constantly follow this path, so that later on we could bring up the 

beginning of a new custom to challenge old customs. Given that you can claim personal customs 

in India, we are safeguarded. If you are able to answer it is the custom, no objection will stand. 

The atmosphere in the house had substantially improved, and everything indicated a rapid and 

striking success, when God permitted a very serious conflict in the Christian community that bad-

ly harmed the work of the seminary.”322 

The Superior did not intend to challenge practices regarding caste laws with his reforms in the 

seminary, but only those that had been introduced over time without clear and known reasons. As for 

the practices regarding the caste system, he accepted the tolerance in use: “I presumed that the Holy 

See was perfectly aware of our tolerance and approved of it.”323 

 

7.  Last months of 1844 
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The request of the Superior for a new seminary was accepted. Unfortunately, it was only par-

tially approved. He drew up the plan himself, but unfortunately, it was only partially approved. Dig-

ging the foundations began. 

Things had also improved regarding personal relations. He wrote about the bishop: 

“Monsignor of Drusipara seemed to have a certain degree of confidence in me and he gave 

me signs of friendship. On my side, I experience more esteem and reverence for His Lordship 

each day.”324 

De Brésillac said about his confreres: 

“The confreres in Pondicherry showed me their interest and supported my work almost as 

much as I could hope for. Those from the inland area were not against it, although some of them 

were cold towards me because I was close to Mr Luquet, towards whom a real storm was head-

ing.”325 

That same year, Fr. Tesson wrote to Fr. de Brésillac from Paris regarding his nomination as Su-

perior of the seminary: 

“I said nothing to anyone about my hope, but I dearly wished they would make this deci-

sion; I would say that no one else under any aspect was more suitable than you. Your frankness 

cannot be a difficulty; on the contrary, people like it, you are a good adviser, and your views are 

right; your presence in Pondicherry can only be helpful even in that respect.”326 

 

8.  The first months of 1845 

8. 1.  Of pain and consolation 

The seminary Superior began a new year in 1845 in his usual way: wondering in his diary if 

1844 had been worthwhile. He had deep regrets, but also some consolations. 

He was happy about the beginning of a movement in favor of local clergy, especially after the 

efforts of Fr. Luquet and his own. The challenges they faced could be surmounted. 

The Superior went on putting in to practice his program for the seminary according to his prin-

ciples. He was happy about Marie-Xavéry’s attitudes: his example was bearing good fruit. Two other 

good students, Aroulnaden and Pakianaden, were about to receive the tonsure: 

“They conduct themselves almost as do our best seminarians in France, and they excel in 

piety. They carry out all the acolyte’s functions at the altar. It will soon be the custom, and I hope 

that over time Christians from the highest castes will consider the humblest priestly functions as a 

big honor.”327 

The school year was reaching an end and the Superior was preparing a solemn final school day, 

with civil and religious authorities as well as all the parents in attendance. 

In the meantime, Monsignor Bonnand had left Pondicherry for a long pastoral visitation. Mon-

signor Charbonnaux, the coadjutor bishop elected, had taken his place. He had agreed to the final 

school day celebration, and accompanied the Superior when he want to invite the various important 

persons of he city. 

The event took place very solemnly on January 23, 1845 with the attendance of the Governor, 

the Military Commissioner, the President of the Royal Court, several Councilors, and some other im-

portant people from the city. The Superior was pleased by their presence and by the ceremony as a 

whole. He delivered an important speech about education, of which he made a complete copy in his 
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diary because he considered it clearly showed the situation “in which we were regarding educa-

tion.”328 

 

8. 2.  A solid education for Indian youth 

De Brésillac began his speech by saying that his first task as Superior of the seminary had been 

to study the character of Indian youngsters and their ability to penetrate the secrets of science. He had 

also tried to open their hearts to the goodness of a real Christian education. 

He had thus “tried to assess the resources of their intelligence and their moral faculties,” getting 

to know their difficulties and the necessary means to introduce this remarkable group of people to the 

sanctuary of literary, philosophical and positive sciences. He wanted to offer his conclusions to the 

authorities and parents by answering 3 questions: 

1. What resources do we find in the intelligence of the young Indian? 

2.  What kind of education did the seminary-school intend to offer? 

3.  What are the difficulties in our seminary work and how do we hope to overcome them? 

Regarding the first question, the Superior presented the three-century-old difficulty of getting to 

know India and the extraordinary customs of its people, so as to become familiar with the youths’ way 

of being and understand its nuances. 

He reaffirmed his wish to respect “everything that is simply normal custom in civil life. We are 

not entitled to ask a people to change its customs.” He went on saying that he had tried to probe his 

pupils’ intelligence with respect to reasoning. He had realized that they had a good memory and imag-

ination, that they could retain huge formulas without trouble, and were able to follow entire lines of 

reasoning. He had monitored some young students in the subjects of Logics and Arithmetic, and im-

plemented 2 courses to teach square and cubic roots to the most gifted among them. He intended to go 

further by organizing courses of algebra, geometry, physics, and astronomy. He had arrived at a con-

clusion “that Indian people’s intellectual capacity can be compared to that of any people; that it only 

needs to develop without hindrance. This development will be the fruit of a true and solid education, 

which we intend to offer in this school.” 

About the second question, de Brésillac stated his determination to provide the students with 

“an education as complete as possible,” an education cultivating mind and heart, which brought reli-

gion into play, with its potential to dignify people, true religion, “in which Jesus Christ is the corner-

stone,” the only rock “holding the treasure of real wisdom.” 

“Education had to be methodical in order to be solid.” For that reason, the curriculum included 

Latin, history, geography, and mathematics, following a similar method to that of the French schools. 

On the last point concerning the means to carry out his program, the Superior stated that good 

things always met with obstacles and he wanted to overcome there. He mentioned that distrust of in-

novation was a difficulty in India. Education in the school was somehow new but trustworthy, be-

cause it was directed by people who were real friends: 

“But we are your friends, believe it. Could you have any doubt about it? What selfish in-

terest could we missionaries have in driving you through the noble career of the sciences? What 

could we personally earn from the difficulties, efforts, and day-to-day sacrifices that the running 

of this school requires? Nothing else, gentlemen, than the joy of being useful to you, and of glori-

fying religion by the spread of science. Dear Lord, would I not be happier (according to nature) 

next to my old father, in the lovely meadows of my ancestors?” 

Another difficulty usually came from the fact that “parents are not used to having their children 

raised by someone else, and neither are the Indian youngsters  accustomed to study in a house like 

ours.” 
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A last difficulty was the huge expense that that was required to run both the seminary and the 

school. There were no books at the beginning, so they had written and published them. A Latin-Tamil 

grammar had been brought out in only a few months. A French grammar was in preparation. 

They had considerably remodeled the house “to suitably furnish it so as to guarantee the health 

and privacy of a large number of pupils.” But they actually needed to redo it completely, so they had 

thought it would be better to build another establishment. They had already dug the foundations, and 

the building plan was ready. Other things were necessary as well: a library, and some instruments for 

maths, physics, and astronomy, “because we want to give your children a complete education, as I 

said.” 

The monthly fees that only some pupils paid were not enough to cover all the expenses. They 

depended on the Works of the Propagation of the Faith in France for economical support, an admira-

ble source indeed, but which unfortunately could dry up at any moment. Therefore they needed to be 

move self-sufficient depending, at least to some extent, on the parents’ contribution. 

All these difficulties were not going to discourage the Superior. He kept up his hope in the fu-

ture: 

“You are my hope, dear students, you who filled me with consolation this year working 

with rare enthusiasm, especially when I think it was almost your good will alone that kept you go-

ing in your difficult studies, you who will progressively realize the price of education and will 

love it more as you appreciate more its beauty.” 

They proceeded to the distribution of prizes after the speech. The ceremony had a strong effect 

on the Europeans of Pondicherry, who insistently wanted de Brésillac to become the director of the 

Royal School. Fr. Godelle, one of the Superior’s confreres, wrote to him from Karikal: 

“All Europeans around here wonder why there is such a beautiful school for black people 

and nothing for the white? Why is this Mr de Brésillac not the director of the school for Europe-

ans?”329 

Bishop Bonnand, who was on pastoral visitation, and several confreres from the Vicariate con-

gratulated Fr. de Brésillac. He also received several letters praising and encouraging him. The Apos-

tolic Vicars Bishop Fennelly from Madras and Bishop Carew from Calcutta wrote to him expressing 

their joy for the success of the seminary. 

His missionary confreres were also present when de Brésillac delivered his speech. It was an 

occasion to address the difficulties, objections, and reluctances of some of them “who opposed the 

teaching of secular subjects to the Indian candidates for priesthood. De Brésillac found this attitude 

very difficult to bear.”330 He stated indeed: 

“The true reason for this reluctance from the old missionaries, which is unfortunately 

shared by many among the new ones, is the inevitable need there will be to modify our relation-

ship with the local clergy if they become numerous and educated, and also the ensuing need to 

modify our relationship with the Christian population. A simple 24-year-old missionary wants to 

be incontestably above black priests in every matter. Why so?”331 

 

8. 3.  Hardships continue 

The following months were difficult for de Brésillac because of several events concerning the 

seminary. Part of the problem was Monsignor Charbonnaux’s attitude. The coadjutor bishop elected 

seemed to have little sympathy for the work of the seminary in the way the Superior conceived it. He 

was also against Luquet’s ideas. De Brésillac spoke about the situation in a letter to Luquet dated 

April 1845: 
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“The work of the seminary is far from prospering, and I don’t know what will be the con-

sequences of a situation moving so slowly and upsetting everybody. As for me, I don’t have even 

a tenth of the authority a Superior should have. I’ve also thought about quitting and, what’s more, 

I would really like to leave without compromising our work, which is so compromised already. 

Nevertheless, I have three tonsured students who are behaving perfectly. But can we count on 

their continued good disposition when everything is leading towards reciprocal distrust, and dis-

tance between European and local clergy?”332 

In the same letter, the Superior answered 2 objections often formulated against Indian priests: 

“Malabar priests are mistrustful. But we ourselves are at least as mistrustful as they are! If 

we don’t love them, we won’t do anything to earn their trust, or rather we will do many things 

without clear direction, without touching the sensitive side of people, which is easier to convince 

than the intellectual and moral sides. But we go on seeking perfection! We would like them to be 

more mission-oriented than us, humbler than us, poorer than us, to mortify their own appetites 

more than us, and so on.”333 

De Brésillac realized that he would face dissension if he tried to carry out his program and 

achieve his goals. He was not afraid to do so, but he hated disputes, discussions and quarrels. He 

clearly confessed this difficulty in his diary in a way that can help us know him better: 

“I have a natural repugnance for any contention; on the other hand, I just cannot go against 

my convictions, this leads me to withdraw from situations where either attitude is needed. And 

this is to my great disadvantage, because people believe I am too flexible or bitterly stubborn. I 

believe neither defect is the case here, since the Lord granted me the grace of remaining faithful to 

my responsibility and even to love it when it brought me nothing else but suffering. He also al-

lowed me to accept gladly my confreres’ opinion, and to change my mind when I thought they 

were right.”334 

In May 1845, de Brésillac summarized a situation which held him back from keeping his diary 

in the previous months. His silence was due to the amount of work in the seminary, but also to a cer-

tain discouragement due to several situations of rejection, opposition, coldness, and criticism in his 

regard. 

A first critical point concerned the work of the new seminary building: the plan was constantly 

being modified and turned around for economical reasons. The Superior had foreseen a beautiful 

chapel that would be at the service of day students and boarding students, “each department having its 

own place and entry door.” Monsignor Charbonnaux stopped the work until the arrival of Monsignor 

Bonnand, who eventually accepted the modification of the construction plan. 

The case of a seminarian by the name of Valernaden who was not admitted to the tonsure was 

another hardship for the Superior. After his apostolic induction, which had gone well, the missionaries 

in Pondicherry stopped him again from receiving the tonsure because of a single word he had used a 

few months earlier on leaving for his induction. The Superior of the seminary considered his confreres 

as “implacable” regarding their assessment of this seminarian.335 He stated that this kind of severity 

could fatally influence the future of the seminary. 

The entire situation drove de Brésillac to present formally his resignation to Bishop Bonnand, 

who was on a pastoral tour at the time. The bishop did not accept it. He expressed again his satisfac-

tion with the final school day celebration, and clearly let him know that he counted on his dedication 

to the seminary. 

We already know the conditions of de Brésillac‘s nomination to the seminary, and his great dif-

ficulty in accepting it because of the problems he anticipated. 
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CHAPTER 7 

TOWARDS EPISCOPATE 

(1845-1846) 

 

 

I. NOMINATION AS BISHOP 

 

1.  New Apostolic Vicariates in India 

One of the reasons why Fr. Luquet traveled to Rome as a delegate from the Apostolic Vicar 

was to ask for the reorganization of the ecclesiastical circumscriptions in Southern India. The matter 

had been under study for a number of years. 

Cardinal Fransoni, the Prefect of Propaganda Fide, had written to the Vicars Apostolic of Cal-

cutta, Pondicherry, Madras, Verapoly and Bombay in 1840 asking them to submit a concrete proposal 

for the reorganization of Indian missions.336 

That same year, Monsignor Bonnand “had asked Rome to delimit his Vicariate of Coromandel 

clearly and with new criteria,”337 given that there were problems with the Madras mission. The situa-

tion was more complicated in relation to Madurai, where the Jesuits and their superior, Father Ber-

trand resided. Madurai was actually part of the Coromandel Coast Vicariate presided over by Bishop 

Bonnand: 

“The Jesuits had first claimed Mysore for themselves, but Father Bertrand desisted when he real-

ized that Mysore would be erected as a separate Apostolic Vicariate. For that reason Monsignor 

Bonnand again asked Propaganda Fide to establish Mysore and Coimbatore as separate Vicariates, 

and to entrust them to the Foreign Missions Society.”338 

We must add that the Jesuits had initially gone to Coimbatore district in 1778, and wanted to re-

turn there. 

Fr. Luquet arrived in Rome on October 25, 1844, and requested the organization of India into 

17 Vicariates, instead of the 8 already in place. Regarding the region we are interested in, he asked for 

the creation of apostolic Vicariates in Mysore and Coimbatore. According to him, increasing the 

number of titular sees would open the way for the establishment of an indigenous episcopate.339 

On March 16, 1845, Pope Gregory XVI approved the decisions made by the Cardinals’ General 

Congregation regarding the subdivision of the Vicariates. Cardinal Fransoni announced the erection of 

Mysore and Coimbatore as separate Vicariates in a letter to Monsignor Bonnand dated May 16.340 Af-

ter a five-year negotiation therefore, the Vicariate of Coromandel Coast was divided in three circum-

scriptions: Pondicherry, Mysore and Coimbatore. A bishop was appointed to direct each of them, and 

the boundaries of each territory were precisely defined. The bishops would be Monsignor Charbon-

naux and Fr. de Brésillac. 

Fr. Luquet had proposed Monsignor Charbonnaux – the coadjutor elected of Pondicherry – as 

Vicar Apostolic of Mysore, and his appointment was already known. 

                                            
336  Cf.  Anchukandam, T., SDB, A critical elaboration and evaluation …, op. cit., 58, note 1. 
337  Lafrenez, J., Précis d’histoire de la Mission de Pondichéry, op. cit., 95. 
338  Ibid., 96. 
339  Cf. Launay, Histoire des Missions de l’Inde…, op. cit., Vol. II, 337. 
340  APF, Lettere e Decreti, Vol. 332, ff. 289-291. AMEP, Vol. 239, 509. Original text in Latin. Quoted in :  Launay, 

A., Histoire des Missions…, op. cit., Vol. II, 748, Appendix IV.  
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The erection of Coimbatore as a Vicariate was not foreseen as part of Mr Luquet’s mission in 

Rome, but he had to act quickly because he feared the Jesuits’ claims, which were revealed in differ-

ent ways.341 

Fr. Luquet had advanced de Brésillac’s name in a letter to Fr. Langlois, superior of the FMP 

seminary in Paris. The answer was very favorable. It included some information on the candidate ad-

dressed to Propaganda Fide. Fr. Langlois wrote: 

“’I remember the Vicar General’s testimony in Mr de Brésillac’s favor when he first want-

ed to join us, which could not be more positive, stating that he was a candidate for Vicar General 

of the diocese. What my confreres and I saw in him during the more that 9 months he spent in our 

seminary before leaving for Pondicherry, only reinforced the good opinion that the Vicar General 

from Carcassonne had shared with us regarding his piety, virtue, talent, and capacity.”342 

Fr. Luquet wrote to Monsignor Bonnand on December 6, 1844, asking for an official presenta-

tion of a candidate as bishop in Coimbatore. The answer arrived on May 21, 1845. 

 

2.  Towards the nomination as bishop 

In the meantime, in February 1845, Fr. Luquet presented a text outlining Fr. de Brésillac’s 

character to Propaganda Fide: 

“He is one of the most generous persons I have ever met. It is impossible to say the way in 

which he demonstrated this when he choose his vocation. He is a real man of faith, of a constant 

and practical faith. 

His instruction: very rich and solid; his education was as brilliant as much as it was Chris-

tian. A good theologian, very gifted in the exact sciences, which he taught at the Carcassonne 

seminary. Very good in speaking and writing. 

His character: one of the most pleasant and distinguished. He unites the Christian simplici-

ty of a soul full of faith with the good manners of noble families. 

In a word, he is certainly the worthiest man for the episcopate in our mission of India. Sev-

eral of our colleagues in Paris consider him to be the most valuable member of the Congregation. 

I am certain that the best known Religious Societies envy a member like him. What I am adding 

now is enough to prove this: he was hardly 30 years old when his bishop in France wanted to ap-

point him as Vicar General and lead him to the episcopate. 

Finally, if the Sacred Congregation considers it convenient to appoint him, it will be neces-

sary to persuade him to accept the charge, since otherwise he will oppose it very seriously; per-

haps it will be more difficult to convince him than it was to get Monsignor Charbonnaux’s con-

sent.”343 

De Brésillac’s nomination process followed its due course. On May 6, 1845, Pope Gregory 

XVI signed a brief appointing him as Titular Bishop of Prusa344, and another brief appointing him as 

Pro-Vicar Apostolic of the  Coromandel Coast or Pondicherry. He was to help the  Vicar Apostolic of 

Pondicherry, who could “entrust him with the particular care of some distant regions, after conferring  

the powers on him” according to the instruction that the Congregation of Propaganda Fide would 

                                            
341  Cf.  APF, Congressi, Indie Orientali, 1845-1846, Vol. 10, Letter of Fr Rootham, s.j., to Cardinal Prefect, 19 Jan-

uary 1846, f. 756 ; Letter of Fr Bertrand, s.j., to Cardinal Prefect, 10 April 1846, ff. 1014-1016. 
342  Letter of  Langlois to  Luquet, 14 January 1845. 
343  APF, Scritture riferite nelle Congregazioni Generali, 1845, Vol. 967, f. 39; Printed in: Acta Sacrae 

Congregationis de Propaganda Fide, 1845, Vol. 208, f. 27. Cf. also :  Launay, A., Histoire des Missions de 
l’Inde…, op. cit., Vol. II, 420-421. 

 
344  Prusa (presently the Turkish city of Bursa) was the ancient Greek city of Cius bordering the Propontis (now known as the 

Sea of Marmara), in the Roman province of Bithynia. Destroyed by Philip III of Macedon in the 4th century BC, it was 

rebuilt in the 2nd century BC by Prusias I of Bithynia who renamed it for himself. The Ottoman Empire captured it from 

the Byzantines in 1326. 
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send. The Sacred Congregation in fact addressed a letter to Monsignor de Brésillac dated on October 

2, 1845, specifying that he should take care of the Coimbatore district.345 

As we already mentioned, Bishop Bonnand’s answer to Fr. Luquet, dated March 22, arrived in 

Rome on May 21, 1845. The vicar apostolic of Pondicherry said about de Brésillac: 

“The good of religion demands that he is be named Vicar Apostolic (…). I confess that I 

would not like him to be in Coimbatore. It seems to me that he would be better for Pondicherry. 

Therefore I do not think he should be appointed there immediately, even if I went to Coimbatore. I 

believe therefore that Mr de Brésillac should be presented to the Sacred Congregation as second 

choice, so that once the position of Coimbatore is filled, he can be moved to the first rank for the 

position of Coadjutor of Pondicherry. It is important for the Pondicherry Vicariate to have an ac-

tive leader, someone full of enthusiasm and passion for good projects, and be able to really repre-

sent the mission before the French and the English. I see all this in Mr de Brésillac.”346 

Later on Fr. Luquet stated his embarrassment regarding the nomination of Fr. de Brésillac, 

since he had to give his personal opinion to the Congregation because of the slow communication 

with Pondicherry: 

“Therefore I was obliged to declare who was the most worthwhile according to my soul 

and conscience. My choice was clear. In spite of my esteem and affection for our other confreres, 

and leaving my friendship aside, my convictions spoke so loudly that I could not resist: I proposed 

Mr de Brésillac.”347 

Fr. Tesson explained the circumstances of the nomination in a letter from Paris to Fr. de Brésil-

lac dated September 9, 1845: 

“Mr Luquet wrote to us about this matter. It was necessary to present Propaganda Fide 

with a candidate as soon as possible. Mr Luquet told us he had written to Monsignor of Drusipara 

but that most probably it would be impossible to wait for his answer, in which case – since a delay 

would have been dangerous – his well-calculated plan was to present your name. Everyone in the 

seminary applauded this choice. Mr Langlois was designated to send the appropriate information 

about you to the Cardinal Prefect. We regretted however that Monsignor of Drusipara could not 

be consulted, since it would have been more convenient, but we counted on Mr Luquet’s full 

powers. 

Monsignor’s answer to Mr Luquet arrived a few days after your nomination: he presented 

the usual choice of three names, and yours was among them. So even if the letter had arrived early 

enough, it is more than likely that the choice would have fallen on you anyway. It would have on-

ly been more regular and appropriate, as I already said. But according to what Mr Luquet wrote, it 

was necessary to act swiftly. And I believe that Mr Luquet can be perfectly justified on this point 

(…). As for you, Monsignor and very dear friend, take your nomination as providential.”348 

 

3.  Arrival of the nomination bulls at Pondicherry 

The episcopal consecration of Monsignor Charbonnaux took place in Pondicherry on June 29, 

1845. It was a big celebration which gathered 20 missionaries around Monsignor Bonnand and Mon-

signor Fenelly, Vicar Apostolic of Madras. A heavier postal bag than usual arrived at the mission in 

the evening of that same day. It held the mail from Rome. 

                                            
345   Papal brief of nomination as Bishop of Prusa : AMA 2 F 13, 8. Brief of nomination as  Pro-Vicar : AMA 2 F 13, 7. Let-

ter of SCPF to Mgr de Marion Brésillac defining his district and responsibility, 2 October 1845, in : Lettere e 
Documenti della SCPF, Vol. 332, f. 700-701. In this letter the S.C. of Propaganda Fide clarified that our bishop, 
with the title of pro-vicar and on the strength of faculties received from the Vicar Apostolic of Pondicherry, 
was to concern himself with the mission of Coimbatore which comprised of the province and the territory of 
that name. 

346 Launay, A., Histoire des Missions de l’Inde…, op. cit., Vol. II, 338. 
347 Ibid. 
348  Letter from  Tesson, 9 September 1845, AMA 2 F 8, 49-50. 
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The news from the Holy See regarded – among other decisions – the reorganization of ecclesi-

astical circumscriptions in Southern India with the division of the Vicariates of the Coromandel Coast 

or Pondicherry, Calcutta, Ceylon, Madras and Verapoly.  

De Brésillac spoke about this event in his diary: 

“I usually took part in all the private council sessions with Monsignor. However, the day 

after the mail arrived, His Lordship spoke with the other 2 or 3 confreres from his Council without 

calling me. He also had several conversations with the bishop of Madras who was about to leave, 

but who actually left around 2 in the morning. They looked sad, embarrassed, and were secretive. 

We simply supposed they had received bad news from Rome. 

Still another day passed in an air of silence and preoccupation. They told me nothing until 

around eight in the evening. Monsignor called me alone, and very coldly put in my hands a letter 

from the Sacred Congregation of Propaganda Fide, and two briefs appointing me as bishop of 

Prusa in partibus infidelium, and granting me the title of Pro-vicar Administrator of the future ap-

ostolic Vicariate of Coimbatore.”349 

A number of the last decisions arriving from Rome did not please Bishop Bonnand and his mis-

sionaries, but the news concerning de Brésillac’s nomination shocked them most. De Brésillac imme-

diately realized that his nomination posed a serious problem to the bishop and his confreres because 

of his friendship with Fr. Luquet. He wrote about this matter: 

“I was far from expecting to find myself in this difficult situation in which I am thrown 

now. What should I do? I just could not tell now. 

Make it clear to me, oh Lord, so that I decide only for your glory. I think I could testify to 

the fact that I did not want the episcopate by any means, and that I positively did nothing to obtain 

it. Should I refuse? Should I accept? Let me know, oh my God, and may your will be accom-

plished.”350 

The missionaries were irritated with Fr. Luquet and for several reasons wanted to withdraw the 

delegated powers from him, considering that he had exceeded them: 

“The following day, Monsignor of Drusipara called together all the missionaries who were 

in Pondicherry. It was a most turbulent meeting. I will not mention all the complaints I heard 

against Mr Luquet. Monsignor himself was very upset and – as he let us know – so was Mon-

signor Fenelly, who believed the dispositions from the Sacred Congregation should not be imple-

mented before presenting a claim.”351 

                                            
349  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., II, 523. 
350  Ibid., II, 524. 
351  Ibid. This had to do with the Vicar Apostolic of Madras who was opposed to the creation of the vicariate ap-

ostolic of Vizapagatam, one of his territories, and by the way to confide it to a pro-vicar, Fr. Gailhot FMP, 
who would have as fellow workers some missionaries from Annecy. He would have preferred Irish mission-
aries. 
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II. A DIFFICULT DISCERNMENT 

 

1.  Replying to the nomination 

As we mentioned, de Brésillac was initially surprised and even shocked by his nomination to 

the episcopate, and described his first reaction in his diary, stating that he was unable to decide 

whether or not he should accept the nomination. That evening, after praying to the Lord, he went to 

bed: “It has probably been the only sleepless night in all my life, even after shocking emotions to 

which my soul has often been submitted.”352 

The Vicar Apostolic and his missionaries met the following day and decided to withdraw Fr. 

Luquet’s powers. Bishop Bonnand immediately wrote letters to Paris and Rome. De Brésillac never 

saw them but he got to know they were very aggressive letters. 

In the meantime, Fr. de Brésillac asked Monsignor Bonnand for advice in such a critical mo-

ment and decided to follow it. He spoke about this in a letter to Mr Luquet which he summarized in 

his diary: 

“Without openly refusing, I didn’t believe I could simply and straightforwardly accept until 

something intervened to heal this kind of irregularity, about which my confreres had the right to 

be suspicious. The close relationship between this dear confrere and myself could make them be-

lieve that this was the only reason for my promotion. There is one thing I fear: that this delay, 

mainly due to our confreres’ regrettable feelings regarding Mr Luquet, may hinder the work he 

began so well. May the Lord dispose all events for his greater glory.”353 

De Brésillac also expressed his personal feelings regarding the appointment as bishop. He con-

fessed that it made him tremble “but without trouble or anxiety, I don’t really understand why and 

how this is so.” He added: 

“I wonder if my peace of soul, and I would even say the deep happiness I enjoy, is a grace 

or a temptation: I just cannot tell. Prayer only can let me know, but I would need at least a few 

months of retreat.”354 

He wrote this on July 2. Two days later, as he went on writing the letter to Luquet, he noted his 

intention to follow the bishop’s opinion. He had already held two conversations with him. The bishop 

said: 

“I should not accept before you clear up what is doubtful in the procedure of this nomina-

tion.” He knew that things would “settle down as they should before God. If I am confirmed in my 

nomination after that, I shouldn’t refuse the work. If God wants these measures to bring about the 

nomination of someone worthier of the episcopate than me, I should thank God.”355 

 

2.  Reasons behind the resignation   

2.1.  The report of Fr. Luquet 

De Brésillac went on working as superior of the seminary-school of Pondicherry while he wait-

ed for a clarification regarding his nomination as bishop. In the meantime, another event linked to Lu-

quet upset the missionaries in Pondicherry. 

                                            
352  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., II, 524. 
353  Ibid., 530. Complete text of the letter : Letter to Luquet, 2, 4 , 5 July 1845,  AL, Sources Luquet, 256, B VII, 

371ff. 
354  Ibid: Letter to Luquet… 
355  Ibid. 
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A report from Luquet to Propaganda Fide on the 1844 Pondicherry Synod arrived by mail in 

August 1845.356 The report was entitled Clarifications about the Pondicherry Synod, and the issue of 

local clergy was its main topic, but Luquet had also seized the occasion to speak about caste and Indi-

an customs. 

Luquet’s text was a success in Rome but met strong opposition among the missionaries in Pon-

dicherry: 

“Even if the principles formulated in the book were uncontested, people found the presen-

tation too harsh, without enough sympathy for the missionaries and Vicars Apostolic who had 

thought they could not apply them as much as the author would have wished.”357 

The missionaries’ reaction against Luquet because of this publication had an inevitable reper-

cussion on his friend, de Brésillac, who on the other hand considered the Clarifications  a work of ge-

nius and a brilliant document. He stated: 

“I just read it, and I regret that our dear confrere did not take common mortals’ susceptibil-

ity a bit more into account. He had the misfortune of touching on the delicate and dangerous mat-

ter of the Malabar Rites, which made an extremely deep impression in Europe, but an extremely 

dangerous one here.”358 

 

2.2.  Luquet as Coadjutor Bishop in Pondicherry? 

The Vicar Apostolic and several missionaries in Pondicherry were even more uneasy regarding 

Luquet after a rumor that spread in September 1845: the rumor coming from Rome was that he would 

be appointed bishop, and sent to Pondicherry as coadjutor. 

Fr. Luquet had made an excellent impression in Rome.  The brilliant way in which he expressed 

his ideas and projects for the Indian mission had delighted the members of Propaganda Fide, and the 

speed of his work had astonished them. In addition, the Congregation was thinking about writing an 

instruction addressed to all the Church on the subject of local clergy, intending to use what Luquet 

had written on the topic as a basis. 

In that context, during a meeting of the Congregation, Cardinal Mai – the link person for the 

Pondicherry Synod affair – suggested the nomination of Luquet as bishop and as coadjutor to the Vic-

ar Apostolic of Pondicherry. He thought this would be a convenient position for Luquet to put in prac-

tice what the Synod had foreseen and the Holy See had approved. The Cardinal’s proposition was 

unanimously accepted by the other Cardinals and endorsed by Pope Pius IX. 

 

2. 3.  Patient waiting 

Before these latest events, de Brésillac adopted an attitude of waiting:: “So patience and prayer. 

There is for and against. May the Lord enlighten us, and make all things lead to his glory.”359 Follow-

ing the missionaries’ reaction in Pondicherry, he had written to the Directors of the FMP Seminary in 

Paris on July 5, expressing his intention to wait before giving his consent. The Directors replied say-

ing: 

“We are delighted with your nomination to Apostolic Vicariate of Coimbatore. It is cer-

tainly a difficult place, but with  assistance from above, and the talents and zeal that God has giv-

                                            
356  This text is published in :  Sacra Congregazione di Propaganda Fide, Ponente l’Em. e Rev.mo Sig. Cardinale Angelo 

Mai. Ristretto con Sommario. Schiarimenti sulle deliberazioni del Sinodo tenuto in Pondichéry, in addizione alla Ponenza 

analoga, contenente gli atti suddetti, May 1845. The text being written in French, the title normally used is: Eclair-

cissements sur le Synode de Pondichéry, par Mgr. Luquet, Rome, 1845. Among other things, this volume contains, of 

the same Mgr Luquet, the Rapport sur les Faits accomplis à Rome par suite du Synode de Pondichéry. 
357  Roussel R.-Viard P., Un Précurseur. Monseigneur Luquet…, op. cit., 34. 
358  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., II, 537. 
359  Ibid., II, 567. 
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en you, we can hope that you will do a lot of good there. Count on our support and advice when-

ever you need to ask for them; they will not be lacking if you judge them necessary. 

Your considered decision about waiting before giving a definitive consent to the Sacred 

Congregation’s disposition can only be honorable for you, whatever the outcome may be. ”360 

 

2.4.  The decision to submit his resignation 

Unfortunately, the interim that de Brésillac had foreseen before making a decision about his 

nomination was disrupted by the strong reaction to the news concerning Luquet. His nomination as 

Coadjutor Bishop of Pondicherry was confirmed and Luquet agreed to be consecrated in Rome.361 

On September 25, 1845, de Brésillac addressed a letter to Bishops Bonnand and Charbonnaux, 

the latter was still in Pondicherry before leaving for his new Vicariate of Mysore.362 

De Brésillac stated in this letter that the negative effect of his nomination on several confreres 

had deeply affected him. But even if he had considered the possibility of declining immediately, he 

had decided not to do so. He was certainly innocent regarding the twisted intentions that people as-

cribed to him. As far as he was concerned, his conscience did not reproach him for anything. 

De Brésillac recognized that probably Luquet had made a mistake in his way of proceeding, 

“but he had not committed a fault.” For that reason he was at peace regarding his election. Regarding 

the question of whether or not he was worthy of the episcopate, he answered that this judgment was 

not for him to make. 

It was certainly an unusual nomination but he wondered, since that was the case, if Providence 

was not following its own ways. He added quite frankly: “I hoped to render a better service to the 

cause of the missions, and especially to that of the local clergy, as a bishop than as a simple mission-

ary.”363 

For that reason, he would have accepted “peacefully and even with joy” if there were no exter-

nal obstacles, but the confreres’ dissatisfaction was like “a second voice from Providence” to him. 

Therefore he had decided to wait and consider his position and that of Luquet. He had wished that 

Paris and Rome could have regularized the procedure that had been followed so that he could accept 

the nomination, and present himself to his confreres in all truth and honesty. 

However, given the tense situation in Pondicherry and the entire Vicariate, de Brésillac finally 

made a decision and conveyed it to the bishops in the following terms: 

“I therefore have the honor to let Your Excellencies know that, given the constant opposi-

tion from my most important confreres, and for no other reason, I relinquish the dignity that the 

Sacred Congregation offered me.”364 

De Brésillac raised a second problem in his letter to the bishops regarding his charge as superi-

or of the seminary, and asked them to accept his resignation. The reason was the work for local cler-

gy, about which he completely agreed with Luquet. He realized that this view was not accepted and 

generated mistrusts. However: 

“Regarding this and all the rest, I only want it if God wants it, and in the way he wants it. 

Not by embarrassing and contentious means, by way of division with my confreres. Those are not 

the ordinary ways of Providence. I could not agree on modifying my view and way of acting re-

                                            
360  Letter from  Dubois and Legrégeois, 22 September 1845. AMA 2 F 8, 55. 
361  The ordination of Mgr Luquet took place on 7 September 1845 at Rome in the Church of the Oratory of St 

Philip Neri, at St Mary’s called the Vallicella  
362  Letter to Mgr Bonnand and to Mgr Charbonnaux, 25 September 1845. Copy : AMA 2 F 3. Copy : AL, Sources 

Luquet  256, 260. Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., II, 572-575. 
363  Ibid. 
364  Ibid. 
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garding local clergy, now less than ever, since the Sacred Congregation’s opinion corroborates 

ours. But I agree to resign, since I could not carry out this work in peace.”365 

De Brésillac asked the bishops if he could be assigned to a humble place in one of their juris-

dictions. The following day, September 26, 1845, he wrote to Propaganda Fide. 

In this letter he spoke about his astonishment in receiving the apostolic letters regarding his 

nomination. Besides his weakness, which made him fear the responsibility of being a bishop, he could 

not ignore the fact that, for several reasons, his election was not accepted with joy by his confreres. 

Therefore he had chosen to wait before giving his consent. But the confreres’ opposition had not re-

ceded after three months. He considered this as a message from God which he could not fail to notice. 

He lacked the courage to accept the nomination as bishop without a clear manifestation of God’s will. 

 

3.  Reactions to the resignation 

De Brésillac left us a summary of the answer from the bishops in his diary: 

“The prelates answered my letter separately in a friendly manner indeed, but also a bit 

sternly, especially regarding Mr Luquet. They regretted to see me in the position where his friend-

ship had placed me, but they made me understand in short that I did well by not accepting the 

episcopate in such circumstances.”366 

Bishop Charbonnaux in particular was sensitive to de Brésillac’s suffering due to his confreres’ 

uneasiness towards him, especially those who should be his collaborators. But he also stated that if de 

Brésillac was a bit less obstinate in his ideas, had more experience and gave more attention to his con-

freres’ opinions, he would 

 “dissipate this coldness, this sort of opposition that everybody shows to your election. In-

deed, much esteemed confrere, none of us believes you are unworthy, or incapable of this high 

dignity. We are unanimous about your capabilities and your virtues.”367 

Bishop Charbonnaux went on saying that nearly all the confreres had been shocked by de 

Brésillac’s election because they considered it ill-timed and “outside the regular ways.” He added 

that, personally, he would have been happy if de Brésillac had taken over from him as coadjutor in 

Pondicherry. 

There was also an answer from Bishop Bonnand to the different points in de Brésillac’s letter. 

He said that his nomination had arrived in the worst of circumstances. He had been obliged to speak 

about it to the confreres straight away because this was mentioned in a letter from Propaganda Fide. 

Otherwise, he would have deferred the conversation about his promotion to a more appropriate time. 

He regretted his resignation from the episcopate. He could have stopped it if Luquet’s nomina-

tion were not also in question. A conditional renunciation was necessary in those circumstances. 

Regarding the seminary, Bishop Bonnand told de Brésillac that the missionaries did not oppose 

his way of directing it. The fact of being there by God’s will should be a source of peace for him. 

Monsignor Bonnand spoke about de Brésillac’s renunciation in a circular letter to his mission-

aries a few weeks later: 

“You know that Mr de Brésillac did not seek this nomination, and that he made no move to 

get there. His honest renunciation is for us new evidence of his deep spirit of faith and strong vir-

tue.”368 

To his surprise, as soon as the news of his renunciation went out, he received expressions of re-

gret from several confreres who had kept their distance from him. 

                                            
365  Ibid. 
366  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., II, 575. 
367  Letter from Mgr Charbonnaux, 28 September 1845. AMA 2 F 8, 56-57. 
368 AMEP, Vol. 1000, 1169-1170, Pondicherry, 26 October 1845, quoted in : Launay, A.,  Histoire des Missions…, op. 

cit., Vol. II, 362. 
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When Bishop Charbonnaux was leaving for the Vicariate of Mysore, de Brésillac presented him 

with a farewell note and a small keepsake. He was very touched: 

“Your letter tore my heart. Yes, you are worthy of being better known and valued (…). 

But, oh dear confrere, we know about the disappointments, the unjust opposition that people like 

Saint Basil, his friend Gregory and others had to endure. Courage anyway; adversity is always a 

useful school. There can be error on both sides; your objectors will abandon their prejudice when 

they see…, etc.”369 

 

4.  Commitment to the seminary 

Given that his resignation from the seminary was not accepted, de Brésillac carried on with his 

usual activity as director of this institution and also taught several subjects. He wrote about this peri-

od: 

“Let us go back to the end of 1845. There was nothing worth mentioning during the last 

months (…). From time to time I had some pupils raised to the tonsure; the most gifted began 

their theology, and gave me much joy with their studies, especially with their good behavior. 

Thanks to the guidance I gave them privately, I had succeeded in making them really stand above 

the prejudices of their nation.”370 

Concerning  the work for local clergy, de Brésillac stated: 

“Because of caste, India is certainly one of the most unfavorable missions regarding this 

work. However, a local clergy is possible even in India, including that part of India where Chris-

tians can keep their caste. It all depends on the kind of education provided to the young seminari-

ans, and on the policy used by the Church administration to direct them when they become priests. 

The difficulty remains and I admit it is significant, not on the Indian side, but on the side of Euro-

pean missionaries.”371 

In the meantime, the apostolic instruction Neminem profecto, an important document from the 

Holy See about local clergy in mission countries, was published on November 23, 1845. It was ad-

dressed to all archbishops, bishops, vicars apostolic, and other mission superiors. For a number of rea-

sons, it was Luquet who facilitated this writing, especially through his Clarifications on the Pondi-

cherry Synod. The instruction reminded the leaders in the missions that 

“the prescriptions from the Holy See regarding the obligation to set up a local clergy com-

pelled them to establish a formation system which would prepare the clergy to assume the gov-

ernment of the missions; finally it encouraged them to prudently and gradually introduce prece-

dence seniority of ordination in the ceremonies where missionaries and local priests were togeth-

er.”372 

 

5.  Papal bull’s and God’s will 

After his letter of resignation to the episcopate sent to Bishop Bonnand and Bishop Charbon-

naux, de Brésillac returned his nomination bulls to Rome, via Paris (FMP) with a letter for Propagan-

da Fide. He expected an answer from this Congregation. 

Five months later, in February 1846, de Brésillac indirectly learned that Fr. Langlois, the supe-

rior of the FMP seminary, had kept his letter to Propaganda Fide and the bulls in Paris. This bothered 

him. He feared that this delay could cause problems in Coimbatore, giving the Jesuits the chance to 

intervene in the decisions of the Holy See. But speaking with Bishop Bonnand, he perceived that his 

bishop was partially responsible for the interception of his letters in Paris. He stated in this regard: 

                                            
369 Text unknown except by : Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., II, 577. 
370  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., II, 601. 
371  Ibid. 
372  Histoire Universelle des Missions Catholiques, edited by Delacroix, S., Vol. III, Les Missions contemporaines (1800-

1957), Paris, 1957, 212.  
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“This good prelate wanted me to become a bishop, but with other arrangements. Again, in 

this affair as in others, the fact of mistaking the content for the form, the important for the second-

ary, really complicates things.”373 

De Brésillac was not able to understand what was going on. He wrote in his diary: 

“I don’t understand a thing, and I don’t know how the whole thing will finish. If my con-

freres who are influential want me to be a bishop, why didn’t they simply and openly take my par-

ty from beginning? And if they don’t want me, why are they now holding back my renunciation 

letter? Everything is in your hands, oh my God. May you watch over your works and over your 

servant, who only wishes, so I believe, that your Holy Name be glorified.”374 

Meanwhile, Mr Lagrené, the French Ambassador in China who was passing by Pondicherry, 

visited the school-seminary on March 11, 1846. He was very satisfied and surprised by the pupils’ 

training and by their answers. He stated that he had seen nothing similar in schooling throughout his 

trips to the East.375 

On March 19, 1846, the new seminary building was inaugurated with a big celebration. Bishop 

Bonnand blessed the facilities and, together with a number of guests, attended the solemn Mass pre-

sided over by Fr. de Brésillac. 

The seminary superior was not really satisfied with the work, which had moved away from his 

original plan. Given the money they had spent, he thought the final result could have been better. 

Around that time, Bishop Bonnand wrote about de Brésillac in a circular letter to his missionar-

ies: 

“He teaches theology to the 2 seminarians who received the tonsure, one of whom will also 

receive the minor orders. The Seminary Council has decided that the theology course will last four 

years. Besides theology, Mr de Brésillac teaches philosophy and mathematics.”376 

During the time he was waiting for a decision about his episcopal nomination, de Brésillac of-

ten spoke to the bishop about the importance of local clergy. Bishop Bonnand listened kindly without 

making any decisions. 

De Brésillac realized, as he reflected in his diary, that a better knowledge of the mission and its 

problems had filled his heart with the desire to do something significant in this area. He wondered: 

“Was it an illusion? Was it pride? Or was it a spark from your Spirit, a movement of your 

grace to which I have not been faithful? Should I give up forever the spiritual ambition of doing 

something essentially good for our work? Oh God, you who probe hearts and minds, purify my in-

tentions, and move me with the breath of your Spirit, a Spirit of calm and sweetness, alien to trou-

ble and violence, but not free of concern when there is ignorance about the facts, and a clear apos-

tolic desire.”377 

The Spirit of calm and peace was already present in our missionary’s heart, since he wrote im-

mediately afterwards: 

“In all these trials of my spirit, and sometimes of my heart, God granted me the grace to 

keep my soul at peace. Even if I made some mistakes – and I certainly did out of lack of ability 

and prudence – deep inside it was only my desire to serve the Church in the missions that made 

me think, speak and act.”378 

 

6.  The answer from Propaganda and another obstacle 

                                            
373  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., II, 618. 
374  Ibid., II, 620. 
375  Cf. Ibid., II, 628-629. 
376  AMEP, Vol. 1000, F. 1425-1426, Pondicherry, 30 April 1846. 
377  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., II, 638. 
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In April 1846, Bishop Bonnand received a letter from Fr. Langlois, superior of the FMP semi-

nary, stating that Propaganda Fide still wanted Fr. de Brésillac to be consecrated as bishop. Therefore 

he had sent his nomination bulls to Bishop Luquet in Rome, asking him to forward them to Pondi-

cherry. 

De Brésillac expressed his embarrassment given that his confreres’ opposition against Bishop 

Luquet, and therefore against himself, had not diminished. To make things worse, his nomination 

bulls would arrive precisely through Monsignor Luquet.  

But another complication turned up and further delayed the conclusion of the affair: Bishop 

Bonnand wished to leave Pondicherry, with all its complications, and become the  Vicar Apostolic of 

Coimbatore. For that reason, he thought that de Brésillac should go to Pondicherry as coadjutor bish-

op and succeed him in time. He had written to Propaganda Fide in this regard.379 

De Brésillac recognized his bishop’s kind disposition in his regard but completely disagreed 

with his project. He considered that Bishop Bonnand should remain in his position for the good of In-

dia. His prestige was very useful to overcome numerous difficulties in Pondicherry, particularly the 

double jurisdiction problem, and the relationship with the Jesuits. 

Fr. de Brésillac, Fr. Lehodey, and Fr. Dupuis met with Bishop Bonnand on May 6, 1846. They 

were all aware of the bishop’s project, and were able to make him agree on not insisting on this point 

with Propaganda Fide. The bishop on his side got the missionaries’ agreement about taking no action 

to invalidate his plan, that is, de Brésillac would neither accept the Coimbatore pro-vicariate, nor 

permanently resign from the episcopate. This shared decision meant a further delay of Propaganda 

Fide’s answer to Bishop Bonnand. 

In the meantime, Bishop Luquet in Rome considered that any delay in de Brésillac’s nomina-

tion would be an opportunity for the Jesuits, who wanted to join Coimbatore to the Madurai jurisdic-

tion. 

The bulls that de Brésillac had sent back were brought again to Pondicherry in May 1846. 

Bishop Bonnand was still expecting an answer to his demand from the Sacred Congregation. He was 

about to leave for a long pastoral visitation. 

At the beginning of June, de Brésillac thought it was time to make a final decision to accept or 

refuse the appointment as bishop. He stated in his diary how he arrived at this defining moment: 

“My position was critical indeed and I did not want to rely on my own decision. Therefore 

I asked Monsignor of Drusipara to call together all the missionaries who were present in the city 

of Pondicherry for an extraordinary Council session. The participants were His Excellency, 

Messrs. Dupuis, Lehodey, Mousset, Pouplin, Richon, Leroux, Godet, and I. As soon as we got to-

gether, I submitted the following doubt: ‘Given the circumstances and the background which you 

all know, can I follow – acting in conscience and without harming our missions – my desire to 

send back the bulls again and give up the episcopate for good?‘ 

Then I left the room to allow a freer discussion. I do not know what happened in there, but 

the conclusion was that I could not do so, and that I should accept. They all agreed on this, except 

for one – whose name I do not know – who abstained from giving his opinion.”380 

 

7.  Accepting the episcopate and its implications 

Before leaving for his pastoral visit, Monsignor Bonnand asked de Brésillac to confirm his ac-

ceptance of the episcopate. Then they fixed together the date and possible place for the consecration: 

it would be the first Sunday of October in Karumathampatty, on the great feast of Our Lady of the 

Rosary. But the bishop insisted that the news should not be made public. He was waiting for an an-

swer from Propaganda Fide, still hoping that his personal plan would be accepted. But several people 

knew that the nomination bulls had been sent back to Pondicherry, and some were also aware of the 
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fact that de Brésillac had accepted them, so they wondered why he was not considered as an bishop 

elected, de Brésillac found himself in a difficult, humiliating and contradictory situation.381 

During that period, Monsignor Bonnand and de Brésillac often corresponded about the prob-

lems of the mission in the region, and about the future consecration of the Pro-vicar of Coimbatore, 

and the Vicar Apostolic of Madurai. Madurai had been erected in fact as an Apostolic Vicariate, and 

the Jesuit Father Alexis Canoz had been appointed as Vicar Apostolic. 

Pope Gregory XVI died on June 1st, 1846, and missionaries throughout the world regretted his 

death. Being a former Prefect of Propaganda Fide, he had worked hard for the missions. De Brésillac 

learned about his death over two months later and stated: 

“He had read through Monsignor Luquet’s remarkable Clarifications about the Synod, and 

his personal will must have greatly influenced the promotion of this dear confrere to the episco-

pate, and also my own.”382 

Bishop Bonnand finally received the official letters from Rome and Paris in August during his 

pastoral visitation: they were against his departure from Pondicherry. So he gave up his plan and in-

vited Fr. de Brésillac to assume the rank of bishop elected, and to arrange everything for the consecra-

tion that would take place in Karumathampatty on Sunday 4th of October, on the occasion of the most 

important feast in that community. 

Monsignor de Brésillac wrote to Propaganda communicating his acceptance and the date of the 

consecration, which would take place in the presence of Bishop Bonnand, Bishop Charbonnaux and 

the Archbishop of Verapoly, Monsignor Martini. He also explained that his silence and the delay of 

the consecration were only due to the circumstances that the Sacred Congregation already knew.383 

De Brésillac wrote the same day to the directors of the FMP seminary letting them know that he 

had assumed the administration of Coimbatore and that the date and place of the consecration were 

already fixed. He also wrote to Fr. Tesson, his best interlocutor in Paris. He told him he had been 

morally obliged to take the steps he had taken: 

“Yes, I deplored their mistake in appointing me, but I was convinced that, given our posi-

tion, I could not make a second and maybe more dangerous mistake by refusing. Unfortunately, 

the matter had to do with me but I could not openly express my conviction. I could only wait in 

patience, enduring the first storm to see if the weather cleared up afterwards. But it did not: it only 

calmed down after I sent back my letters.”384 
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III. GETTING READY FOR CONSECRATION 

AND DEPARTURE FROM PONDICHERRY 

 

 

1.  Last weeks in Pondicherry 

The missionaries began congratulating Monsignor de Brésillac as soon as his acceptance of the 

episcopate was officially made public. Even those who initially disagreed seemed to let go of any re-

gret, and things went on quite smoothly. 

His former parish priest at Saint-Michel de Castelnaudary, despite being unwell, wrote to him 

saying that not a single day had passed that he had not regretted his absence. He would have liked de 

Brésillac to take over from him. He wrote about his nomination to the episcopate: 

“I was sure about your promotion to the episcopate even before you could have suspected 

it yourself. You must recall that at the time of your departure I predicted what has now taken 

place.”385 

He also got a letter from Fr Godelle saying: 

“I was eager about writing to you mainly because I wanted to say that I rejoiced in the 

Lord when I heard that the Sacred Congregation had sent back the bulls to you, and that I joined 

with the Council you consulted in Pondicherry in imploring you to accept the episcopate and the 

leadership of Coimbatore.”386 

Fr. Metral also congratulated him on his definitive promotion, and looked forward to the cele-

bration in Karumathampatty where the consecration would take place.387 

Other confreres like Frs. Barrot, Roger, Langier, Fricaud, Chevalier, and Kérisouet, wrote to 

Monsignor de Brésillac also congratulating him on his definitive promotion to the episcopate.388 

Meanwhile, the final school day in the Pondicherry seminary-school arrived and the ceremony 

was solemn as usual. The city authorities were present and the Governor presided instead of the Vicar 

Apostolic, who was out on pastoral visitation. 

De Brésillac delivered his speech as seminary superior and recalled the reasons for hope he had 

expressed the previous year. He had not been disappointed: 

“I am happy today because I can state that this hope has given place to a deep conviction, to an irrev-

ocably demonstrable certainty. No, I do not fear having to change my opinion later on if I state that Indian 

people are capable of receiving the benefits of a complete education, rendered perfect by Christian faith.”389 

The superior mentioned that this education would develop with the help of God, the Master of 

Creation, in his own good time. He added: 

“Know this, dear Indian people: you will be what you wish to be. You lack neither intelli-

gence, nor the necessary qualities for a nation to walk alongside with so many other nations, who 

actually only surpass you in science and education.”390 

He went on speaking about the achievements in the area of education: the new building; the 

publication of important books such as grammars and dictionaries thanks to the printing press directed 

by Fr. Dupuis; the opening of a library with many books already in place; the acquisition of basic ma-

terials for a Physics laboratory; the increased number of teachers, students and classrooms. 
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De Brésillac added that the unfolding of a plan from above was calling him elsewhere and that 

he should obey God only, knowing the sacrifice this obedience involved. Therefore he should say 

goodbye: 

“To you, dear students, to you, my dear children, who during almost 3 years were the rea-

son for my continual care and the source of my deepest joy, adieu! But receive this adieu, dear 

children, in its true and original meaning. It is to God that I leave you, to God that I recommend 

you, to God that I entrust you.”391 

 

2.  The retreat : sufferings and consolations 

From September 8 to 16, de Brésillac went to the village of Ariancoupam, close to Pondicherry, 

for a retreat in preparation for his episcopal ordination.  

He indicated his inner state during this spiritual experience in his diary. He was not quite at 

ease. He wanted to spend time in close union with God but his heart and spirit were too agitated. 

These are the basic resolutions he made during the retreat; he intended to expand on them later on:  

“To dedicate all my time, all my faculties, all my being – more specifically and efficiently 

than I have done up to now – to God’s glory, to the propagation of the Gospel, to the extension 

and exaltation of the Holy Catholic Apostolic and Roman Church, in which I want to live, work, 

and die. Not to desire, say, or write anything without having this single end of all my actions and 

thoughts as its immediate goal. To move on as quickly and directly as possible towards the goal 

that the Holy Church intended by sending foreign bishops as missionaries to these countries.”392 

He added that if simple missionaries received the title apostolic, bishops with greater reason 

should conduct themselves in order to deserve one day the glory of the apostles. Then he wrote re-

garding his relationship with the people: 

“To use sweetness rather than strength in my relationship with Indian people and with the 

missionaries, without weakness though, and without moving away from the energy the Lord as-

signed to my state, in order to support whatever is Christian and Catholic in principle, according 

to my convictions developed in God’s presence and in meditating on the Gospel.”393 

He then presented an important principle which he wanted and to follow, and which in fact 

would influence the future bishop’s behavior later on: 

“To distrust my own strength and reason always and at all times, commending the success 

of my projects to Divine Providence with full confidence in God, under the direction of the Holy 

See and, in case of doubt, according to its decisions, fully inform Rome about the unfolding of 

events in India, and always be ready to submit my judgement to the Pontiff of Pontiffs, Jesus’ in-

fallible vicar on Earth.”394 

De Brésillac concluded his resolution with the decision to continue raising to the Lord a prayer 

which had become habitual for him, especially in the most important times of his life: 

“Finally, I will often address to God this prayer that has been my strength and consolation 

up to now: to make my projects succeed and my opinions prevail if they are really right and for 

the greater glory of our Good Master. On the contrary, to make them fail if they do not agree with 

the vision of his eternal wisdom: Not to us, O Lord, not to us but to your name be the glory (Ps 

115, 1).”395 

Regarding this retreat in Ariancoupam, his inner state of sadness and agitation had been caused 

by the denial of a demand that he considered very important. He had begged to be allowed to take 

with him one or two seminarians of his choice to Coimbatore, so that they could assist him in starting 
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a new seminary there. With their help he could have set up good principles and practices from the 

start and, most of all, begin working for local clergy in his Vicariate. 

Two seminarians, Aroulnaden and Pakianaden, had expressed their desire to follow him but 

they did not get permission. Another seminarian was proposed to him, but he  this one lacked the nec-

essary qualities for a work that was to begin from zero. So he would leave alone, even lonelier than 

when he left for Salem, as he said, because Marie-Xavéry was with him then. 

Regarding mission partners, several confreres from the interior had volunteered to follow de 

Brésillac. But only Fr. Pacreau was assigned to him, a missionary who knew the country well but had 

a difficult character. 

 

3.  Departure from Pondicherry 

The retreat ended on September 16, 1846, and de Brésillac was ready to leave for Karu-

mathampatty. The departure was set for Saturday 19. Before leaving, he celebrated a farewell Mass in 

the seminary with all the pupils. During it he was overcome by emotion and his tears kept flowing 

continually. He said, 3 thoughts were breaking his heart: 

“I thought about how little we had done for the work of local clergy; about all we could 

have done in its favor with a little more unity, prudence, and by trusting Monsignor Luquet; and 

especially about the unique opportunity we were losing to take a huge step forward in this work at 

that time.”396 

This unique opportunity was his departure for Coimbatore, where some seminarians he had 

trained well in Pondicherry could have been the core of a major seminary. 

De Brésillac finally left Pondicherry early in the morning of September 19, 1846, traveling to-

gether with Bishop Bonnand. Bishop Charbonnaux would join them in Salem, and Bishop Martini in 

Karumathampatty. Father Canoz, the Jesuit superior from Madurai who had also been appointed as a 

bishop, had accepted the invitation and would also be present. 

In conclusion, de Brésillac’s nomination to the episcopate was a long and difficult experience 

for him mainly due to different factors regarding the people involved in the affair: Bishop Luquet, 

Bishop Bonnand, the Directors of the seminary in Paris, Propaganda Fide, the Pondicherry missionar-

ies, and the decisions of the 1844 Synod. On the other hand, we must take into account his personal 

situation which was already complex enough because of his commitment to working for local clergy, 

not to mention the even difficult setting of the Indian mission: 

“What can we say at the end of such a long and – why not mention it – stressful chapter? 

The men who took part in these events both in Rome and Pondicherry certainly had the best inten-

tions, and were only looking for the good of the missions. It is not given to everyone to embrace 

problems in their totality and this can be a source of misunderstanding and inexplicable conflict. 

Such was the case here: some people probably looked too far into the future, while others did not 

quite understand the implications of certain facts. We cannot question the purity of intention of 

both parties. God’s work is done because of the actions of men and in spite of them.”397 
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CHAPTER 8 

THE BEGINNING OF AN EPISCOPAL MISSION 

(1846 – 1849) 

 

I. BISHOP AND PRO-VICAR 

 

1.  Traveling to Karumathampatty 

Monsignor de Brésillac’s journey from Pondicherry to Karumathampatty went well. Seated on 

a palanquin, our bishop elected had time to read, recite the breviary, and say the rosary during the trip. 

He had long moments of silence and solitude in a bungalow during the night, and spent time thinking 

and writing his reflections in his diary.398 

He ran into a lot of people during the trip realizing their poverty and difficult conditions. As 

they went by, he also heard some of them yelling and cursing Europeans. The British dominated India 

at the time and Monsignor de Brésillac wrote about this in his diary: 

“Is there any foreign government whose own interests does not prevail over those of the 

nations it holds under its yoke? If the new social organization of our century entails an excessive 

industrial development, usually harming the poor classes, with what intensity these sad effects 

must be felt in India, where the entire population – except for a few inhabitants of the commercial 

cities – is reduced to a state of poverty by a foreign government of traders? To mention just one 

example, who could count the number of victims of hunger become cotton is exported to England, 

processed and woven there into textiles of better quality and lower price than India could achieve 

locally, ruining therefore the huge castes of weavers?”399 

The travelers arrived in Salem in time, and Monsignor de Brésillac was delighted to meet the 

people and see the places where he had spent the first months of his missionary life. 

Bishop Charbonnaux arrived in Salem to join the caravan, which continued, crossing the Kaveri 

River and arriving in Erode on September 29, 1846. Our future bishop found himself in his own juris-

diction and was happy to celebrate the Mass in the small local church. 

Karumathampatty was close to Erode, so de Brésillac arrived there on Thursday, October 1st in 

the morning. A big crowd, the village leaders and the missionaries who had already arrived came out 

to welcome him. The invited bishops arrived the following days before Sunday: Bishop Martini, Vicar 

apostolic of Verapoly, and Monsignor Canoz, Vicar Apostolic elected of Madurai. 

 

2.  The consecration ceremony 

In spite of their very limited means, the future bishop did his best together with the people, to 

render the ceremony of Sunday, October 4, as solemn as possible. It took place joyfully and with a 

certain splendor. The consecrating bishop was Monsignor Bonnand, assisted by Monsignors Char-

bonnaux and Martini.400 There were 13 priests concelebrating. People had come from all over the Co-

imbatore Pro-vicariate. According to tradition, they greeted the bishop and  offered him a gift after the 

Mass. 

The new bishop chose his family’s coat of arms as his episcopal emblem: it pictures a dolphin 

swimming in a rough sea, and a silver star surmounted by a Count crown. His motto was: Lumen rec-

tis, light for the righteous. These words indicated a program that de Brésillac would faithfully follow 

throughout his life in spite of all difficulties. 
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3.  The Pro-vicar’s first steps 

The guests started leaving gradually in the days after the consecration, and people went back to 

their villages. Silence returned to the Karumathampatty church, which was the main center for several 

surrounding Christian communities. The only house existing there was that of the missionary, which 

was completely isolated. 

Our bishop remained alone with his missionaries and was able to meet with them. Mr Jarrige, 

who had been Pro-vicar for a year, decided to leave immediately. Monsignor de Brésillac was disap-

pointed, since he could have used his assistance at least for a short period of time. 

Four missionaries were at the disposition of the new Pro-vicar: Frs. Métral, Pacreau, Barot, and 

Laugier.401 Monsignor de Brésillac left us his first impressions about them in his diary. Since they 

were only four, he did not refer to them by name, except one exception. He was afraid of going 

against charity and justice. He had the sensitivity to use only initials, changing them from time to 

time, so that the person in question would not be recognized. 

The one missionary the bishop spoke freely and several times about was  Fr. Métral: 

“He is the holiest man, and therefore the most perfect I have ever met in my life. I didn’t 

actually know how he really was until then, and he was probably not well known by Monsignor of 

Drusipara either. Extremely humble but not affected – which requires a very high degree of per-

fection – without striking methods, with nothing on the outside that could catch your eye, he must 

have had little impact on his superiors’ perception (…). His remarkable holiness however was not 

hidden from the eyes of all, since people – joking a bit indeed, but jokes make sense because there 

must be a reason for them – already called him, half-jokingly but with no irony, the Holy Fa-

ther.”402 

The bishop’s first board meeting with his missionaries to set the guidelines of his administra-

tion took place in Karumathampatty on October 7, 1846. 

In the minutes of this Council meeting, written by the pro-vicar himself, we can see his inten-

tion to seek the aid of the missionaries regarding ordinary administration and also in the important is-

sues of the mission. He wanted to meet with them from time to time, according to the circumstances 

and possibilities. He also specified the function of the Council: their reflection should help clarify the 

different issues, but the bishop kept his own role and was not always obliged to follow their advice. 

He would gladly follow them, except in the case  when he considered before God that he should act 

differently. 

Following the first decisions of this Council, Fr. Pacreau remained in Karumathampatty to help 

the bishop, since he knew the country, the language and the local customs well. He would take care of 

a group of children that might evolve into a seminary, and he would also be the Procurator. 

The bishop asked his missionaries to meet either with him or with each other as often as possi-

ble. He invited them to proceed in such a way that these meetings could “always serve God’s greater 

glory, for a faster development of the work confided to us, and for the progress of our own spiritual 

life.”403 The Pro-vicar also let them know he would rather have two missionaries together in a mission 

instead of one as far as possible. 

                                            
401 Métral Pierre, born in the diocese of Chambéry in 1802 ; departed for the Coromandel Coast in 1836. He died 

at Coimbatore in 1857. 

    Pacreau Jean-Louis, born in the diocese of Poitiers in 1801 ; departed for India in 1834. He left the mission in 
1850 for health reasons and died at sea. 

    Barot Jean-Baptiste, born in the diocese of Tulle in 1818 ; departed for the Coromandel Coast in 1844. He re-
turnede sick to France in 1855. 

    Laugier Antoine, born in 1820 in the diocese of Digne ; departed for the Coromandel Coast in 1844. He left in 
1847. 

402  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., II, 709. 
403  This text was added to a letter to Tesson, 15 October 1846. AMEP, Vol. 1011. In the envelope “Coimbatore” 

the number of this document is illegible, except for one figure. 
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4.  The Coimbatore Pro-vicariate 

The new Coimbatore Pro-vicariate was “110 to 120 miles in diameter.”404 De Brésillac’s juris-

diction was about 200 km long from North to South, and nearly the same from East to West. The area 

was about 30,000 km2. It was “limited to the East by the Kaveri River; to the East and South by the 

Madurai Kingdom; to the West by the Gates Mountains; and to the North by the Kingdom of Mysore 

and the Kaveri River.“405 

From a geographical point of view, it included two climatic regions: the Coimbatore and 

Wayanad plateaus, which had a monsoon climate; and the Nilgiri Mountains to the North west which 

had , with a much healthier climatic. Here the city of Ootacamund is located at 2433 meters in alti-

tude, had become a tourist site frequented by the British. 

Coimbatore produced rice, cotton and jute. There were also a lot of handweavers in the region, 

but the British textile industry had a negative effect on it. Many people were unemployed and lived in 

misery. Drought made daily life even more difficult from time to time. 

From a political point of view, the Coimbatore District was part of British India. It was a Col-

lectorate with its headquarters in Coimbatore. The Collector depended on the British Administration 

of Madras, which mistrusted French missionaries, and did not offer any help to them, sometimes it 

even created bureaucratic difficulties for them. 

From an ecclesial point of view, the Coimbatore Pro-vicariate was surrounded by the vicariate 

of Mysore to the North, by Pondichery to the East, by Madurai to the Southeast,  by Verapoly to the 

Southwest, and by Mangalore to the West. 

In 1846, the new Pro-vicariate had 50 churches or chapels, 7 schools, 15 or 16,000 Christians, 

and 1 or 200 conversions a year. In his annual report of 1843, Monsignor Bonnand mentioned 3 sec-

tors as forming part of the Pro-vicariate: Karumathampatty, Palghat, and Ootacamund (or Nilgiris). 

But Mr Pacreau, who knew the region well, wrote a report in December 1846 for the directors of the 

FMP seminary and, in agreement with Monsignor de Brésillac, spoke about forming 10 sectors as 

soon as some new missionaries would arrive in the Pro-vicariate: Karumathampatty, Kodiveri, Dhara-

puram, Sennimalai, Coimbatore, Ootacamund or Nilgiris, Kovilpalayam, Palghat, Vadakanchery, At-

ticodoo. Mr Pacreau also spoke about Karumathampatty in the same text: 

“The church of Karumathampatty is temporarily the chief place. It is really a barn whose 

structure has become a refuge for bats, which you could only stop from entering by repairing all 

doors and windows. Money for a new sacristy is most urgent. There is not a single altar ornament, 

except for the one in front of the altar, some furniture, and a few statues. His Lordship is planning 

on establishing the minor seminary in Karumathampatty. But we still have to build it. The presby-

tery consists of 3 small rooms. His Lordship must be careful not to get wet in his room when it 

rains. The Procure finances a catechist for the church, and a Malabar language teacher for the 

children destined to begin the seminary, their families are also with them.”406   (in french: le ca-

techists et le maitre de malabar…..ainsi que leurs familles sont aux frais de la procure) 

Regarding the history of this mission we can say that: 

“Until 1836 the whole region around Karumathampatty was claimed by the Goan priests. It 

was only in 1836 that the first FMP missionary, Mr Pacreau, came to live in Karumathampatty re-

sponding to the request of a group of Christians. In 1838, the Multa præclare decree had defined 

and delimited the jurisdiction of Goa, entrusting this entire region to the FMP missionaries. But 

the Goan priests, backed by the Portuguese Archbishop of Goa, continued to impose their pres-

                                            
404  Letter to the Council of the Propagation of the Faith, 16 October 1846. AMA, copy 2 F 6, 9 ff. AMEP Vol. 1011, 

6. Cf. Map of the pro-vicariat of Coimbatore. 
405  Letter to Propaganda Fide, 15 October 1846. Copy AMA 2 F 6, 15 ff. 
406  Fr. Pacreau to Directors of the Seminary, 1 December 1846 AMEP, Vol. 1007. Quoted in : Launay, A., Histoire 

des missions…, op. cit., Vol. II, 384. 
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ence creating division among Christians, some of whom agreed with them, while the majority pre-

ferred the missionaries.”407 

A serious matter that worried Monsignor de Brésillac was the occupation of some churches or 

Catholic chapels, mainly in the villages, by the Goan priests’ supporters. At the time of his arrival, the 

Catholic mission did not own a single building in the whole Pro-vicariate. For that reason, the Bishop 

was considering buying a house himself to make sure he had a place from which nobody could force 

him to leave. Notwithstanding these difficulties, the Bishop wrote in his diary: 

“Fortunately, God granted me the grace of making me personally love the Christian people 

there from the beginning. My character suited them, and they realized I sincerely loved them, be-

cause – no matter what people say about the Indians’ lack of gratitude – I am convinced that they 

love those who love them, and this is unusual.”408 

 

5.  Great poverty 

Bishop Bonnand had sent Fr. Jarrige to Coimbatore as temporary Pro-vicar in 1845. This mis-

sionary arrived in India in 1819, and knew the situation in this region very well. In one of his letters 

he spoke about the great poverty of this mission: 

“This mission lacks everything, even a bronze cross, a tabernacle for the Blessed Sacra-

ment, a house where I dare to keep the little money we have (…). It is the most abandoned one 

and the one with the fewest resources.”409 

De Brésillac wrote a letter to the Directors of the FMP seminary on October 15, 1846: 

“So here I am in Karumathampatty. If I considered only myself, I would simply tell you 

that I am very happy and satisfied here. It seems like leaving the world and finding yourself all of 

a sudden in a place of retreat and peace. In addition, the temperature in this region is so different 

from that of Pondichery that it seems like Paradise on Earth. 

Nevertheless, my heart as Bishop  suffers cruelly before the moral degradation that prevails 

not only in the region, but in the very midst of our Christian communities, seeing all the work that 

needs to be done in every area, and realizing I am not able to solve even the most pressing lack of 

means and missionaries. 

(…) As regards the expenses we need to make, they are huge and we have no local re-

sources. Not a single church here receives the slightest thing from the English government or from 

the Rajas – as is often the case in Mysore. No church building is passable besides this one (rela-

tively speaking), and here we can hardly accommodate 3 people. Moreover, people are living mis-

erably because of the lack of rain for several years in a row, to the point that several villages have 

disintegrated, and several Christian communities who would have helped us in the past, now come 

to us asking for alms.”410 

 

6.  The feelings of the seminarians in Pondicherry 

When he first arrived in the Coimbatore Pro-vicariate, Bishop de Brésillac received several let-

ters from his former pupils in the Pondichery seminary deserving our attention. 

The first was from Pakianaden. He had just taken minor orders when he wrote to his former su-

perior with much respect and affection. He had asked to follow him to Coimbatore, but his request 

had not been granted. 

De Brésillac sent his episcopal blessing to the pupils of the Pondichery seminary, and they an-

swered with a joint letter as follows: 

                                            
407    Gantly, P., Marion Brésillac in India, op. cit., 127. 
408   Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., II, 717. 
409   Letter to Tesson, 4 December 1845. AMEP, Vol. 1000, 1245. 
410  Letter to the directors in  Paris, 15 October 1846. AMEP, 1001, N° 5. 
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“Oh, our venerable Father, we would be very ungrateful if we didn’t think about you, if we 

didn’t love you anymore. But our hearts tell us that we will love you always (…). As for us, Mon-

signor, we will remember with emotion and gratitude everything you did for us, and we will not 

be able to forget your virtues, of which we keep such fond memories. Alas, a short time ago we 

were happy to have you among us.”411 

Another seminarian, Aroulnaden, wrote to his former superior at New Year in these terms: 

“Although I wrote to Your Lordship just a while ago, I cannot help doing so again. Will 

this bother you, Monsignor? Hey! I do not think so, because you love us so much! You are so full 

of kindness for us! You wish us so much good! So what can I wish to such a good father?”412 

 

7.  Pastoral ministry 

De Brésillac stayed in Karumathampatty at the beginning of his ministry. His assistant was Mr 

Pacreau, who knew the region well, and did not make a decision without consulting him. He started 

studying Tamil again, since he had abandoned it when he was in the Pondicherry seminary. 

He also occupied a large plot of empty and of abandoned land around his small garden, next to 

the Karumathampatty church. He subsequently informed the authorities about  fait accompli , but they 

did not protest. 

At the same time, he sent Fr. Pacreau to Coimbatore to look for an suitable piece of land. This 

city was 25 km away from Karumathampatty. In 1846 Coimbatore had no church, parish house, or es-

tablished Christian community, and only a few Christian families. Nevertheless it was the headquar-

ters of the province where the Collector resided, and the Pro-vicar needed a residence there. He be-

lieved that the mission headquarters should be located in this big city. 

At the end of 1846, the bishop decided to go to Ootacamund because there was no resident mis-

sionary there and the schismatic Christians could have easily taken advantage of the Christmas cele-

bration. According to the Pro-vicar, this was one of the most interesting Christian communities in his 

jurisdiction. 

He took to the road again together with Fr. Pacreau on December 17, following a very interest-

ing and beautiful route through the mountains, and describing it extensively in his diary.413 He was 

moved by the landscape. It was the first time he went to the mountains in India. He thought it would 

be the right place to establish some religious communities, the Trappists for example. He wrote about 

this: 

“Their silent preaching might really be more efficient than that with words. Their kind of 

life elicits admiration among Indians in a special way. Their constant example of patience, frugal 

life, mortification, prayer – the life of a real sanyasi,414  of which religious missionaries are so far 

from being an example – would definitely bear much fruit.”415 

After a pleasant trip, the missionary bishop and his collaborator arrived in Ootacamund by 

means of an impressive road that had been opened in the mountains by British engineers. 

The bishop was very disappointed when they arrived in the city and saw the beauty of the 

Protestant temple compared to the poverty of the Catholic church, which was only “a small and sad 

hut with a cross on top.” The missionary’s house was a poor cabin. But this agreed with Jesus’ pov-

erty when he was born in Bethlehem. This feast he celebrated here for the first time as bishop in 

charge of this community. 

                                            
411  Letter from the seminarians of Pondicherry, 22 October 1846. AMA 2 F 8, 120-121. Marion Brésillac, Souve-

nirs…, op. cit.,  II, 745. 
412  Letter from Aroulnaden, 1st January 1847. AMA 2 F 8, 131.  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit.,II,746. 
413 Cf. Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., II, 719-732. 
414  In Hinduism the term sanyasi is often used to indicate people who renounce everything and give themselves 

entirely to spiritual things. 
415  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., II, 727. 



 121 

On January 1st, 1847, de Brésillac was still in Ootacamund. As he usually did on New Year’s 

Day, he wrote a prayer in his diary. It is a sort of summary of the year which has passed, and allows 

us to follow his spiritual experiences through the complex and difficult events he lived through: 

“Oh God, the year that has just gone by has been marked by the many graces you granted 

to your unworthy servant, sometimes raised almost to the highest clouds, sometimes driven into 

the deepest abyss. Some have written to praise me, while others have discredited me. 

Even you, oh my God, have torn my heart under the heaviness of tribulation, to inebriate it 

then with your delights. You filled me with pain, and with the most precious consolations. Tears 

of joy poured from my eyes, mingled with tears of bitterness. I want to acknowledge, oh my God, 

that your grace permitted all this. 

And also, in spite of my many infidelities, it seems to me that I love you a bit more than 

yesterday and the day before. Grant me, oh God, an ever-growing love under your goodness. May 

my gratitude go beyond an ordinary limit, for it should be unlimited, since you have granted me 

exceptional graces (…). 

Forgive me, oh Lord – and may those who will read these lines forgive me also, keeping in 

mind that sometimes I use strong expressions in my diary to describe people’s behavior, people 

that I venerate, but I never pretend to judge their intentions. 

The future is yours, oh Lord, and I am not quite sure to what shore the wind that blows at 

the moment is driving me. 

Whatever happens to me, may you be, oh Lord, the only reason for my actions, the only 

end of my endeavors, the only goal of my desire. 

Make me a docile instrument of your mercy towards these unhappy people. 

In order to become so, give me intelligence, strength, unselfishness, mortification, humili-

ty, enthusiasm, and all the virtues that should characterize a missionary bishop, with  these I will 

overcome the greatest obstacles. Or at least, I would have done what I could to fight the good 

fight, and you do not ask from us what is beyond our limited strength. Ah! There is still so much 

to do, oh Lord, and I am still so far from the goal.”416 

When de Brésillac returned to Karumathampatty he decided to buy an appropriate house with a 

garden in Coimbatore. It would be his official residence, but he waited some months before moving 

in. He decided to construct a church in Coimbatore dedicated to Saint Michael, which would be the 

center of the diocese for the time being. Meanwhile, the main room of his new house could serve as a 

chapel for the Christians of the town and surrounding villages. 

The Pro-vicar wanted to visit his jurisdiction but he lacked the means and the personnel. He 

asked Monsignor Bonnand if he could send him a missionary for a few moths to join him during the 

visitation, but he got a negative answer. Fr. Pacreau could have accompanied him, but he demanded 

that the visitation be carried out appropriately, according to the local customs, which was not possible 

at the time. 

Therefore our bishop decided to visit only the Karumathampatty sector accompanied by some 

students from his seminary. He was happy with the welcoming attitude of the people, and their gener-

osity in spite of their poverty. He tried to render his visit as inexpensive as possible and he gave some 

alms to the poorest people. 

 

8.  Beyond Coimbatore 

De Brésillac kept in view the general problems of the mission in India in spite of the difficult 

situation in his own jurisdiction. He began to correspond with Monsignor Retord, the Vicar Apostolic 

of Tonkin. Their letters mainly dealt with the issue of local clergy. De Brésillac stated that this clergy 

                                            
416  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., II, 736-737. 
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exists when local priests were not isolated from each other, and when they assumed the direction of 

parishes and other Church institutions.417 

In May and June 1847, the Coimbatore Pro-vicar received 2 invitations he could not decline, 

and had to leave his jurisdiction. It was difficult for him to travel because of financial restrictions, and 

also because of his limited staff, which sometimes forced him to take the missionaries’ place himself, 

as when he taught in the minor seminary. 

Bishop Martini, who had participated in his consecration, invited him to Verapoly on May 23, 

Sunday of Pentecost, for the consecration of the new Apostolic Vicar of Quilon, Monsignor Bac-

cinelli. They were both Carmelites. 

The second invitation was from Monsignor Canoz, the aforementioned Jesuit Father who had 

come as bishop elected to his episcopal consecration in Karumathampatty. Refusing the invitation 

would have been interpreted as a continuation of the previous tension between the Jesuits and the 

Pondichery missionaries. The ceremony would take place on June 29, feast of Saints Peter and Paul. 

 

8.1.  The journey to Verapoly 

On May 14, 1847, de Brésillac left Karumathampatty for Verapoly, located in Kerala, on the 

Western Coast. On the way, he had the opportunity to pay a first and short visit to the Palghat District, 

which was part of his Vicariate. 

We find a description of the trip in his diary, and also his impressions about the ancient Chris-

tian communities on the so-called Malabar Coast, which he had not visited yet. He compared the situ-

ation with his previous knowledge of the Indian missions.418 The same issues arose: local clergy, since 

he met many Indian priests; the misdemeanors of the English colonization; the question of castes, rites 

and customs; the style of mission carried out by other missionaries like the Carmelites. 

After visiting Palghat, the bishop left his Vicariate and arrived in the village of Melarcode, 

where he found a Christian community of the Syro-Chaldean rite. 

De Brésillac was warmly welcomed by the people and the Indian priest. The church was beauti-

ful, nicely built, remarkably clean, even elegant. He was really surprised to hear how the construction 

had been done: 

“I was really astonished when I learned that this poor Catanar419 priest, all alone, had been 

the architect and was a bit of a mason, and that the Christians of this small village had covered all 

the expenses. This priest, being a Black person in a small parish of a few hundred people, had 

achieved what our missionaries, with all their paraphernalia, had not been able to do anywhere, 

except in the big cities with the aid of foreign help. I felt I was entering a different world. Actual-

ly, I did not need this example to confirm my opinion.”420 

De Brésillac was very happy discovering this new situation. In the evening of May 18, 1847, he 

wrote in his diary: 

“After wandering for 5 years in the sad desert of our Indian missions, the sight of these 2 

Syro-Christian communities, their priests, their beautiful churches, with a numerous Christian 

population, was a breath of fresh air which I really enjoyed; and I started wondering if there was 

less resistance to grace there, if that region was less ungrateful, or if the evangelization method 

used there was better.”421 

There were 200,000 Christians in the Vicariate of Verapoly, administered by 48 Indian priests 

of the Latin rite, with 38 major seminarians, plus 388 priests with 200 aspirants to priesthood in the 

                                            
417  Cf. Letter from Mgr Retord, June 1846. AMA 2 F 8, 87-88. Letter to Mgr Retord, 19 January 1847. AMA 2 F 6, 

49-55. See : Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., II, 754-761. 
418  Cf. Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., II, 774-801.  
419   Catanar was a synonym for Syro-Chaldean in the Malabar Region (trans.). 
420  Ibid., II, 781. 
421  Ibid., II, 783. 
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Syro-Chaldean rite. Only the bishop and 2 missionaries were European; they were of the Carmelite 

Order. There were also 30 thousand Nestorian Christians in the Vicariate. 

Monsignor Baccinelli would take charge of the Quilon Pro-vicariate, formerly a part of the 

Verapoly Vicariate. It had 70 thousand Catholics, 20 thousand Goan schismatics, 7 thousand Nestori-

ans, 11 Indian priests, and 1 European Carmelite missionary. 

Monsignor de Brésillac arrived in Verapoly on Thursday, May 20, after enjoying a warm and 

brotherly welcome from the Christian people, priests, Carmelite missionaries, and bishops throughout 

the entire trip. 

Monsignor Baccinelli’s consecration ceremony took place with great order and solemnity on 

Sunday, May 23, the feast of Pentecost. About a hundred priests of both rites were present. Towards 

the middle of the week, de Brésillac left Verapoly for his Pro-vicariate, and was back in Karu-

mathampatty around May 30. 

 

8.2.  The trip to Trichy 

On June 19, 1847, Monsignor de Brésillac left Karumathampatty for Trichy to attend the con-

secration of Monsignor Alexis Canoz, Vicar Apostolic of Madurai, who had invited him several 

times. He decided to cut down expenses as much as possible by traveling with less comfort, and tak-

ing more risks, as when he crossed the Kaveri River “in a parisal422, a sort of basket covered with an-

imal skin, in which you let the river carry you.” 

Monsignor de Brésillac received a warm and distinguished welcome from the Jesuits. Besides 

Monsignor Canoz, he was pleased to meet Monsignor Bonnand, Monsignor Martini – Vicar Apostolic 

of Verapoly – and some confreres from Pondicherry. He enjoyed the company of his fellow bishops, 

priests and missionaries. 

During his stay in Trichy, de Brésillac was able to appreciate the Jesuits’ methods, means, and 

achievements, and their strong unity based on the obedience to a common rule. He could not help 

comparing it to his own situation. We find a prayer in his diary expressing his feelings: 

“Oh Lord, you made me small and poor, so poor that I don’t know clearly yet what will be 

the means of your Providence to provide us with clothing and food for the following year; we are 

so poor that our houses and churches are just beggars’ huts compared to this temple and this pal-

ace; so poor in moral authority that my weak efforts are compromised by the contradiction of my 

own collaborators, in contrast with the strong unity that this energetic Constitution gives to the 

Company of Jesuits.”423 

Monsignor Canoz’s episcopal ordination took place very solemnly on June 29, feast of the 

Apostles Peter and Paul, with the participation of almost 30 priests. The guests enjoyed a very polite 

and lighthearted atmosphere after the Mass, “in a residence where nothing is lacking, in which savoir-

faire and abundance go hand in hand.”424 

Instead of making the return trip in a palanquin, which was expensive, de Brésillac bought a 

secondhand chariot with an old horse. In the days before his departure, he got to know the Jesuits’ 

better and realized how edifying their life was.425 

De Brésillac left Trichy in the morning of July 6, and arrived in Karumathampatty on Sunday 

the 11th after a monotonous and tiring journey. 

                                            
422 A Tamil word indicating a light boat consisting of a round bamboo frame covered with hide, and coated with 

tar to render it waterproof. It is similar in concept to the Welsh coracle and the Irish curach (trans.). Marion 

Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., 803-804. For this journey cf. op. cit. 803-830. 
423  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs, op. cit., II, 822. 
424  Ibid., II, 824. 
425  Cf. Ibid., II, 826. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tar
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II. SETTING THE FOUNDATIONS FOR THE PRO-VICARIATE 

 

1.  A project for the candidates to priesthood 

Two seminarians received the tonsure from Monsignor de Brésillac on June 5, 1847, between 

the trips to Verapoly and Trichy. It was an extraordinary event and a source of consolation for the 

bishop. Christian people in the region had seen Indian priests before, but they all came from the Mal-

abar Coast or Pondicherry. There were no priests from that region, so the attendance at the ceremony 

was very high. 

The event was also unusual in that region because they were not used to giving the tonsure at 

such a young age. For that reason several confreres criticized the decision and considered it to be pre-

cipitous. But the Pro-vicar had his reasons. He wrote in his diary: 

“The simple tonsure gave me a long time-period to get to know these young clerics well 

and form them before enrolling them irrevocably in the vows of the subdiaconate. The fact is that 

the critical age had arrived, and since I was very happy with their behavior and they gave signs of 

an excellent disposition, I was convinced that if I didn’t bind them in a particular way, they would 

be taken away for marriage. For the success of the seminary, I also needed to prove to people that 

I honestly intended to give them priests from their own region.”426 

The bishop wanted a real seminary, not a simple school like the one that existed before his arri-

val, and in that sense he counted on Fr. Métral’s collaboration as Superior. He wanted a house of 

study and prayer for priestly formation alone. There were 11 seminarians at the time. They also stud-

ied liturgical singing and the rituals. Monsignor de Brésillac wrote to Fr. Métral: 

“Speak to the children about the ceremonies of the Church often, about prayer which is one 

of the main priestly functions, about my desire to have a house of continual prayer in the Vicariate 

to ask for Heaven’s blessings on Christian people and for the conversion of unbelievers.”427 

He wrote on this topic: 

“One of the strengths which is lacking in missionary work is that of liturgy. A driving 

force that is so powerful by nature and that was so effective in the past, seems to be of no value 

nowadays in the missions and all over; it is very weak.”428 

Celibacy was another point of reflection and discussion. It was practically inadmissible for the 

Indian mentality and tradition. People who had no children were condemning themselves because get-

ting married was the condition of fulfilling an obligation towards the ancestors and of avoiding hell. 

Parents rejected the idea that one of their children could remain unmarried. 

The Pro-vicar wanted to state clearly his intention from the beginning, so that parents would not 

consider the seminary as an ordinary school. Children in India were given in marriage at a very young 

age, and the tonsure – after a due time of preparation in the seminary – was a way of protecting them 

against the family’s pressure. At the same time, it was a way of supporting families who had the hon-

est intention that their child became a priest. Such was the bishop’s answer to the missionaries who 

wanted the same formation as in Europe for Indian seminarians. 

De Brésillac had thought for a long time about his decision regarding the tonsure. He clearly 

explained it in a letter to Propaganda Fide, asking them to approve this procedure, because it seemed 

very important for the foundation of local clergy in that poor region, where not a single priest had 

been ordained, and where a long time would pass before they could count on a sufficiently numerous 

clergy. 
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427 Letter to Métral, 3 August 1847. AMA 2 F 6, 106-107. 
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He stated that he had studied the problem for five years. Because of the two difficulties we have 

just mentioned – family pressure and the missionaries’ criticism – he wanted: 

1st to be able to direct the seminary “in such a way that the parents clearly realize that it is 

an ecclesiastical house and not an ordinary school; 2nd that the children, after a probation time of 

several months to determine if there are signs of vocation, may receive the first tonsure (…); 3 rd to 

run the seminary at the same time as a house of study and prayer, in which the Divine Office 

would be introduced, initially in part, and then fully bit by bit. This would initiate the exercise of 

public prayer, almost unknown in these regions, and the ceremonies of the Roman Church would 

then be fully established.”429 

Our Pro-vicar reminded them that this way of proceeding was consistent with what the bishops 

had done five centuries earlier, when they took care of children, educated and instructed them in the 

same house, subsequently conferring on them the tonsure and clerical dress.430 

On June 22, 1847, Propaganda Fide answered de Brésillac’s letter, fully approving his request. 

They indicated that his project was in line with the instruction about local clergy Neminem profecto of 

November 23, 1845.431 The Pro-vicar of Coimbatore welcomed this answer with great joy and 

thanked the Sacred Congregation.432 

 

2.  Organizing the Pro-vicariate 

The Directors of the FMP seminary informed de Brésillac that 3 new missionaries had been as-

signed to his Pro-vicariate. They would leave on March 26, 1847, and would arrive in September. 

They were Frs. Bruyère, Vauthier, and Bonjean.433 

The Pro-vicar moved to Coimbatore towards the end of July. Thus this city became the effec-

tive center of his jurisdiction, even if he often went to Karumathampatty to visit the seminary. There 

was no church in Coimbatore yet. The biggest room in the house served as a chapel for the people, 

and a smaller room was his private chapel. The garden around the house was a peaceful place where 

the bishop used to go for quiet reflection. 

De Brésillac led a life of solitude for several months. He liked it, but he also realized that this 

kind of life would not allow him to dedicate himself to pastoral ministry as he wanted. 

In those months he worried about the very difficult condition in which the people lived. He 

wanted to find solutions to the problem of unemployment; he wrote to a business man about the mis-

erable condition of the weavers, and asked him if he could hire them in any way.434 

Moreover the bishop included the draft of a particular regulation for the Coimbatore mission in 

a letter to the FMP Directors dated September 5, 1847.435 

                                            
429   Letter to Propaganda Fide, 5 April 1847. APF, Indie Orientali, 1847-1848, 258-259. Copy AMA 2 F 6, 73-75. 
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the bishops to gather young people around their churches to form them in ecclesiastical discipline after they 
have conferred on them the tonsure and clerical dress. According : Bénoit, Dom. P., La vie des clercs dans les 
siècles passés, Paris, 1914, 251. 

431 APF, Lettere e Decreti 1847, Parte I, Vol. 335, f. 714. 
432 Letter to Propaganda Fide, 6 September 1847. Copy AMA 2 F 6, 126. 
433 Bruyère, Jean Claude, born in the diocese of Puy in 1819; departed for Coimbatore in 1847 and died in 1857 at 

Atticoudou.  

     Vanthier, Louis Charles, born in the diocese of Bésançon, in 1820; departed for Coimbatore in 1847 and died 
in 1848. 

     Bonjean, Ernest Christophe, born in the diocese of Clermont-Ferrand in 1823 ; departed for Coimbatore in 
1847. He left in 1856 and went to Ceylon where he joined the Oblates of Mary Immaculate. He became titular 
bishop of Médéa and Vicar Apostolic of Jaffna in 1868, and Archbishop of Colombo in 1886. He died in 1902. 

 
434  Letter to Mr De Colons, wholesaler, 16 July, 1847. AMA 2 F 6, 100-101. 
435  Letter to  Directors, 5 September 1847. AMA 2 F 17, 1847. Correct copy : 2 F 11, 501-512. 
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The text consisted of 31 articles that should orient the spirit and action of each missionary. It 

began by recalling the goals of the Foreign Missions Society, especially the first, about the establish-

ment of local clergy: All missionaries – and not only those working in the seminary – should take an 

interest in this goal. We find an important instruction in Article 5: 

“Missionaries will strictly avoid despising local priests and looking down on them; on the 

contrary, they will treat them as brothers and equals, and will look for the means to allow them to 

get along with us, including making some sacrifices, if necessary, regarding European customs, 

and not demanding that all sacrifices of this kind be made by the local priests.”436 

The regulation then invited the missionaries to commit themselves to the pastoral care of Chris-

tians without giving in to distaste, as it sometimes happened in a ministry that was lacking in gratitude 

and had few compensations. Missionaries should always be good shepherds, bearing in mind that “it 

is mainly through kindness and goodness that you win people’s affection.” 

Article 17 recalled the importance of commitment to the conversion of unbelievers: care of the 

Christians should not completely absorb the missionaries’ energy. 

Article 20 asked the missionaries to visit one another time to time, in order to develop a frater-

nal spirit and to receive the Sacrament of Penance. There should be an annual retreat for all the mis-

sionaries. After the retreat, the bishop would call for a General Council meeting to which all the 

priests were invited. 

At this time de Brésillac  was concerned about financial self-sufficing of the work for local 

clergy. He thought that the local Christians should contribute to sponsor the works of the mission. 

Without this, there would never be a true local clergy, and the mission would not be able to devel-

op.437 

The bishop spoke to his people about this idea, but feared a negative reaction because of the 

difficult economic situation in which they lived. He was surprised to find that they were all in favour. 

On the contrary, the negative reaction came from his missionaries, with the exception of Fr. Métral. 

After that, the Pro-vicar proposed a project for the Karumathampatty district with the intention 

of preparing people to take responsibility for their own churches: Christian communities should have 

a maniakaran (local leader) in each village, chosen by the priest from a list of 3 candidates proposed 

by the community. This person would be in charge of the decoration and maintenance of the church, 

and would welcome the priest on visitation, informing him about the situation of the community. 

There would be two maniakarans in Karumathampatty and, together with the priest, they would form 

a small committee to run the church. Most missionaries disagreed on this point, but our bishop’s initi-

ative would eventually spread to other sectors in the Pro-vicariate, and it remained in place in several 

locations  up to the present.438 

 

3.  Visiting the Palghat District 

By mid-December 1847, Bishop de Brésillac left Coimbatore together with Fr. Métral and his 

seminarians for a pastoral visit of the Palghat District which he had not been able to carry out before. 

On Sunday 19 he arrived in Kovilpalayam, the headquarters of the District, and celebrated 

Christmas there. Some days after, he went to Atticodoo. 

During the journey, the Pro-vicar stopped in the villages of Chittoor, Vandazhi, close to Vada-

kanchery, and then in Melarcode, a  Syrian village served by a Syrian priest. By January 20, our bish-

op and his caravan arrived in Palghat, a big city with a small Christian community. The church was 

tiny, ugly, and its facade was leaning over dangerously. He was well received, and noticed with 

pleasure that both caste and non-caste Christians sat together in church. 

                                            
436  Ibid. 
437  Cf. Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., II, 833. 

 
438  Cf. Gantly, P.- Thorpe H., For this cause, op. cit., 132. 
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4.  A letter to the Directors of the FMP seminary 

De Brésillac was able to send and receive mail during this pastoral visitation which lasted sev-

eral weeks, thereby staying in touch with his usual correspondents. 

In the first days of January 1848, he wrote separately to several FMP directors in Paris:  Du-

bois, Voisin, Langlois, Barran, and Albrand. He spoke about his situation, and also about Pondicherry 

and its conflicts, which threatened to become worse and have consequences in the whole region. 

In the same days he wrote a long and important letter to all the Directors together. He began 

writing it in Chittoor on January 8, and finished it in Palghat on the 22nd. After summarizing the mis-

sionary history of the region, he described the state of his Pro-vicariate.439 

De Brésillac presented the need to have a missionary for each of the 7 pastoral districts that 

would form his jurisdiction: Coimbatore, Karumathampatty, Ootacamund, Palghat, Kodiveri, Dhara-

puram, and Atticodoo. 

Local clergy were necessary to take good care of the Christian communities. He planned to 

have Indian priests in 20 years time, who would assume the direction of all the Christian communi-

ties. Missionaries would remain in the region to assure their specific task, namely the conversion of 

unbelievers. This required a strong commitment to the formation of local clergy and of Christians in 

general: 

“In such a way that the Christians who become priests might find themselves in their plac-

es of origin with all the rights belonging to them, without deferring to those to whom they do not 

belong. And when the time comes Christians may be ready to welcome their own pastors and pro-

vide for them according to their means, without preferring Europeans, at least as their parish 

priests. This is not easy, but it is possible as long as we have humble missionaries, committed to 

all the apostolic virtues and reasonable enough to prefer a solid and gradual course of action – 

without commotion and free of risk for the future – to brilliant, but ephemeral and damaging, ef-

fects.”440 

 

5.  Life in the Pro-vicariate 

Bishop de Brésillac and his fellow travelers returned to Karumathampatty by the end of January 

1848, then he went to Coimbatore. These were the two places where he usually spent his time. 

Fr. de Gelis, a new missionary, joined the Pro-vicar’s team at the beginning of March 1848. 

The bishop would always hold him in high esteem.441 

During the same month, de Brésillac lay the first stone for a  large  new building for the Karu-

mathampatty seminary. The ceremony took place with a wonderful celebration. Christian people had 

promised to contribute for the construction, despite their difficulties about letting a child enter the 

seminary because of the celibacy problem. 

The bishop was still in Karumathampatty during Lent 1848. He used to preach and hear the 

confessions of almost all the faithful at in the first Mass every Sunday. Fr. Métral was busy with the 

seminarians, and Fr. Pajean was supervising the construction of the new building. They were already 

working on the bedrooms. The Pro-vicar was happy about it: 

“It will be a very nice seminary, and very comfortable for 20 or 30 pupils. As we set the 

material foundations, we also try to construct the real seminary by encouraging the good disposi-

                                            
439  Letter to Directors, 8-22 January 1848. AMEP, Vol. 1011, N° 11. Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., II, 918-

927. 
440  Ibid. 
441   Fr de Gelis, Laurent, born in the diocese of Toulouse in 1820, departed for Coimbatore in 1847. He died in 

Salem in 1891. 
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tions of the few children that the Lord seems to be calling to become the first priests of the Pro-

vicariate.”442 

 

5.1.  A letter to his missionaries 

Very important events took place in Europe in April 1848. France proclaimed the Republic; this 

had consequences on the Indian territories under the French administration. Missionaries feared that 

help coming from the Works for the Propagation of the Faith – sponsored by the faithful – would de-

crease or even come to an end. 

De Brésillac sent a circular to his missionaries about the possible reduction of this help coming 

from France. It could cause serious problems. The Coimbatore mission would collapse, since it had no 

income and no savings. The bishop asked the missionaries for an increasing of apostolic virtue. Since 

the Christians were generous in spite of their poverty, how could he not ask the missionaries for some 

additional austerity? 

Before closing the introduction of the letter, the Pro-vicar wanted to be specific and clear in or-

der to avoid misunderstandings: 

“If our confidence in God is slightly weakened because of this, God would not be pleased. 

We are the children of Providence, and as far as we become worthy of it by practising the virtues 

that should always accompany our high vocation, Providence will not abandon us. Nevertheless, 

this confidence does not protect us, rather it requires prudent measures from us, especially consid-

ering that it is only aimed at bringing us closer and closer to the examples of detachment and pov-

erty of the Apostles, and of the saints”443 

After this foreword, the Pro-vicar made 3 proposals: 

1. Find some small financial source in every Christian community, and motivate  the Chris-

tians to give some support to the missionaries. 

2. Decrease a little the viaticum (a small sum given to missionaries for their sustenance). 

3. Only use the viaticum when strictly necessary. 

There was a favorable answer to this letter from the missionaries. Most of them thought the 

proposals were opportune and useful. The bishop was pleased and stated so in a second circular, when 

he invited his missionaries to a general retreat that would take place September 13 to 20. 

There were 2 other interesting topics in this letter. The first regarded the Council meeting usual-

ly held at the end of retreats. These meetings were sometimes awkward for 3 main reasons: ignorance, 

inopportune interventions, and disorder. 

The bishop explained these factors and presented the method he intended to follow at the annu-

al General Council meeting. Discussion topics would be known beforehand. They could initially be 

proposed by missionaries to the bishop’s private Council for approbation. The assembly would con-

clude the discussion of a topic before moving on. A detailed report would indicate the opinions and 

the reasons argued by each participant. 

The bishop decided to present his missionaries with a detailed account of the procures’ assets 

and liabilities at the annual General Council of 1848. This was an innovation at the time, and it raised 

some objections in Pondicherry. 

Other topics concerned financial problems, pastoral priorities in the Pro-vicariate’s particular 

situation, and the possibility of prioritizing the evangelization of unbelievers. 

A second interesting point looked at the suggestion advanced by a missionary, who asked the 

confreres if they could agree on a day to celebrate a Mass for the propagation of the faith, and a sec-

                                            
442  Letter to Mgr Bonnand, 9 April 1848. AMEP, Vol. 1000 J, 159-162. 
443  Letter to his missionaries, 8 June 1848. AMEP, Vol. 1011, N° 31. 
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ond Mass to pray for each other asking the Lord to bless their projects and works. Bishop Brésillac 

took advantage of this suggestion to propose something he had thought about for a long time: 

“I will ask all our dear confreres that there be among us a union of prayers and merits, so 

that we help one another in personal sanctification, and attract God’s blessings on these poor mis-

sions where we have so few consoling results.”444 

 

5.2.  Relations with his missionaries 

De Brésillac had an easy relationship with some of his missionaries, but had serious difficulties 

with several others, especially because of their attitude towards the Christians. He fully trusted Fr. 

Métral and kept him as Seminary Director, even if he was needed for other important tasks. Most of 

his missionaries were young: “I could not entrust them with the direction of my young students 

straight away.” 445He had to send Fr. Métral to settle the problems caused by the Goan schism in some 

Christian communities because no one else had the skills to undertake this task. 

The situation in the Pro-vicariate was so tense that if a missionary behaved improperly with his 

people there was a serious risk that they would call a schismatic priest to the village and let him take 

over the church. 

The bishop’s attitude regarding his missionaries is clearly presented in these lines from his dia-

ry which we consider important and enlightening: 

“I tried to please them as much as I could, always anticipating what I thought they would 

like. When I had to challenge them, I did it with all possible kindness. When sometimes they im-

properly replied to my observations, I almost always kept silent. And if their behavior implied 

clear disdain for my recommendations, I said and did nothing, except when I anticipated negative 

consequences for the mission. If that was the case, I took the situation in hand, but with all the 

thoughtfulness I could. Maybe my words were a bit stern sometimes. It might have been so, but 

very seldom indeed. Whereas more often than not I am convinced I should have used more severi-

ty, but I was aware of my weak moral authority. I hope God will not blame me for the conse-

quences of this gentleness, which I myself would tax as a fault in other circumstances, but I con-

sidered it necessary in my  position. 

In any case, I kept no resentment whatsoever towards those who treated me so cruelly, ob-

viously without intending so. Such is my conscience. What God wants is what will happen. If it 

pleases him that I am forced to leave a mission so dear to me, then I wish it also, and I willingly 

accept whatever he may ordain for me. I implore him only that he  may never permit that through 

fear of some humiliation, I might act against my conscience. To him alone be honour and glory. 

Amen.”446 

                                            
444  Ibid. 
445  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., II, 957. 
446  Ibid., II, 962-963. 
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III. A NEW SYNOD IN PONDICHERRY (1849) 

 

1.  Synod Planning 

Bishop Bonnand decided to convene another Synod in January 1849 in order to face the prob-

lems of his Vicariate and deepen the discussion carried out in 1844 during the previous Synod. He 

wrote to Bishop de Brésillac explaining the reasons for his decision. 

They needed to carefully prepare the list of items the Synod would study, and to present the 

materials in order. An introduction to each session and a retreat for all the participants would also be 

necessary. Monsignor Bonnand added: 

“For this I need people who are not attached to particular points of view, who can take the 

present and the future into account, who are knowledgeable in missionary government, and in the 

paths that can contribute to the extension of the Church in India, etc.., and I don’t find all this that 

I wish for in the Vicariate. 

So I write asking you to be so kind as to grant me your help with all the points I just listed. 

I would think then of begging you to spend some months here before the Synod, so that you and I, 

together with those we consider to be the most helpful, can prepare everything carefully. Going 

about things this way, perhaps you will be working more for yourself than for me. I appeal then to 

Your Lordship, in the hope you will whole heartedly accept.”447 

This invitation was followed by an exchange of letters between both bishops specifying differ-

ent points. Monsignor Bonnand then asked his fellow bishop to study the Synod’s agenda and to take 

care of the general retreat. De Brésillac accepted this commitment and went to Pondicherry several 

months before the Synod to take charge of the Commission responsible for preparing the agenda and 

for the retreat 

 

2.  The problem of caste: personnel  

De Brésillac perceived the question of caste and local customs more and more as the key prob-

lem to be solved, given that it affected the entire missionary process in India. 

When he first arrived in India he was astonished by the customs he saw. He had not expressed 

his opinion initially because he was new to the place. When he had a doubt, he abided by his superi-

ors’ indications. But the situation had changed, and he had become a superior himself and he was re-

sponsible for his confreres: 

 “Today I am not only obliged to exercise the holy ministry myself, but also to direct others 

and assume most of the responsibility, am I not obliged to probe deeply the reasons for my own 

doubts, which are also shared by a large number of confreres, especially the young? Are the 

young always wrong? Is it not true that the elders who once doubted run the risk of becoming 

blasé from routine?”448 

In that period, several missionaries believed they were going against Church rules when they 

were tolerant regarding local customs, at least on certain points. For that reason, some of them had 

openly left behind the tolerant position, causing a strong reaction in the Christian community, with the 

subsequent risk of apostasy or division, as in the case when people called on the Goan priests. 

De Brésillac was personally in favor of tolerance, letting Indian Christians follow their customs 

as far as possible. At the same time, he had fears and doubts because it was difficult to tell whether 

certain local traditions had an element of superstition or not. 

 

3.  Life in Coimbatore and the departure for Pondicherry 

                                            
447   Letter from Mgr Bonnand, 24 May 1848. AMA 2 F 8, 226-227. 
448   Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., II, 980. 
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In June 1848, the FMP Directors decided to send 2 more missionaries to Coimbatore: Frs. Cor-

nevin and Ravel.449 

Fr. Dubois, a former missionary in India, died that year in Paris, and his inheritance benefited 

several missions including Coimbatore. De Brésillac received 10 thousand francs for his mission in 

August that year, which was a true blessing for his finances and projects. 

Our bishop stayed in Coimbatore from June to August 1848, and visited Karumathampatty sev-

eral times. 

On August 1st, 1848, he lost Fr. Vanthier, one of the missionaries he most counted on. He had 

recently arrived from France, and died of a severe fever. 

The Pro-vicar prepared his journey to Pondicherry throughout September. He called his mis-

sionaries for a meeting before his departure to inform them about different problems. 

He celebrated the feast of Our Lady of the Rosary in Karumathampatty on Sunday, October 1st, 

1848, and blessed the new seminary building that had just been completed. The following Sunday, 

October 8, the Pro-vicar left for Pondicherry together with Fr. de Gelis. We know about Bishop de 

Brésillac’s feelings regarding this journey, which for him was very interesting. 

He was not quite calm partly because of the situation he was leaving behind in his jurisdiction. 

The feared new conflicts between the Christians and certain missionaries. On the other hand, the state 

of affairs he would face in Pondicherry was not simple either: there was  some unrest among the 

Christians, and the missionaries were divided on the question of caste and Indian customs. 

The journey went well. The travelers stopped at Salem for several days, a place that de Brésil-

lac was happy to visit again. He arrived in Oulgaret – 3 miles away from Pondicherry – on October 

26, and was glad to embrace Bishop Bonnand who had come to meet him. 

Monsignor de Brésillac arrived in Pondicherry on Saturday, October 28, 1848, after 2 years of 

absence. Monsignor Bonnand had prepared a warm welcome for him. It was a beautiful Indian-style 

celebration as was the custom on big occasions. At its conclusion our bishop was able to embrace his 

confreres, and spend some joyful moments with them. He said: “Minds were divided, but not the 

hearts.”450 

Bishop de Brésillac started preparing the Synod after a few days of rest. In October and No-

vember there were about 10 meetings of Bishop Bonnand’s extraordinary Council, which was a sort 

of enlarged Episcopal Council. Following a suggestion from Monsignor de Brésillac, they set up a 

preparatory commission, over which he presided himself. 

 

4.  The retreat before the Synod 

According to de Brésillac, the retreat was an important part of the preparation for the Synod. 

Directing it would have been pleasant, he said, if he was not obliged to be very prudent in dealing 

with some delicate topics. For that reason he wrote down all his conferences and modified them after 

listening to Fr. Lehodey’ suggestions. 

The retreat began on Monday evening, January 15, 1849, and ended the following Monday at 

noon.451 Besides the 2 bishops, Monsignors Bonnand and Charbonnaux, there were 22 missionaries 

and 3 Indian priests. The daily schedule included a meditation, 2 conferences, and the examination of 

conscience.  

                                            
449  Cornevin, Nicolas, born in the diocese of Langres in 1824, departed for Coimbatore in 1848 and died at 

Saveriarpaléam in 1849. 

       Ravel, Joseph Louis, born in the diocese of Digne in 1824, departed for Coimbatore in 1848. Founder of the 

congregation of the Franciscan Sisters of the Presentation of Mary in 1853, he died at Coimbatore in 1881. 
450  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., II, 988. 
451   Two editions  of this retreat  exist, the first: de Marion-Brésillac, Mgr Melchior, Retraite missionnaire, Lyon, 

1942, 322 p. ; the second : Marion Brésillac, Retreat to Missionaries, Rome, 1985, 256 p. 
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After the first conference which was about the need for this retreat and the means to follow it 

well, our preacher presented different topics each day closely touching on the missionaries’ life. 

He emphasized the need to pursue “our work” without reserve, and also emphasized the im-

portance of a vigilant attitude regarding the particular temptations of a missionary through an appro-

priate use of time. He spoke at length about missionary vocation, and insisted on the work for local 

clergy. 

He then presented the qualities of the missionary as a Good Shepherd who takes care of the 

Christian community without forgetting the conversion of unbelievers. He also spoke about the differ-

ent virtues that help missionaries to carry out their mission: humility, self-renunciation, self-sacrifice, 

obedience, poverty, chastity, joy, courage and apostolic zeal. 

The reflection points in the retreat went always hand in hand with the contemplation of Christ, 

and especially of his cross, which is a school of life for everyone. The last conference was a keen invi-

tation to live joyfully, with apostolic zeal and courage: 

“The joy that I wish you, which should be the faithful companion of our works, is the joy 

of the heart, the joy of a pure conscience; the joy of the servant who loves his master and delights 

in working for him; the joy of a true vocation that makes us feel at home where the Lord has sent 

us; a joy which does not envy, wish or regret anything, because it has only one desire in this 

world: to do what God wants as he wants, and nothing else.”452 

Monsignor Bonnand wrote after the retreat: 

“Monsignor de Brésillac gave an excellent retreat. It was carried out according to the needs 

of the Vicariate, and with the deep conviction that always characterizes him. It really surprised me 

by its relevance from beginning to end.”453 

Monsignor Charbonnaux stated: 

“What can I say about the retreat conducted by Monsignor of Prusa? It was sublime, clear, 

and practical. I never read or heard a better comment on self-denial and on the need to carry the 

cross in general, and our own cross in particular. I fear only one thing: these teachings suppose a 

degree of perfection to which, generally speaking, we seem little accustomed.”454 

When the text of the retreat was published almost a century later, it was accompanied by this 

reflection: 

“Monsignor de Marion Brésillac seized the central idea of Christian faith with all his soul. 

The retreat – which we could qualify as a paraphrase of the Gospel in the strict sense of the term – 

seems to tell us in each page over and over again that the first truth of Christian faith is Christ 

himself. Christ, the definition of his very person, the reason for his mission on Earth will therefore 

be the theological foundation of his missionary doctrine (…). 

Indeed, it seems that Monsignor de Marion Brésillac wanted to draw his missionary con-

ception from what is really central and essential to Christian faith: Christ himself, the Word be-

come flesh. These two elements opened his missionary retreat and the conclusion of his introduc-

tory conference, which delimited the sense and the goal of the meeting, as he summarized with 

this phrase: ‘In this way – he said –the Word will somehow be incarnated in you again, and will 

penetrate your soul filling it with light.’ This approach can make us grasp the underlying idea – so 

real and lively – that runs throughout this book, intended at understanding missionary activity as a 

continuation, an extension of the very act of the Incarnation.”455 

“In the fervor of his vocation,” a missionary can immerse himself again and again within the 

never-ending source of Christ’s Mystery. Bishop de Brésillac addressed the following words to the 

missionaries on the second day of retreat: 

                                            
452   Marion Brésillac, Retreat to missionaries, op. cit., 245. 
453  Mgr Bonnand to Tesson, 10 February 1848. AMEP Vol. 1001, 308. Quoted in : Launay, A., Histoire des Mis-

sions…, op. cit. Vol. II, 642. 
454  AMEP, Vol. 1006, series I, H 2.February 1848. Quoted in Launay, A., ibid. 
455  Jung, A., SMA,  Conference given on 17 Mai 1942, on the occasion of the publication of the first edition of the 

Retreat AMA 2 F 45.  
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“What are you looking for? Honor? This is the wrong place. The joys of ministry? This is 

the wrong place. Friendship, gratitude, and consolation in return for what you do? This is the 

wrong place. You will find all that in Europe, certainly mingled with many hardships that could 

be bigger than ours, but at the end you will, or at least you could find all that there. But if you ac-

cept a life of sacrifice in all its extent by being faithful to your vocation, if you are looking for Je-

sus, only for Jesus, Jesus in poverty, Jesus humble and humiliated, the crucified Jesus, then this is 

the right place! Hurry up and run after him, come! Here you can fill your heart with bitterness and 

gall, but turned into sweetness by the power of the Cross. Come, and the measure of your merits 

will be great.”456 

 

5.  The works of the Synod 

The retreat ended on January 22, 1849, and the Synod began with two plenary sessions held on 

January 23 and 25, in which there was only time to approve the texts that had been presented.457 

The agenda of the first session on January 23 included 28 articles especially concerning the 

missionaries’ spiritual life and virtues, and the obligation to prepare their homilies. The second ses-

sion on the 25th discussed a set of new articles regarding the constitution of a local clergy, and some 

practical problems such as the sacraments of baptism and marriage, the diffusion of good books, and 

the annual retreat for catechists. 

Monsignor Bonnand had asked Monsignor de Brésillac to prepare a report on the problem of 

caste, which had been discussed by the preparatory commission.458 The report made an initial distinc-

tion between seminarians and the rest of the people. It stated that missionaries were entitled to use 

more tolerance towards the Christian’s regarding caste, but candidates to the priesthood should be 

trained to refuse anything that was clearly contrary to the Gospel. 

The preparatory commission considered that the problem of castes was too difficult and dan-

gerous for them to make a decision. De Brésillac wondered: 

“Where is the truth? I don’t jump to conclusions, but it is evident that this state of things 

and the irritation caused by these contradictory feelings is too abnormal to let it rest there. Mis-

sionaries are divided, tormented by scruples. Those who have too much of an ardent imagination 

and too much of an abrupt character, believe they can look down on some of the customs, which 

they simply treat like superstitions, while others observe them and let things flow. But this divi-

sion is a scandal in itself.”459 

The report was discussed by the Episcopal Council, and they decided by a majority vote in fa-

vour of an enquiry and an appeal to the Roman authority. But Bishop Bonnand, who was not obliged 

to follow the advice of his Council, decided not to carry out the enquiry. He probably feared it could 

bring about difficulties and more conflict. 

As in the 1844 Synod, the solution to the problem of caste was postponed, and the Pro-vicar of 

Coimbatore remained with the same unanswered questions, which complicated pastoral ministry and 

his relationship with the missionaries, besides disturbing his conscience. 

In spite of all, de Brésillac’s influence on this Synod was important in different ways. He con-

tributed to the preparation of the Synod as president of the preparatory commission and as a member 

of the bishop’s extended Council, not to mention the time he spent in Pondicherry after the Synod fi-

nalizing Monsignor Bonnand’s administrative plan for his priests. We find the influence of de Brésil-

lac’s ideas in some of the Synod’s conclusions. 
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458  About this report, cf. Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., II, 1000-1005. 
459  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., II, 1003. 
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6.  Returning to Coimbatore 

Bishop de Brésillac would have liked to go back home immediately after the Synod, but Mon-

signor Bonnand asked him to stay on for some weeks to give him a hand. As we just mentioned, Mon-

signor Bonnand wanted to write a general plan for the administration of his Vicariate, on which Mon-

signor de Brésillac had already worked. It was a wide-ranging and detailed text, touching on the 

whole life of the Vicariate.460 

The Pro-vicar of Coimbatore took the road back to his jurisdiction around March 10, 1849. Fr. 

Cornevin, a new missionary for his Pro-vicariate, and Fr. Pouplin from Pondicherry travelled with 

him. He wrote in his diary: 

“Under the impenetrable decrees of Providence, this is how time passes, years go by, and 

everything goes about without leaving a lasting trace of good. Nothing of what could bring a real 

improvement to the state of religion in India succeeded. The men of heart and intelligence who 

want and understand what needs to be done are passing away or nobody listens to them.. The tim-

id counsels which prudence suggests to the wise men, who do not see the whole picture and who 

lack insight into the future, are alone listened to, or at least are the ones which are put into prac-

tice”.461 

After stopping at Salem on March 15, Monsignor de Brésillac and his fellow travelers arrived 

in Karumathampatty in the evening of March 21. 

                                            
460  See this text in : Launay, A., Histoire des Missions…, op. cit., Vol. II, 649-704. 
461  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs, Vol. III, Le Journal d’un missionnaire (1849-1854), Rome, 1991, 1044. 
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CHAPTER 9 

A MISSION IN CRISIS 

(1849 – 1851) 

 

I. A CRITICAL AND DECISIVE YEAR: 1849 

 

 

1.  The problem of the Malabar Rites after the Synod 

After arriving in Karumathampatty on March 21, 1849, de Brésillac went back to his normal 

activity. People were happy to see him again. Three of his missionaries were a real consolation for 

him: Frs. Métral, Ravel, and Gelis. Fr. Cornevin, recently arrived, had learned Tamil quickly and was 

already hearing confessions. 

Our bishop wrote a letter to Propaganda Fide on May 27, which shows his feelings and way of 

thinking about the problems of the Indian mission.462 This letter set off a correspondence that would 

go on in time, entailing a rich and interesting reflection about the issues in question, and having im-

portant personal implications. 

De Brésillac wanted to update the Sacred Congregation on the events of the previous year. He 

had  experienced various obstacles, and had been made pressure from Goan priests, who wanted to 

take over of a district in his Pro-vicariate. 

Another regrettable and very important issue concerned the diversity of opinion and action 

among missionaries in India: 

“We are far from the day when the difficulties caused by caste customs and ceremonies, 

plus other things in their regard, will come to an end. Many missionaries are overwhelmed by 

sadness given the futility of our efforts, and hold for certain that the slightest progress with un-

believers is morally impossible, unless we go back, at least in part, to the Jesuits’ way of action 

in the past.”463 

But other missionaries believed that fidelity to the Gospel was irreconcilable with the practice 

in use. Some missionaries left their conscience problems to the conscience of their superiors. This re-

duced their stress, but that kind of obedience had its disadvantages. 

Our bishop was very disappointed by the second Synod of Pondicherry, which simply avoided 

the problem. It had followed the same orientation as the 1844 Synod. But this was the most important 

issue for the Indian missions, since it had many implications for the work-relationship and interaction 

between the missionaries, not to mention their peace of conscience. 

Given this situation and the lack of political will to solve it – as we will soon see – de Brésillac 

would begin to outline a personal path that eventually changed the whole course of his missionary 

life. 

 

2.  A number of hardships 

De Brésillac’s personal situation became particularly difficult after several events that took 

place in the last months of 1849. 

                                            
462  Letter to Propaganda Fide, 27 May 1849. AMA 2 F 6, 245-248. 
463  Ibid. 
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He suffered from an intestinal illness in September. During that period, when he could hardly 

get out of bed, he had to deal with the affair of Fr. Pacreau, a missionary who wanted to leave the 

mission. 

On October 4, the bishop lost another missionary, Fr. Cornevin, who died only after a few 

months in India. He had learned Tamil surprisingly well. 

Fr. Barot, another missionary, gave him plenty of trouble in that period, causing him much suf-

fering.  The question of the discipline of the missionaries became ever more difficult to resolve. One 

of the reasons of tension with several of his missionaries was his manner of considering and treating 

the Indians : he loved Indian people, and he was always full of kindness and sympathy for them. But 

this attitude irritated some of the missionaries who got to the point of openly disobeying him. They 

treated people with rigor, sometimes even giving humiliating punishments that were forbidden by the 

bishop. 

 

3.  Towards a painful decision 

At the end of October, a month full of difficulties, de Brésillac wrote an assessment of his situa-

tion in his diary: he was moving towards a decision that would have very important consequences on 

his life. 

The first issue was his relationship with the bishops and missionaries who disagreed with his 

ideas. The second regarded missionary work: 

“We are waiting, but nothing works. It’s impossible to improve anything. We do wrong, 

not good. If I had a minimum of resources at hand, I think I would be damned if I let things go 

on as they do.”464 

De Brésillac asked himself a question, and analyzed a possible course of action: 

“What to do given my position? Would it not be better to resign? I would not hesitate to 

step down if I were the personal cause of this problem, knowing that I was in no way guilty, 

and would be considered so only as a result of the prejudice and deep-set indispositions towards 

me. However, I would delude myself if I presented this as the main reason. It could be per-

ceived as such to a certain extent by some confreres, but they would not be the biggest group, 

the wisest, or the most spiritual. The real problem lies elsewhere. It will go on independently of 

me, unless God allows a solution to arrive where the true problem lies.”465 

After arriving at the conclusion that leaving would be the best solution all in all, he specified 

the aim of his request to resign: 

“Would it not be better to resign and protest by doing so against what we cannot change? 

Wouldn’t this resignation be the most powerful word we could say to those who are more pow-

erful than us and who don’t want to listen to the words of our lips? Fine! I will test the ground 

with a letter to the Sacred Congregation expressing my readiness to resign. I will have it pass 

through the Foreign Missions Seminary and see what impression it makes; then we will see.”466 

Hence for de Brésillac the fact of resigning was a way, perhaps the only possible one of putting 

pressure on the authorities concerned, and of trying to bring about some positive changes for the mis-

sion in India. 

To formalize his offer of resignation, our bishop wrote a letter to Fr. Tesson – the director of 

the Paris seminary in charge of India with whom he regularly corresponded. He entrusted to him a let-

ter for Propaganda Fide in Rome. 

                                            
464  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., III, 1060. 
465  Ibid. 
466   Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., III, 1061 
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In his letter to Fr. Tesson, Bishop de Brésillac recalled the sufferings and grief he had recently 

gone through, of which Fr. Tesson was aware. Then he presented a series of convictions which were 

the fruit of long and deep reflection. 

First, he believed that a lot of problems came from the Foreign Missions Society statutes, which 

had to be reformed, especially regarding 3 or 4 fundamental points that, at least in India, prevented the 

Society from accomplishing its mission. He also believed that a reform was possible no matter what 

the difficulties. Then he wondered if he would personally be able to help in this task,  but concluded 

that he would not. Even more so, he considered himself an obstacle. Consequently, out of his love for 

the Society, he believed he should resign. But he specified: 

“I do not say this moved by a desire to avoid suffering. It seems to me that God has 

granted me the grace of loving it, satiating myself with it in delight, taking it as my sweetest 

daily food, including inner sufferings, which for a long time have been much stronger and more 

numerous than the others. They tear my body apart but not my soul. No, I do not fear death, 

danger, or difficulties: I would still like to face them at the service of the Church through the 

Foreign Missions. But since all my efforts are paralyzed – and since I myself could become a 

destructive force paralyzing other people’s efforts because of the prejudices they have con-

ceived against me – tell me now, what better option than resigning do I have?”467 

In his letter to Propaganda Fide, our bishop recalled the joyful sacrifice he had made when he 

had left his family and homeland for the missions. He had no regrets. But following his conscience, he 

had to face another sacrifice, that of leaving the mission of Coimbatore. 

De Brésillac went on with his usual work while he awaited the replies to these 2 letters. He 

drew up a construction plan for the church in Coimbatore, the center of his Pro-vicariate, and asked 

Fr. Laouënan, a missionary in Pondicherry, to show his project to some French engineers asking for 

their opinion and advice. He wanted a beautiful church building, “a church that could honor reli-

gion,”468 that would be dedicated to Saint Michael. 

                                            
467   Letter to Tesson, 25 October 1849. AMEP, Vol. 1011, N° 57. 
468   Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., III, 1053. 
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II. THE YEAR OF 1850 

 

1.  Reaction of the Directors in Paris to his resignation  

Bishop de Brésillac got several letters from the FMP directors as an answer to his projected res-

ignation. Most of them were surprised and shocked. 

Fr. Legregeois sent him a personal letter expressing great sadness. He seized the opportunity to 

tell him what he honestly thought, as they had previously agreed to do, stating that the best thing he 

could do would be to go on with the work he had started: 

“An administration sealed by a paternal goodness without weakness, by a courageous 

firmness without superiority, by an entirely fraternal authority, will probably be insufficient to 

govern certain rough characters, but the good confreres – who very fortunately are the great 

majority in your mission – will end up by giving all their confidence to it.”469 

The Superior, Fr. Langlois, answered saying that the intention to resign was a temptation, and 

that all bishops were exposed to contradiction and suffering. He stated that the reasons presented were 

not sufficient to justify such a measure. He admitted that the statutes of the Society were not perfect, 

but they had been written by very respectable prelates and had brought about much good. He invited 

the bishop to think matters over and to pray asking for light so as to give up to this project.470 

Fr. Tesson answered as a friend and asked Monsignor de Brésillac to imagine a situation in 

which he had to advise a bishop who came to him giving the same reasons, especially that of being a 

stumbling-block in the life of his jurisdiction. “What would you answer him?”. Then he went on im-

agining what de Brésillac would say.471 

At the beginning of 1850, de Brésillac did not know if the Directors in Paris had forwarded his 

letter to Propaganda Fide. As he said in his diary, he had only received letters from the “Messieurs in 

Paris” strongly trying to dissuade him from his project. 

 

2.  An important clarification 

Bishop de Brésillac wrote a long letter to Fr. Tesson on February 25 replying to his objections 

and to those of the other Directors in Paris. He tried to explain things again because he feared they 

had not understood the situation very well. This text is important. It summarized his position regard-

ing the projected resignation, with its reasons and implications. 

 

2.1.  The sense of his resolution 

He said in his letter that his plan was not a temptation, since it was contrary to what “the flesh” 

would ask him to do. He was not feeling uneasy in India. On the contrary, he liked the missions more 

than ever. He certainly had some difficulties, but also consolations. Then he made an important state-

ment: 

“The Lord gratifies me with such an interior peace that personally I seem to be indiffer-

ent to the outcome of the procedures, which I only pursue to accomplish a duty. I haven’t men-

tioned it to anyone here, and I go on taking care of my present duties with much pleasure and as 

if nothing has happened.”472 

Hence our bishop stated that it was not a matter of discouragement due to the hardships he was 

facing, that was not what had motivated him. 

 

2.2.  A number of reasons and answers 

                                            
469   Letter from Legregeois, 22 December 1849. AMA 2 F 8, 346-347. 
470   Letter from Langlois, 24 December 1849. AMA 2 F 8, 348-349. 
471   Letter from Tesson, 24 December 1849. AMA 2 F 8, 350-351. 
472  Letter to Tesson, 25 February 1850. AMA 2 F 6, 321-329. 
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He added that the persons he appreciated and respected most were often those who had caused 

these difficulties. He thought it was striking that the confreres who brought about so much good were 

unable to walk together, understanding and helping each other. 

The problem existed not only in certain missions but also in  the FMP Society because its mis-

sions and missionaries were scattered all over the place. 

De Brésillac turned to the problem of obedience to Vicars Apostolic, which several confreres 

considered only as a matter of convenience. They were not “religious” – they said – and had no reli-

gious vows; they had not placed their priestly promise of obedience in the hands of the Vicar Apostol-

ic. 

Episcopal character was not enough to impose obedience – they also said – because people got 

used to everything, and because it would be necessary that bishops be the superior of their confreres 

in every sense; unfortunately, it was difficult to find people with the necessary qualities to be a bishop 

in the mission. 

Then our bishop answered different objections. He was not asking for perfection since that was 

impossible for a group as such. He acknowledged that the FMP statutes had been written by very re-

spectable prelates, but he added that these prelates had not been in a position to listen one another. 

Had the Society done a lot of good? It is better not to cherish illusions. There were and there 

had been some confreres full of virtue and merit indeed, who had bravely faced martyrdom during a 

number of persecutions, and had done a lot to develop their personal talents. But had they received the 

Society’s assistance? Had the Society’s support increased the effects of personal zeal? 

He acknowledged that touching on the Society’s statutes could be risky, but it could be done 

prudently, slowly and dispassionately. 

 

2.3.  A widespread prejudice 

Then de Brésillac came to an issue which concerned him personally. He said he was not in a 

position to help reform the Society. He considered himself as an obstacle for those who could take up 

this task, and he explained the main reason for this statement. 

There was a widespread prejudice among the confreres, according to which he would have 

adopted Monsignor Luquet’s ideas, and would have followed him in all his actions. He declared that 

this was not true. He approved some of Luquet’s ideas but not all of them. Since they were friends, as 

soon as he had noticed any imprudent attitude in him, which were serious sometimes, he had pointed 

them out. As a result, their friendship had cooled significantly. He had not received a line from him in 

a year. And yet, he was still considered as Luquet’s follower by the confreres. However, he was not 

afraid to say that he agreed with some of Luquet’s ideas, but on the other hand, these had also been 

approved by Propaganda Fide and the Directors in Paris. 

 

2.4.  A problem of conscience 

The state of things in India deeply touched de Brésillac’s conscience, which was another reason 

for his decision. In the past he had been able to discharge his own conscience on that of his superiors, 

but could not do this as bishop. 

He had a conflict of conscience between obeying the decrees and instructions from the Holy 

See – and therefore contradicting his predecessors, starting a conflict with other Vicariates, and ruin-

ing his own mission – and following the practical tolerance in use, which forced him to avoid the 

opinions and sometimes the orders from Rome. He would have been more than happy if he could af-

firm that this last line of conduct was legitimate, and could become even more indulgent with “these 

poor people.” 

In that case, it was necessary to inform the Holy See in detail about the caste system and the lo-

cal customs in order to make them reconsider their previous decisions based on the information sent 

before, and become more tolerant. Was that possible? He did not believe so. His voice alone could not 
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achieve that. And that was precisely his doubt. That was the reason why he thought his resignation 

could say more than a report that other people would contradict. 

He did not want to start a conflict with other Gospel workers, or risk destroying the good things 

carried out by his predecessors. He stated his readiness to obey the Holy See and go elsewhere in mis-

sion, to the heart of Africa or Siberia. 

Finally, de Brésillac asked all the Directors to read his letter attentively search for God’s greater 

glory and help him find peace of conscience. He was ready to follow their advice if it was founded on 

solid reasons. Advice stemming from mutual interest and sincere friendship would not suffice regard-

ing these matters.473 

 

2.5.  Two parties in conflict 

The Pro-vicar of Coimbatore also wondered if he should write to Rome. There were two parties 

in conflict, and he knew how things could evolve in either case. 

Older missionaries, who appeared to be the biggest group, were favorable to the status quo con-

sisting in a tolerant attitude admitted in practice, but that seemed to go against some of the norms of 

the Holy See, and contradict the oath taken by missionaries when they first arrived in India. If this 

party won, the Holy See would not intervene and things would go on unchanged. 

But there was also the young missionaries’ party which went against the tolerant practice in 

force. If this party won, the Holy See would have to deal with their objections. 

De Brésillac spelled out his personal position regarding these parties. First of all, he belonged 

to neither one as such: he was only in favor of truth. If the old missionaries won, he would not be able 

to sort out his perplexity of conscience, and there were serious reasons to fear that the path of toler-

ance was not right. However, he opted for the old missionaries’ party. He had practiced their policies 

since he had arrived in India, and he continued  to authorize them in practice. He also did so for an-

other reason: if the young missionaries’ party won, there would be a massive apostasy of Christian 

people and Christian communities as a whole, as had happened already in the past. He admitted that 

the party of the young was grounded on powerful reasons. 

He was trapped by circumstances, but did not want to remain in that situation of perplexity. On 

the other hand and for several reasons, he did not consider himself to be the right person to raise the 

necessary questions. So summing up, the only thing he could do was to resign. However, he felt the 

need to consult wise people who understood the matter and with whom he could openly speak. So he 

thought about meeting with Bishop Martini, the Vicar Apostolic of Verapoly, and maybe also Bishop 

Baccinelli, Pro-vicar Apostolic of Quilon, in the same area. This trip took place from July 6 (or 7) to 

September 3, 1850. 

 

3.  Coimbatore becomes a Vicariate 

On July 1st, 1850, Bishop de Brésillac received a brief from Rome dated April 3, 1850, estab-

lishing Coimbatore as an Apostolic Vicariate.474 He also received his appointment from the Holy Fa-

ther dated April 21, 1850.475 Our new Vicar Apostolic expressed his rather measured impressions of 

the event in his diary: 

“This measure will bring about good if it is supported and followed up by the desired in-

structions of the Holy See, bringing order, harmony, and unity to the administration of ecclesi-

astical affairs in India.”476 

                                            
473   About this point cf. also : Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., III, 1073-1075. 
474   Personal Dossier . AMA 2 F 13. 
475   Ibid. 
476   Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., III, 1076-1077. 
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Bishop de Brésillac immediately sent a circular letter to his missionaries informing them of the 

news and offering some reflections. He stated: 

“This new dignity granted to the mission we received as our heritage implies the obliga-

tion of increasing our efforts to make it worthy of the rank where it has been placed. Let us en-

liven ourselves therefore with courage anew.”477 

In order to achieve this goal – he added – they should be able to increase the number of Chris-

tians through the conversion of unbelievers. Given the increasing number of missionaries in the juris-

diction, this commitment should be less difficult than before, when there was only one missionary for 

the whole province. The situation would improve with the formation of a native clergy. He wrote in 

this regard: 

“We need two things: priests, first of all, maybe not perfect but at least having relatively 

sufficient qualities; and secondly, we need to prepare mission stations where they can be sup-

ported by the Christian community without foreign help.”478 

Our bishop also invited his missionaries to carry out “a deep study of the pagans’ way of being” 

so as to be able to take better care of them. He insisted on the need for apostolic virtues such as self-

denial, patience, perseverance when facing failure, a spirit of penitence and mortification, and loving 

acceptance of humiliating situations. 

As regards the situation in the new Vicariate, when it was raised to the new status, the bishop 

sent a report for the Works of the Propagation of the Faith with some statistical data: 

Population: 15, 000 Catholics, 2,000 Protestants, a million unbelievers. 

Number of adults baptized: 120. 

Number of Easter communions: 7, 000. 

Clergy: a bishop and 8 missionaries, 7 clerics in the seminary. 

Churches: 5 or 6, not really deserving the name. 

Chapels: between 30 and 40. 

Establishments: a seminary; a catechesis center with 20 to 30 catechumens; a hospital still at 

the initial stage of construction because of lack of funds; 4 or 5 small schools.479 

These statistics were attached to a letter in which the bishop analyzed the economic situation of 

his Vicariate, indicating that there was no income whatsoever and that everything had still to be done 

in this domain. The government offered no support and the people were very poor. He thought it was 

important to create local sources of income that were independent of external help. He considered put-

ting a small sum aside every year to buy some land or to place it in the bank. There were several 

works to carry out, especially the construction of a church in Coimbatore, the center of the Vicariate. 

It would not be a big building because the Christians were not so many, but it should be beautiful, 

well-proportioned, built in a solid and even elegant way. He had already bought the land for this 

church and was working on the foundations. 

 

 

4.  Second trip to Verapoly 

De Brésillac left for Verapoly on July 6 or 7, 1850, together with two seminarians that he 

taught along the way. On Tuesday the 8th he stopped in Palghat, one of his pastoral districts. He ar-

                                            
477   Letter to missionaries, 5 July 1850. AMA 2 F 6, 334-336. 
478   Ibid. 
479  Cf. Letter to Directors in Paris, 26 October 1850. AMEP Vol. 1011, N° 71. 
  Today the diocese of Coimbatore is 28,490 km2 ; it has 11,800,000, inhabitants of whom 255,000 are Catholics. 

It has 68 parishes, 110 churches, 100 diocesan priests and 128 educational and welfare institutions. 
(According : Annuario Pontificio, Città del Vaticano, 2005, 181). 
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rived in Verapoly on Sunday the 14th, where he was warmly welcomed by the two bishops and the 

Carmelite missionaries. He already knew the place since he had been there 3 years earlier, when 

Bishop Baccinnelli was consecrated. 

The Vicar of Coimbatore got to know Verapoly better during this trip. But the main reason for 

his visit was to consult the bishops about the issue – most difficult to solve for him – of caste and lo-

cal customs. He was able to discuss the problem at length directly and indirectly. 

After listening to him, the bishops declared that the tolerance practiced in Tamil country was 

more than odd, and that those permitting it would be quite guilty if good faith did not excuse them. 

They even wondered if there was a single real Christian in Tamil country. 

Our bishop considered their reaction as normal and understandable given that they were not 

familiar with the area where he came from. It was just a first impression. Their position softened as 

the conversation went on, but all the same he thought their initial reaction should be taken into ac-

count seriously. 

Bishop de Brésillac presented the project of his letter to Propaganda Fide only to Bishop Marti-

ni. He got full approval: “I will send it then, placing myself in the hands of Divine Providence, who 

will freely dispose of me.”480 

Bishop Baccinelli was a good architect and de Brésillac seized the occasion to show him the 

construction plan for the church of Coimbatore, asking him to give it a final touch. 

 

5.  In the Vicariate of Coimbatore  

Back in his Vicariate, de Brésillac had to face the serious problem of extreme poverty, which 

made people leave to look for better opportunities. Many workers, especially in Karumathampatty, 

were handloom cloth weavers, the so-called scheders, but they decreased in number every day; and 

they were always the poorest. As we mentioned already, the reason for this problem was the competi-

tion of European textiles. Traders would buy cotton in India to supply the factories in England, which 

made better-quality cloth compared to Indian made cloth. However, the Indians did not want to 

change their traditional method of making their products. 

The bishop tried to make them understand that they needed to change. Reflecting on the prob-

lem, he found 2 reasons for poverty: the oppressive European administration, even though it was var-

nished with kindness, and the absurdity of the caste division of the population. He tried to find a solu-

tion to improve the situation a little, at least trying to help the small number of Christians. He had a 

project: 

“It would be to buy myself a great amount of cotton, have it spun by unemployed Chris-

tians, woven by unemployed scheders, and then sell the cloth at market rate. In the present state 

of the market, there would be no loss, as long as we are sure of finding buyers for the cloth.”481 

He thought there was still a favorable market in India and also in Senegal. He made some at-

tempts but met with obstacles. He would have needed a dealer who could agree on taking all his cloth 

at a fair price. There was one in Pondicherry, but he asked for a stable annual supply. The bishop 

thought it would not be suitable because then he would give the impression that he was becoming a 

trader, and it would also be a risky investment. Hence he managed to continue with some small con-

tracts. 

To carry out this project, he wrote to Fr. Laouënan, a missionary in Pondicherry, asking him to 

put him in touch with Fr. Poulin, a local dealer. Fr. Poulin answered: 

“The letter of Monsignor de Brésillac that you gave me was obviously written by a wor-

thy and holy man. I didn’t need more evidence to convince me of the eminent qualities that lay 

in the heart of someone who has so nobly devoted himself to Christian charity.”482 

                                            
480   Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., III, 1082. 
481  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., III, 1088. 
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Regarding life in the Vicariate, a new missionary by the name of Fr. Perceval arrived from Eu-

rope. The bishop admired his qualities. He had joined the FMP as a priest after 4 years of ministry.483 

The Apostolic Vicar compared him with the missionaries who had been formed at the Paris Seminary 

from the beginning, and found that those who were already priests when they joined had a better atti-

tude in the missions. 

De Brésillac fell ill for over a month from October to November 1850. It was nothing serious, 

but he had to stay in bed and this obviously slowed down his activities. 

He would have liked to lay the first stone of the church in Coimbatore by the end of the year, 

but he did not have enough money for the construction. So instead he decided to build a house in 

Ootacamund, which required a less expense. He went there for Christmas and stayed until the end of 

January 1851. One time he had thought of building a center in Ootacamund, so that missionaries with 

health problems from Coimbatore and neighboring vicariates could go there for rest. It was a high-

mountain locality and the weather was fresh and healthy, but his suggestion found no support. 

 

6.  Contacting Propaganda Fide about resigning 

After his trip to Verapoly and the conversation with Bishop Martini, Monsignor de Brésillac 

wrote 3 letters to Propaganda Fide at the same time. One was to settle the question of his faculties as 

Vicar; another dealt with a border problem in his territory, and also spoke about the mission in India 

in a general way; and the third regarded his intention to resign. 

On this last topic,484 de Brésillac mentioned that he had written a letter to the Congregation on 

October 25, 1849. He had sent it to the FMP Directors in Paris, giving them the right to withhold it if 

they considered it necessary. That was in fact what they had done, while trying to dissuade him from 

his intention to resign. In spite of the answers from the Directors, which he appreciated very much, he 

still did not know if the mission was going in the right direction. 

In this letter de Brésillac referred to the situation of his mission regarding the Malabar Rites and 

the many decisions from the Holy See, in particular the bull Omnium Sollicitudinum of Benedict XIV. 

But the much-desired path of unity had not followed from all those instructions. He wondered if, giv-

en the circumstances, they could look again at the foundations of Cardinal de Tournon’s decree, at 

least at a speculative level, without creating disagreement and raising too many disputes. 

Then he spoke about some missionaries who traditionally believed that a number of things were 

permitted and certain customs could be tolerated, while others at the moment contested the same 

things as being contrary to Catholic faith in its purity. 

At a personal level, he had followed the instructions given to new missionaries since he had ar-

rived in India. Before becoming a bishop, it was easy for him to relieve his doubts by following the 

superiors’ conscience. But after 9 years of missionary life in India, he had to say: 

“It does not appear that the superiors and their predecessors reached a secure conscience. 

It seems to me that our practice is founded on doubt, driven by prejudice, and based on false in-

terpretations.”485 

In his situation as bishop, he could not remain in a practical doubt and keep asking his mission-

aries to observe a number of points they disagreed with, about which he did not have moral certainty. 

On the other hand, he realized that if they did not follow the practice in force based on a certain toler-

ance, and decided to observe strictly the instructions of the Holy See, the whole mission would col-

lapse. 

                                                                                                                                        
482  Letter from Poulin to Laouënan, 16 December 1850. AMA 2 F 8, 411-412. 
483  Perceval, Louis, born in the diocese of Verdun in 1822, ordained priest in 1846, joined the FMP and departed 

for Coimbatore in 1850. He died of cholera in 1854. 

 
484  Letter to Propaganda Fide, 16 September 1850. AMA 2 F 6, 345-350. 
485  Ibid. 
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He knew that the Congregation was not in a position to find a solution that would calm people 

down. History was clear on this point. Therefore, he asked permission to leave India. 
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III. THE YEAR OF 1851 

 

1.  A quick answer from Propaganda Fide 

Propaganda Fide answered de Brésillac’s 3 letters, dated September 16, 1850, with a communi-

cation dated December 21 the same year, and he received them at the beginning of February.486 Re-

garding missionary practice in India and the perplexity it brought about, the Congregation thought it 

was an important matter. They would be able to answer properly only if our bishop described in detail 

what he had presented in a general way. It was necessary to indicate what were the abuses and the 

customs tolerated in the missions. The Congregation also wanted to know what were the aspects of 

the FMP statutes and methods that he considered of little value and needing reform. They said nothing 

about his intention to resign. 

Before answering the request from Propaganda Fide, de Brésillac decided to consult different 

people who could shed light on the matter given their position and competence. He sent Bishop Mar-

tini, Vicar Apostolic of Verapoly, a copy of the letter from Propaganda Fide, asking for his opinion.487 

He also asked some missionaries in his Vicariate to speak their mind about the problem of castes and 

local customs.488 He also wrote to Bishop Canoz, Jesuit Father and Apostolic Vicar of Madurai, who 

was in Rome at the time, informing him about the report on caste observances that he was preparing. 

He invited him to inform Propaganda Fide about his standpoint on the matter. 

 

2.  The memorandum for Propaganda Fide 

On June 12, 1851, de Brésillac sent an answer to the Propaganda Fide Congregation. His letter 

was accompanied by a long text about the practices that were tolerated in the missions of India.489 

2.1.  Purpose of the letter 

The Vicar Apostolic of Coimbatore started by clarifying his purpose and attitude. He was reluc-

tant to write about these issues because he knew that it was impossible to find a solution without caus-

ing unrest. He would have liked the Congregation to consult people who were more intelligent and 

capable than him. Then he explained his intention: he was not asking for new prohibitions, but wanted 

the Congregation to be perfectly informed about everything that happened in the missions, in the hope 

they could dissipate the doubts about the legitimacy of certain practices that troubled several mission-

aries. 

De Brésillac also indicated that he did not wish to present the reasons in favor of tolerance ac-

cording to a number of missionaries, and the reasons of those who were against it. Such a task would 

be too much for him, and it would be so for any single person. They would need a commission of ex-

perienced missionaries from different Vicariates to do that. He only wanted to submit the points that 

posed problems of conscience for him and some of his confreres. He wanted to know if these mis-

sionaries were wrong about feeling uneasy. This had been the case for such a long time that the Con-

gregation could not allow things to go on as they were going. 

Our Apostolic Vicar also worried about the impression his text could make on the Congrega-

tion’s members who where not acquainted with the situation in India. It could easily be a negative im-

pression. To avoid that, he first presented 39 statements that seemed certain to him, even though some 

                                            
486  Letter from Propaganda Fide, 21 December 1850. AMA 2 F 13, N° 2. 
487  Letter to Mgr of Chyrra (Martini), 3 January 1852. AMA 2 F 6, 412-413. 
488  For exemple:  Fr. Ravel and Fr. Bruyère : cf. Protocols, 13 February 1851. AMA 2 F 6. And also : Fr. Pajean in : 

Letter from Pajean, 5 April 1851. AMA 2 F 8, 469-470. 
489  Letter to Propaganda Fide, 12 June 1851. AMA 2 F 6, 387-388. The mémorandum to Propaganda Fide, 12 June 

1851. AMA 2 F 11, 209-250; AMEP Vol. 1011, N° 74. Cf. Gantly, P., Marion Brésillac in India…, op. cit. , 217-226. 
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were expressed in the form of a doubt. These statements showed his deep knowledge of Indian cul-

ture, and how aware he was about the way in which people lived. 

 

2.2.  The statements 

Let us look briefly at the essential elements of this text by de Brésillac. He started by saying 

that it was difficult for Europeans to make a balanced appraisal of the Indian way of life because of 

the great cultural difference between both groups. This appraisal varied according to the length of 

time that Europeans had spent in India. They tended to become progressively more indulgent. 

Then he referred to people of castes, these elicited European people’s compassion. But their 

situation was much less repugnant within the Indian context. Therefore, it was difficult for him to re-

late castes to the Gospel. 

He went on giving his point of view about the origin of castes and their customs. It was essen-

tial to know that they had a civil origin, which had acquired a religious and superstitious dimension 

with time. Yet he did not at all intend to justify castes. 

After analysing the superstitious elements of people’s practices, he wondered if the Gospel did 

not have the power to render perfect what was initially imperfect. 

All this had to do with civilized people. At the beginning of Christianity in India, missionaries 

had not found a way to preserve the Gospel in its purity while respecting people’s civilized way of 

life: 

“Regarding civilized nations, as is the case in Asia, the Apostles of religion must find a 

way to have them accept the truth from Heaven, while letting them follow the social system 

prevailing in this region of Earth.” 

He wondered if there was a way – different from what they had implemented up to  then – to let 

Indian people follow their customs and at the same time preserve religion from any involvement with 

superstition and idolatry. Would it be better to forbid certain practices, as they had done in the past, or 

to condemn all forms of superstition? In the letter, they  could expect many conflicts among mission-

aries. 

De Brésillac was not asking for condemnations. He recalled that 40 thousand Christians had 

apostatized after Cardinal de Tournon’s decree. He added that many unbelievers would become Chris-

tians if they did not have to give up their customs. 

 

2.3.  Characteristics of Christianity in India 

These characteristics came mainly from the caste system. Missionaries allowed Christian peo-

ple to keep the distinctive features of their caste if they did not imply superstition. Some missionaries 

believed that the caste system was not contrary to the Gospel, but only a structure of rank and class. 

Then de Brésillac explained the problems stemming from the caste system. He spoke about 

meals taken separately according to caste, and about certain interdictions. He also presented the caste 

division in churches, where Christians of higher castes sat in better places. Sacraments were also a 

critical issue, with many details observed during celebrations that implied differences of treatment. 

Several doubtful customs were associated with  the celebration of marriage. 

De Brésillac also spoke about the issue of following Benedict XIV’s bull of 1744, Omnium sol-

licitudinum, and about the oath that missionaries were obliged to take when first arriving in India. He 

also mentioned the fact that these instructions did not condemn all local customs. He wondered if the 

local customs that were not condemned were permitted. That was an important question. Cardinal de 

Tournon had established that his silence about other Indian customs could not be taken as approval, 

since they were not free of superstition. 
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2.4.  The memorandum and his author 

At the end of his memorandum, de Brésillac indicated that his intention was not to be polemical 

about the points he had presented, and that he feared disputes. In case the Congregation wanted to in-

tervene and change the situation of the Indian missions, he begged them “to take all means at hand to 

avoid quarrels, especially between missionaries.” He sent this document to Propaganda Fide on June 

12, 1851. 

 

3.  Follow-up 

After sending his answer to Rome, de Brésillac wrote to Bonnand. He had previously invited 

him to Coimbatore, because he was interested in meeting with him to speak about several important 

and delicate matters. 

Since this meeting had not been possible, he informed him about the document he had sent to 

Rome, and especially about the reasons why he had written it. He had spent four months in deep re-

flection working on this text.490 

De Brésillac also wrote to Charbonnaux, Vicar Apostolic of Mysore telling him of his initiative 

and the reasons behind it, especially his desire “that Rome would be perfectly informed.” He had only 

presented the facts. By doing so he had satisfied his conscience.491 

Bishop Charbonnaux had also been studying the issue for a long time. He thought that mission-

ary practice at the time was following the wrong path on several points, a fact that troubled him at a 

personal level. In fact he wrote to de Brésillac: 

“What can I say, my dear and venerated confrere, apart from the fact that my doubts have 

become a moral certainty and my fears have increased; consequently the responsibility of being 

a Superior in this country has become a growing burden that makes me secretly ponder the de-

sire and hope of leaving it to someone else’s shoulders as soon as possible, and to go on offer-

ing the services that are within my reach.”492 

In addition, he let Bishop de Brésillac know about Fr. Jarrige, who was suffering from scruples 

at the moment. One of the oldest missionaries in the region, Fr. Jarrige had been Pro-vicar of Pondi-

cherry for a long time, and was Pro-vicar of Mysore at the time. He had written to Bishop Charbon-

naux: 

“Until now, that is to say after thirty years, I have carried on in good faith; but now as I 

examine things closer (…), I cannot follow this attitude any longer. If Your Lordship, whose 

authority is the only thing that holds me back, does not want to examine and prohibit the cere-

monies that worry me so much (…), I do not want to fall into perdition (…), so I would sadly 

withdraw from the mission.”493 

 

4.  A visit to Ceylon 

The Vicar Apostolic of Coimbatore wanted to get to know the Church in Ceylon, especially the 

Christian Community in the Tamil area in the North of the island. On the subject of caste, these Chris-

tians were halfway between those from the Coimbatore region, who were very attached to the caste 

system and its practices, and those from Verapoly and the Malabar Coast, who were very free regard-

ing the matter. 

                                            
490  Cf. Letter to Mgr Bonnand, 18 June 1851. AMEP Vol. 1000 J, 403-410. 
491  Cf. Letter to Mgr Charbonnaux, 30 June 1851. AMA 2 F 6, 392-394. 
492  Letter from Mgr Charbonnaux, 28 July 1851. AMA 2 F 8, 512-513. 
493  Letter from  Mgr Charbonnaux, 25 June 1851. AMA 2 F 8, 498-499. Cf. : Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., 

III, 1102-1104. 
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De Brésillac set out for Ceylon at the end of July 1851. He traveled together with Bishop Bet-

tachini, an Italian Oratorian, Coadjutor of Bishop Cajetano in Colombo, who was in charge of the 

northern part of Ceylon, and resided in Jaffna. Monsignor Bettachini had stopped in Coimbatore twice 

on his way to Verapoly. 

The visit lasted more than 3 months and our bishop often wrote his impressions and feelings in 

his diary. Along the way, they stopped at Trichy and stayed with the Jesuit Fathers. The following 

stops were Tanjore, which had once been a royal city, and Negapatam. 

The bishop stated that the most important difficulty in these Christian communities was the lack 

of a native clergy. He also realized that local priests, those from Goa, were very much criticized, but 

missionaries also had their own shortcomings: 

“The typical shortcomings of European priests are less shocking to us, because  we our-

selves are Europeans; but they shock Indian people much more, even more than the defects of 

their own priests, which are so repugnant to us. In addition, we share some of these shortcom-

ings. Only they dress the faults in Indian fashion while we dress them in European. That is the 

whole problem.”494 

The travelers arrived in Jaffna on August 11, and there was a big reception to welcome them. 

Our bishop presided at the solemn Mass on the feast of the Assumption. 

He stayed in Jaffna for about 10 days and then continued visiting the island. He went inland and 

crossed Trincomalee on his way to Kandy. Then he decided to take the forest path, which meant 6 

days on horseback. He finally arrived in Matale on August 28, where he received a warm welcome. 

The travelers arrived in Kandy on September 2. It was a beautiful city, with a famous Buddhist 

temple. Three days later, they arrived in Colombo. Monsignor Cajetano, Vicar Apostolic of Ceylon, 

resided in this city. He had been ordained as bishop in Pondicherry by Monsignor Bonnand in 1843. 

His coadjutor, Bishop Bravi, welcomed Monsignor de Brésillac in his house, and was very happy with 

his visit. His only regret was that he could not entertain his visitor as he deserved because of his pov-

erty and limited conditions. He had written to our bishop: “Nevertheless, knowing Your Lordship’s 

apostolic spirit, I am sure that you will accept my good will and my great joy in welcoming you.”495 

Throughout the trip, de Brésillac observed attentively the situation of the Christian communi-

ties, especially regarding religious practices, caste and customs, and the situation of the priests, who 

were quite few in a region that had on many rich and beautiful churches. 

On his way home, de Brésillac returned to Negapatam on September 9. He suffered a strong 

headache that persisted on the way to Karikal, where he arrived on the 11th. . There he received a beau-

tiful but tiring reception, after which he had to stay in bed with a serious illness that kept him there 

until mid-October. 

He got under way again around October 16, and arrived in Kumbakonam on the 20th, where he 

was warmly welcomed by Mr Dépommier, also an FMP member, and by the small Christian commu-

nity. On November 3, our Apostolic Vicar wrote in his diary that he was back in Karumathampatty. 

 

5.  The end of 1851 

After his trip to Ceylon, de Brésillac returned to normal life and to the Propaganda Fide affair. 

By mid-November, he received a letter from Rome acknowledging his memorandum and describing it 

as a “well thought-out answer, and perfect in every respect.” They let him know that they were pre-

paring a circular letter for all the bishops concerned, asking for detailed information about the situa-

tion in their missions on the subject of rites and customs.496 

                                            
494   Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., III, 1118. 
495  Letter from Mgr Bravi, 25 August 1851. AMA 2 F 8, 516. 
496  Letter from Propaganda Fide, 1st  October 1851. AMA 2 F 13, N° 14. 



 149 

De Brésillac and the other Vicars Apostolic received this circular at the beginning of Decem-

ber. The tone of the letter was strong and took everyone by surprise, including our bishop. Bishop 

Charbonnaux found the letter “fulminating.”497 Bishop Bonnand had the impression that our Apostolic 

Vicar had been inexact and had exaggerated in his communication with Propaganda Fide. De Brésil-

lac realized that the Congregation was moving towards a condemnation of tolerated practices. In a let-

ter to Bonnand he expressed consequently  the intention of writing a brief paper for Propaganda Fide 

aimed at demonstrating that: 

“1st the practices that we tolerate do not go against the letter of the Gospel, 2nd if they 

move away from its spirit, this is not essentially but accidentally, as imperfections we can tol-

erate, and we must tolerate if we are able to, under the risk of closing the Doors of Heaven to 

thousands of souls.”498 

There was an interesting postscript in the same letter. De Brésillac wondered: 

“Did the Holy Spirit not inspire the present beatification of Venerable João de Britto, 

martyred in Madurai? He did everything that we do and a hundred times more.”499 

He stated that Pope Benedict XIV had officially recognized in his decree of 1741 – quoted 

again in the beatification notice – that João de Britto 

“had not used the rites in question in the way gentiles do, ascribing a superstitious value 

to them, but he had simply adapted himself, taking these rites as common practices in civil 

life.”500 

Therefore he wondered: how could the Sacred Congregation condemn us? 

De Brésillac would have liked a work meeting with Bonnand and Charbonnaux. He could ac-

commodate them in the new house of Ootacamund, an appropriate place for such a meeting. Unfortu-

nately, it did not come to happen. 

The year 1851 came to an end, and the Vicar Apostolic of Coimbatore wrote to his mother: 

“There is nothing new here. I’ve been spending all my time as head mason, working on 

the foundations of a big church. I don’t know when I’ll be finished, or if I ever will: it depends 

on what Providence will send us.”501 

With the new arrival of Fr. Lefeuvre from France at the end of 1851, Coimbatore  had 10 mis-

sionaries.502 

                                            
497  Cf. Letter from Propaganda,Fide, 21 October 1851. AMA 2 F 13, N°15. 
498  Letter to Mgr Bonnand, 10 December 1851. AMA 2 F 6, 404-406. The words in italics are found in the original 

text. 
499  Ibid. 
500  Ibid. 
501  Letter to his mother, 28 December 1851. AMA 2 F 1, 154-155. 
502  Lefeuvre, Hyacincte, born in diocese of Paris in 1823, departed for  Coimbatore in 1851 and died there in 

1893. 
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CHAPTER 10 

TOWARDS DEPARTURE FROM COIMBATORE 

AND RETURN TO EUROPE 

(1852 – 1854) 

 

I. ADMINISTRATION OF THE VICARIATE 

 

1.  The Madras affair 

One of the difficult problems for missionary activity in Southern India was the relationship be-

tween the Vicar Apostolic of Madras and the other Vicars, including de Brésillac. 

From the civil administration viewpoint, Madras was the headquarters of the British Presidency 

ruling over a territory that included the Pondicherry Vicariate and the new Vicariates of Coimbatore 

and Mysore. 

The Vicar Apostolic of Madras was Bishop John Fenelly, an Irishman. The British government 

considered him as the representative of the Roman Catholic Church for the entire region, without tak-

ing into account that the other Vicars Apostolic exercised their authority there. 

By the end of 1851, Monsignor Fenelly sent a letter to all the Vicars Apostolic in the British 

Presidency asking them for information in order to write a report on Catholic priests and on the state 

of the church buildings, chapels, and missionary stations.503 

De Brésillac had no intention of answering this official letter. He wrote this down in his diary 

and then added: “Letting Monsignor of Madras be the only one dealing with the Presidency govern-

ment is not free of risk.”504 He considered it as a dangerous abuse created by circumstances over time, 

and wrote about this to Propaganda Fide.505 

 

2.  Consequences of the Goan schism 

The Goan Schism always represented an important and dangerous difficulty for the life and 

missionary activity of the Coimbatore Vicariate, especially when Catholics, unhappy with their priests 

who depended on Propaganda Fide, called or threatened to call the Goan priests. 

In February 1852, a village near Karumathampatty rebelled against Fr. Métral and called a 

schismatic priest from Ootacamund, who took good advantage of the situation and was welcomed in 

the village with all honors. Catholics in neighboring villages also looked kindly  on the Goan priests. 

Another missionary, Fr. Perceval, had a conflict with the schismatic priest of Dindigul, the 

leader of the Pariah Catholics, who were the majority in the district. 

When there was a conflict and people were irritated – sometimes due to the imprudent or severe 

attitude of certain missionaries – the bishop would intervene to calm the storm. He usually asked Fr. 

Métral to act as a mediator, but sometimes he intervened personally. 

 

3.  A letter to his missionaries 

                                            
503  Letter from Mgr Fenelly, 13 October 1851. AMA 2 F 8, 524. 
504  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., III, 1156-1157. 
505  Letter to Propaganda Fide, 21 November 1851. AMA 2 F 6, 400-402. 
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On February 23, 1852, de Brésillac sent a circular letter to his missionaries concerning two in-

teresting points about the future orientation he wanted for his Vicariate.506 

The first point regarded his intention to appoint before long two missionaries for the “preaching 

of the Gospel to gentiles.” He believed that there were enough missionaries taking care of the Chris-

tian communities at the time, and that it would be a sin of omission not to dedicate part of the person-

nel and resources to the evangelization of the unbelievers. It was the duty of missionaries. 

He mentioned the difficulties associated with this choice and the need to avoid certain mistakes, 

especially at the beginning of this new engagement. He asked his missionaries to reflect on the diffi-

culties of this enterprise and to suggest means to overcome them. They would be able to share their 

ideas during the General Council that would follow the retreat in June. 

The second point of the circular regarded the Vicariate ruling that the bishop wished to finalize. 

They were following an experimental rule, but de Brésillac wanted to be more precise regarding cer-

tain points. He wanted to avoid missionaries taking certain actions independently, and creating conse-

quences for the entire Vicariate. He asked his missionaries for collaboration and invited them to send 

him their suggestions: 

“I will make a list of all the suggestions I receive, without mentioning who sent them, 

and I will submit it to the Council asking for their opinion. I have no doubt that all of you have 

the sincere desire to have a ruling that is in perfect harmony with the real needs of the mission – 

helping us to remain in the grace of the sublime vocation we have been favored with by Heaven 

– so I am sure that in this way I will have the right information to make the best rule will be 

easy to formulate afterwards.”507 

 

4.  On retreat with his missionaries 

A weeklong retreat for all missionaries from the Vicariate took place in Karumathampatty, 

starting on Wednesday June 23. De Brésillac always attached great importance to this annual meeting. 

The preacher was Fr. Bonjean, one of his missionaries. 

The bishop delivered the opening instruction,508 and began with Jesus’ words to his disciples: 

“Come to me, all of you who are tired and are carrying heavy loads, for I will give you rest” (Mt 11: 

28). He made himself congenial to his missionaries, who arrived from different mission stations, each 

of them with his own burden of difficulties and problems. He emphasized that the missionary 

“…needs – although he may enjoy a daily intimate union with Jesus Christ as he partici-

pates in the most sublime mysteries – to unite himself more closely to him from time to time in 

a special way, so as to hear the Master’s voice untainted, savoring all his words, engraving 

them in his heart, far away from the commotion of daily life, removed from any distraction, in a 

word, in the peace and calm of a retreat session.”509 

De Brésillac also insisted that each missionary should help his confreres in their spiritual needs, 

as he would do in the case of a health problem: 

 “Let us not refuse to help our brother regarding what is most precious in him, contrib-

uting to our mutual spiritual development and the fulfillment of our soul, in a word, to our sal-

vation, which is our most important concern at every moment, the only one absolutely neces-

sary for us. Yes, I will say it again, well-understood charity turns this into a more than suitable 

duty.”510 

                                            
506  Letter to his missionaries, 23 February 1852. AMA 2 F 6, 418-420. 
507  Ibid. 
508  Talk to his missionaries at the opening of the retreat of 1852. AMA 2 F 10, 623-634. 

 
509  Ibid. 
510  Ibid 
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The bishop then spoke about the need to have someone to correct our defects without hurting 

us, and to assess the way in which we carry out our obligations. He stated that a simple friend was not 

enough, and then developed his thinking about friendship: 

“To become friends you need 2 people with a particular union between them, which is 

not love, respect, authority, submissiveness, not even charity, but something we can only expe-

rience and not define: friendship. It is clear that real friendship never exists without charity, but 

charity often exists without friendship. It is charity that usually links good people, but a real 

friend is rare among rare things.”511 

The retreat session had been followed by the Vicariate’s General Council. The bishop was sat-

isfied: 

“Everything went calmly, wisely, and with a reserve combined with frank openness 

which gladdened my heart. The most important issue we had to deal with was whether or not to 

keep delaying the special appointment of 2 missionaries for the apostolate to unbelievers. The 

widely-held opinion, as I expected, was that we should not wait any longer.”512 

After the retreat, the  Vicar Apostolic worked on the nominations that would take place in the 

following months if everything went as planned. It is interesting to note his instruction that missionar-

ies first arriving in a station should spend some time with their predecessors learning about the works 

they would assume, and getting acquainted with the local situation. 

 

5.  The building of the church in Coimbatore 

Our bishop spoke about building the church in Coimbatore in a letter to Bishop Bonnand dated 

June 9, 1852. He held this project close to his heart and regularly checked on its progress: 

 “I have just laid the first stone of a church in Coimbatore. Apart from the fact that the 

mission must have its center there, it is extremely necessary that we have our church, which  

the Christians will always have as an evident centre in case of revolt or schism. But we also 

need a church here that may reasonably honor us, without becoming ridiculous by having a 

huge church that is always empty. I think I have solved the problem by drawing a plan in which 

the accessories513 are broader than the naves. Besides the central nave and the two arms of the 

cross, there will be a sanctuary and eight chapels, one of which will serve as a baptismal font, 

plus two towers and a peristyle.”514 

Then he spoke about the progress of the building. It was at pavement level, 3 feet above the 

soil, and work had stopped to let the foundations settle. 

 

6.  Visiting Dharapuram District 

In August de Brésillac went on visitation to Dharapuram. It was one of the poorest areas of his 

mission. Christians had been numerous there in the past, but in 1852 they had been briefly visited by a 

passing missionary only once. The bishop had stationed a missionary in the area a few years back, 

who had purchased some land, and constructed a house and a reasonable church. 

He began visiting Dharapuram on August 13, and went on to Madathukulam and Nerur, where 

he had the joy of meeting his former pupil Marie-Xavéry, who has been ordained priest since 1850. 

He was stationed in a Christian Community of the Pondicherry Vicariate beyond a river515, and came 

to see him together with other priests: “At midday were five priests sitting around some tin trunks 

                                            
511  Ibid 
512  Letter to Directors in Paris, 4 July 1852. AMEP Vol. 1011, N° 86. 
513    By accessories he means the lateral chapels (trans.). 
514  Letter to Mgr Bonnand, 9 June 1852. AMEP Vol. 1000 J, 451-455. 
515  The Kaveri River, also spelled Cauvery, separates Nerur (now in Karur District) from Salem District to the 

north (trans.). 
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which served as a table, in this palace from which all sadness was banished.”516 The bishop continued 

his pastoral visit and went to Sennimalai. By September 15 he was back in Coimbatore. 

 

7.  A supplement to the 1851 memorandum 

As we mentioned in the previous chapter, de Brésillac had sent an important memorandum to 

Propaganda Fide expressing his opinion about the question of local customs. The reaction of the Sa-

cred Congregation had been rather strong, making him fear another condemnation. Hence he sent a 

supplement to his memorandum to Rome.517 He did not go over again the information he had already 

given. He only wanted to add some reflections to the introduction of his text. 

He started by clarifying his intention, stating that he wanted to be open and straightforward 

with the Sacred Congregation, without reticence or ulterior motives, and that he was ready to accept 

any decision they would make. According to him, it was very important to overcome the state of 

doubt in which they were, but it was also very important that the Sacred Congregation did not make a 

condemnation based on a poor knowledge of the situation. 

Our bishop expressed his confidence in the Sacred Congregation’s patience, and in its wisdom 

to avoid both the imprudence of those who hoped for an inconvenient reform, and the error of those 

who wanted to preserve a practice contradicting the Gospel. At the same time, he was alarmed by the 

rather strong terms the Sacred Congregation had used in its letter to the Vicars Apostolic. He feared a 

severity that would be harmful for the people in India: 

“In the hope of avoiding, if possible, an awful misfortune for these poor people – whom I 

love more than my life, for whom I would give up everything, except my soul, to the last drop 

of my blood, for whose salvation I would like to avoid any deliberate venial sin – I wanted to 

write a short paper and present it to the Sacred Congregation.”518 

But, as soon as he began this work, he realized that he was not able to carry it out. The ques-

tions were difficult and the issues were very delicate. Dealing with them in writing  required “some-

one whose devotion to the Holy See was acknowledged and so well-tried that no one could be taken 

aback by his words.” 

Having said that, de Brésillac consequently limited himself to some reflections in the hope of 

deterring the Sacred Congregation from condemning the tolerated practices raised in his memoran-

dum of June 12, 1851. He did not want a violent solution. He believed that the Holy See could inter-

vene in the best way if these problems were studied and discussed by people who were really compe-

tent, wise and free of all prejudice. He suggested to creating a commission and giving it favorable 

conditions in which to work. 
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II. THE OFFER OF RESIGNATION AND ITS REASONS 

 

1.  Regarding Propaganda Fide 

De Brésillac wrote to Propaganda Fide about his offer of resignation again on April 26, 1852.519 

At the beginning of his letter he stated that the reasons he had already presented to explaining why he 

could no longer stay in his mission were still valid. 

The Cardinal Prefect of Propaganda Fide answered de Brésillac’s resignation request in a letter 

dated July 13, 1852, and also touched on two other topics. The Cardinal said that our Vicar Apostolic 

had not presented a strong and valid reason for his intention to resign. For the time being, he could not 

give him an answer because he would have to address the request to the Sacred Congregation and 

consult the Directors of the FMP Seminary in Paris. He would let de Brésillac know as soon as he got 

an answer.520 

In a letter dated September 13, Propaganda Fide pointed out that the Directors of the FMP Sem-

inary were “most astonished” after being informed.521 They had expressed their intention to contact 

immediately de Brésillac and to try to appease his deep concerns. They had asked the Sacred Congre-

gation to act likewise. As a conclusion, Propaganda Fide wrote: 

“No extremely serious and just reason has been given to justify the reception and ac-

ceptance of the offered resignation, quite the opposite; having maturely considered all things, 

the Sacred Congregation has asked me to reply instructing you to go on working with ardor for 

the flock you are in charge of shepherding and protecting.”522 

 

2.  The answer of the Directors of the FMP Seminary 

Bishop de Brésillac received three letters from the Directors of the FMP Seminary: a joint letter 

signed by Frs. Tesson and Legregeois, one from Fr. Barran, the Seminary Superior, and another from 

Fr. Tesson.523 The directors stated in the joint letter: 

“His Eminence Cardinal Fransoni, as he informed Your Lordship, asked for our opinion 

regarding your resignation, and we had to let him know our regret about this step of yours, 

which seems completely unjustified to us. Indeed, your fears in relation to the Malabar Rites, 

which are not shared by your venerable and virtuous confreres, should not torture your con-

science in any way after the report you submitted to the Sacred Congregation, who is the judge 

overseeing your acts regarding this matter.”524 

Fr. Barran, who wrote the second letter, had taken over from Fr. Langlois as Superior of the 

FMP Seminary. De Brésillac got to know him during his formation time in Paris, during which he de-

scribed him as a pious man and a good theologian, but without any missionary experience, since he 

had never gone to the missions. A man of study, he spent his life in his room with his books, and did 

not socialize with the aspirants. 

In his short and peremptory letter, Fr. Barran was eager to express his conviction about our 

bishop’s project of resignation. He stated “that God has not inspired it and disapproves of it in the 

                                            
519   Letter to Propaganda Fide, 26 April 1852. AMA 2 F 6, 424-426. 
520   Cf. Letter from Propaganda Fide, 13 July 1852. AMA 2 F 13, N° 18. 
521   Cf. Letter of FMP Directors’ to SCPF,  9 August 1852. AMEP Vol. 78, folio 4. 
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524   Letter from Legrégeois and Tesson, 18 August 1852. AMA 2 F 8, 588-589. 



 155 

most absolute way.” According to him, the rationale of de Brésillac’s resignation “had no weight and 

no value at all.”525 

Fr. Tesson began his letter by expressing the Directors’ consternation and astonishment after 

reading a copy of the letters sent by the Vicar Apostolic of Coimbatore to Propaganda Fide. Then he 

added: 

“Monsignor, I am far from having your talents, judgment, perspicacity or either your ex-

perience. But since it is not unusual that we discern more clearly other people’s affairs than our 

own, I am intimately and deeply convinced that you are wrong, that the spirit of blindness is 

pushing you in a direction that one day you will repent of having followed.”526 

 

3.  Answering the objections to his resignation 

De Brésillac answered the letters from Rome and Paris in a judicious way. 

3.1  Response to the joint letter 

He started answering the joint letter of Legregeois and Tesson with a long text addressed to the 

Directors.527 After expressing his recognition for their “good letter,” our bishop immediately specified 

that he did not desire a reform of the FMP Society in its essential; he desired only some possible 

changes in its organization. 

De Brésillac then spoke about his determination to resign and stated that “the motives are too 

complex as to find the cause in one reason only.” It was the whole situation that, according to him, 

rendered the normal establishment of Christian religion impossible, not allowing him as bishop to im-

prove the state of things. He did not have real authority, and he did not care to promote discussions 

that would easily become dangerous disputes. Hence he was submitting his resignation, which was the 

best solution. 

Our bishop then tried to clarify his thought on the subject of the FMP Society. He had the im-

pression that they did not understand him and he wanted to explain himself. The Society in its essen-

tials was evidently the fruit of the founders’ reflection, but they had not been able to anticipate certain 

details which came to need change over time. Certain decisions had been made in the past without be-

ing re-looked at later. For instance, the Constitutions regarding missionary life had never been evalu-

ated since they had been issued. 

In contrast with the Directors’ opinion, according to whom there was no need for a reform, de 

Brésillac believed that there were certain defects in the Constitutions, and since the Superiors were 

separated one from another by thousand of leagues, it was very difficult for them to communicate 
and agree on any measures to be taken.. 

 

 

3.2.  The answer to Fr. Tesson 

His letter to Fr. Tesson was shorter. De Brésillac said he had reflected a great deal about the 

consequences of his decision – that in conscience he believed was necessary – and would continue be-

lieving so, “in order to carry it out with the supreme conviction that I would not contradict God’s Ho-

ly Will in any way.”528 He was also taking into account the possible consequences of his decision, and 

the scandal of the weak that could follow. He added: 
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 156 

“However, by going about gently, and offering unambiguous evidence that I have in 

view no worldly benefit – not even rest, or the desire to go back to my homeland, and so on – I 

hope this scandal will disappear. God could even change it into an edifying experience, given 

that other people with a different conscience than mine – either because they do not see what I 

see, or simply because I am wrong, let us admit both possibilities – will evidently do more good 

than me as they take over a position that repels my conscience.”529 

3.3.  The answer to Fr. Barran 

As we just mentioned, Fr. Barran’s letter stated in a categorical way that our Vicar Apostolic’s 

intention to resign was not God’s will: “God has not inspired it and disapproves of it in the most abso-

lute way.”530 Our bishop answered: 

“No, I do not want to quit my position until I am sure that God wants it, or at least allows 

me to do so. I know that he wants obedience and not sacrifice. Likewise, reflection goes before 

sacrifice, and that is precisely what I do, and will keep on doing until the moment comes when I 

believe the time is right to consummate it.”531 

At the end of his letter, Fr. Barran had promised to return to the subject of God’s Will. that it 

was contrary to this project of resignation. De Brésillac answered: 

“I will be glad to see you return to this subject, as you make me hope, and with the ut-

most attention I will read the reflections by which, following your promise, you will prove to 

demonstration that God’s Will is formally against my project of resignation. Now, with the 

same frank openness – which cannot displease anybody when discussion is only aimed at what 

is good – let me tell you that I am a bit surprised by the fact that my reasons have no weight, no 

value in your eyes.”532 

Fr. Barran must have given up his intention of providing Monsignor de Brésillac with the 

proofs he had promised, since there is no written evidence in this regard. 

On the question of caste and tolerated practices, our bishop clarified his position by stating that 

he was not asking for any change in this area: 

“I want to know what we can hold on to, without seriously fearing either falling under 

the threat of excommunication, or of closing the Doors of Heaven to thousands of people be-

cause of our rigor. A double fear, under which I find it impossible to stay here at this time, un-

less I abandon myself to the current, without having clear reasons for what I am doing.”533 

This last statement is very important in understanding our missionary bishop’s position and 

frame of mind, and the reason for his decision. 

Concerning the FMP Society, de Brésillac reassured Barran about the kind of change he would 

like: 

“You believe that I want a major change in our Constitutions. Let us clarify this: major 

indeed regarding its practical consequences, but not major as meaning an overall change, turn-

ing things around, disturbing everything, or even modifying what there is now in an essential 

way. No, three times no, unless people recognize – which I do not think will happen – that we 

must essentially review things in order not to hinder the establishment of new Churches.”534 

 

                                            
529   Ibid. 
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4.  The answer to Propaganda Fide 

De Brésillac’s answer to Propaganda Fide included two letters dated October 28 and November 

1st, 1852. The only answer from the Sacred Congregation had been the order not to abandon the flock 

entrusted to him, so he wrote in the first letter: 

“I will certainly obey, ‘because obedience is better than sacrifice.’ I hope though that 

your answer will come shortly and that the Sacred Congregation – no matter what the Modera-

tors from the Paris Seminary say – may not want to keep me in a position that repels my con-

science more and more, to the point that I would remain in it against my will.”535 

De Brésillac, whose authority as head of the Vicariate was in fact very weak, faced the difficul-

ty and complexity of the tolerated practices, having to guide a number of missionaries in this regard, 

not to mention the threat of the Goan priests, who gladly took advantage of any division among the 

Catholics. 

Before sending the letter, our bishop received another one from Propaganda Fide dated Sep-

tember 13. The letter had taken a month and a half to arrive, which was considered fast at the time. 

We already mentioned this letter of Propaganda Fide. They had listened to the FMP Directors from 

Paris, and instructed our bishop to continue working for his flock with ardor, since he had given no 

really serious reasons justifying his resignation.536 

De Brésillac clearly said that this letter had caused him a lot of pain, even though it also indi-

cated the Sacred Congregation’s kindness in his regard. His answer was: “I will always obey.” How-

ever, he was sure that the Sacred Congregation would not insist that he stay in office knowing that the 

circumstances repelled him so much. He added: 

“What do I ask for? Not riches. Not honors. Not even rest. I ask for a solution to immi-

nent difficulties, or at least that I be freed of difficulties I cannot solve. Other people deny the 

very existence of these difficulties! Their denial increases danger. Personally I cannot close my 

eyes to reality. I cannot willingly agree to stay in charge as Vicar. It is therefore my duty to 

place my resignation again in the hands of the Sovereign Pontiff who alone is the Ordinary of 

these Churches. But before arriving at this extreme measure, I ask permission to go to Rome, so 

that I can explain everything to you (…). So I very humbly ask for your consent to go to 

Rome.”537 

 

5.  How to improve the FMP Rule 

By the end of July 1852, de Brésillac sent a circular letter regarding the exercise of the supreme 

authority of the Foreign Missions Society to several FMP bishops in East Asia: 

“Quite a particular body, we must admit, whose head is partially in Paris, partially in Ja-

pan, partially in Bangkok, and so forth. Is it not evident that we carry in ourselves the principle 

of our extreme weakness?”538 

Looking for a solution he suggested that each bishop could write a report 

“indicating what seems desirable, either for the good and development of the missions in 

a general way, or for the particular good of the Foreign Missions Society, or specifically re-

garding his own mission.”539 
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One of the Vicars Apostolic could then visit all the Vicariates to discuss each report with the 

Vicar Apostolic in question, and then go to Paris and Rome to try to make concrete the different wish-

es expressed in the reports and during the visits. 

According to de Brésillac this was a legal and convenient way to make a step forward regarding 

unity of action. The main difficulty was to find Vicar Apostolic willing and able to carry out this en-

gagement, which would entail many difficulties and a lot of work, besides keeping him away from his 

Vicariate for a number of years. He should also have qualities, such as prudence, good judgment, and 

neither be too old or too young. 

In the same period, Bishop Lefèbvre, another Vicar Apostolic, stated that the Society would not 

prosper if the Superiors could not listen to each other, if they lacked a central authority that was easy 

to contact, capable of resolving concrete problems in the missions, which sometimes accumulated into 

a scandal. This Vicar proposed to introduce an Archbishop residing in Paris as Superior General. 

From October 1852 to July 1853, de Brésillac received 9 answers to his circular letter. We 

could say that almost all of them considered de Brésillac’s proposal as impracticable, notwithstanding 

the considerable uneasiness they seemed to experience concerning the exercise of authority within the 

FMP Society, and their desire to find a solution. 

Bishop Bonnand’s answer was particularly interesting. He held that our Vicar Apostolic’s pro-

posal could not succeed for several reasons: the independent attitude existing between Vicars; the cur-

rent differences of opinion and perspectives between the Vicars  Apostolic and the Paris Seminary; 

the difficulty for an Apostolic Vicar to move from one country to another, including those suffering 

religious persecution; the difficulty for a single person to find an agreement between the Vicars Apos-

tolic and the Mission Superiors’ diverging opinions, all these reasons would make it difficult to arrive 

at a common rule. In addition, the Paris Directors would have to agree on the project. “But if the idea 

took place, I would not hesitate for an instant in giving you my support.”540 

Bishop Bonnand believed that a meeting between the Vicars Apostolic and the Paris Seminary 

would be necessary to achieve something valid: 

“It is absolutely necessary that everybody’s ideas be thrown about, turned around and 

discussed simultaneously in the one place so that in the clash of one speaker with another, some 

light might be thrown on the subject can freely circulate, move around in any direction on the 

spot and at the same time, so that interaction can bring about some light, in order to arrive at a 

satisfactory conclusion. 

Such was my thought in 1837 when I clearly spoke my mind. I remain unmovable re-

garding this point. And a meeting of the Vicars Apostolic with a representative from Paris 

would now be very possible in any city under European government.”541 

A month later, Bishop Bonnand came back to the subject and stated: 

“After receiving my plan, the whole Seminary in Paris was upset, particularly Fr. 

Langlois, who wrote me a long letter to prove that, as simple as a + b, my project had no sense. 

I didn’t insist, and I wouldn’t really know why the meeting won’t take place.”542 
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III. THE DEPARTURE FROM COIMBATORE 

AND THE JOURNEY TO EUROPE 

(1853-1854) 

 

1.  Being actively present in his Vicariate 

In 1853, de Brésillac was very busy building the church in Coimbatore according to a construc-

tion plan he had studied for 2 years, and which he had submitted to several competent people for their 

suggestions. He wondered who would finish the construction, since it needed a substantial investment. 

It could be ready in 2 or 3 years if the Works for the Propagation of the Faith kept up their support. 

He wondered about this because in the Vicariate 

“…things are going so badly that I’m really looking forward to the answer from Rome, 

in the hope that they will finally grant me what I’ve been forced to ask for out of necessity. 

Nevertheless, we work on as if me had to stay here forever.”543 

The attitude and the feelings expressed in these words at the beginning of February stayed with 

him for several months. A number of attitudes on the part of certain missionaries were the most press-

ing problem for him at the time. 

We already mentioned that, in specific circumstances and according to tradition, missionaries 

could ask catechists to inflict physical punishments on the people. They used this method to conclude 

a variety of conflicts, in case of litigation, or to bring about reconciliation between adversaries. 

De Brésillac had strictly forbidden his missionaries to continue with this practice, but his orders 

were not followed. His authority was not recognized in practice. According to him, these missionaries 

held that they had taken no religious vows, and that the bishop was only an Vicar Apostolic, so they 

could follow their own judgment. 

 

2.  Resignation and journey to Rome 

At the beginning of 1853, de Brésillac received a letter from the Paris Directors Legregeois and 

Tesson. They acknowledged his letter, and hoped he would indefinitely postpone his resignation, 

since it would have serious implications for his Vicariate.544 Fr. Voisin, one of the Directors, wrote 

these lines to him a few months later: 

 “I am far from presuming the least exaggeration in what you are stating, but I nourish 

the hope that you will find a solution to all these problems you deplore, or that the Lord will 

bring forth one of these men you are waiting for, and perhaps this man is not as far away as you 

think.”545 

Let us also mention that de Brésillac wrote to his father in April, knowing he was a bit worried 

because he feared that his son was unhappy: 

“You say that I am not happy: that is true and not true. It is true because I cannot be hap-

py in my position when the work to which I have dedicated my life is not going as it could. But 

since I do not believe it is my fault, this hardship does not stop me from enjoying peace of con-

science, it is the only good I have kept for myself, and cherish in this world herebelow. It is this 

peace alone that I try to consider try to seek in everything I do.”546 

On August 3, 1853, de Brésillac received a letter from Fr. Barran saying that the Cardinal Pre-

fect of Propaganda Fide had granted him permission to go to Rome in order to explain the reasons for 

his repeated resignation. The letter was dated June 23. But the Cardinal Prefect’s letter to Fr. Barran 
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was dated January 30. Bishop de Brésillac had addressed his petition to go to Rome directly to Propa-

ganda Fide. We do not know why Fr. Barran delayed this communication for several months. 

Several Vicars Apostolic from the Eastern missions were going to Europe at the time, especial-

ly to Rome and Paris. These included Bishops Verrolles, Forcade, Canoz, Martini, Charbonnaux, and 

Bettachini a short time later, all from the Southern India missions. De Brésillac joined them. 

After getting permission to go to Rome, de Brésillac immediately wrote a circular letter updat-

ing his missionaries. He explained the reason for the trip, which regarded the doubts 

“weighing on the conscience of several among us, regarding the practices that we tolerate 

in these regions, and the way in which we observe the decisions of the Holy See contained in 

Benedict XIV’s Constitution Omnium Sollicitudinum.” 

He asked them for specific help: 

“I ask you therefore to please let me know everything that seems intolerable to you re-

garding the practice that we follow, indicating why you think that certain practices or customs 

are incompatible with the purity of the Holy Gospel and with the obedience we owe to the Holy 

See.”547 

He promised to inform Rome about everything that the missionaries would say, regardless of 

their opinion. 

Bishop de Brésillac received a letter from Fr. Tesson in Paris saying that his trip to Rome was 

useful for the peace of his conscience and that of his missionaries. He added that the issue of local 

customs had to be clearly decided, and then stated: 

 “I would also like, for my part, that they got to know you personally in Rome. I know 

they hold you in high esteem as a very pious and capable prelate, but they mistrust your view-

point and your style of management. There are certain prejudices against you that will disap-

pear, I am positive, when they get to know you personally, provided that after expressing your 

fears and doubts, you submit blindly to the decisions of Propaganda Fide. Under this condition, 

your journey will bring about much good, and good only.”548 

Fr. Tesson also advised him to get in touch with Monsignor Barnabò, the powerful secretary of 

Propaganda Fide, and to inform Fr. Barran about his schedule. The Seminary Superior, “being in very 

good rapport with Monsignor Barnabò,” will be able to inform Propaganda Fide in advance. He rec-

ommended that he stayed some time in Rome before going to France. If the decision is delayed, then 

he could go home. 

De Brésillac answered thanking his confrere for the advice concerning his contacts with the 

Roman milieu, and stated his personal position in relation to “good politics:” 

“You speak about good politics. It seems indeed that you need them in this world, even if 

you fight only for God’s glory! However, I must confess that I hardly understand this kind of 

diplomacy. More over I am not eager to use it at all. And if the good that the Lord is asking 

from me requires diplomacy to succeed, I really fear falling short of it when I render my ac-

count to him. I don’t know if I’m fooling myself, but it seems to me that if I need to use that 

drug, it would simply mean that Providence’s time hasn’t come yet.”549 

De Brésillac informed Bonnand about his permission to go to Rome. A frequent correspond-

ence took place between both bishops afterwards. De Brésillac was very honest with his fellow bishop 

concerning his resignation: 

“I know how much this will cost me in pain of heart, physical fatigue, and maybe dis-

honor or at least humiliation. But the day will come – on which I place my hope – when every-

thing will become clear and everyone will see that, notwithstanding all my miseries, I cannot be 

accused of having ever argued just for the sake of it or of trying to impose even one of my opin-

ions at the expense of truth or of not having struggled to discern in order to grasp and defend 
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whatever truth was in question or of having ceased for a moment to desire the good of our So-

ciety, whose defects I recognize, whose qualities I also know, which is entitled to all my efforts 

and respect, since I have the honor of being a member.”550 

 

3.  Last weeks in the Vicariate 

3.1.  Consolations and problems 

De Brésillac presided over the solemn blessing of the new church in Kodiveri on September 8. 

It replaced a small rundown church that had been hastily constructed by Fr. Dubois. This feast was a 

true blessing for the Christian community, which had suffered a lot during Tipu Sahib's persecution in 

1784.551 

On Sunday October 2, 1853, feast of Our Lady of the Rosary, Bishop de Brésillac also com-

memorated the 7th anniversary of his episcopal ordination and, as usual, he celebrated it in Karu-

mathampatty, where he had been consecrated bishop. He wrote few reflections in his diary on this oc-

casion, summing up the time he had passed at the service of the Lord in the missions: 

“I am far from what I should be, and what is more difficult to say, I am far from achiev-

ing all the results that would have been possible in these 7 years if missionary work was what it 

should have been if our Society was what it should be, and if we ourselves were as we should 

be.”552 

Our bishop was very moved during the celebration since he thought it could be the last time he 

presided over this ceremony. He expressed his feelings at this very critical moment of his life in his 

diary: 

“Oh my God! Why should I leave this mission that I love so much? You are the only one 

who can read in my heart, and I hope that some day you will give witness to the fact that the 

desire to preserve the glory of your name and of your Church was the only reason moving me 

in my determination to resign. It is a sacrifice that I make for you, oh my God, which will be 

known only by you, because people, even good people, will think differently. They will accuse 

me of being changeable, indolent, and perhaps of being proud and stubborn. As for me, oh my 

God, I hope you will draw some good for your holy Church in the missions out of the humilia-

tions lying ahead, and that will be enough for me.”553 

 

3.2.  Retreat for the seminarians 

From October 26 to 30, 1853, Bishop de Brésillac went to Karumathampatty to say goodbye 

before his departure for Rome, and to preach a retreat to the seminarians, some of whom were receiv-

ing the ministries of porter, exorcist, and acolyte. The text of this retreat includes 8 lectures, 4 medita-

tions, and 3 particular examinations of conscience.554 

In the first lecture, the preacher explained the sense of Jesus’ words: “I do not call you servants 

but friends (Jn 15: 15).” He invited the seminarians to consider themselves as Christ’s friends, and 

therefore obliged to move perfect life of faith than other Christians. 
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In the next meditation, the bishop turned his previous statements into a prayer to Christ, the Be-

ginning and End of the universe. All things, times and places stand before him. His eyes are open to 

each of his friends. 

Then de Brésillac spoke about the virtues of faith, hope and charity, the central topic of the re-

treat. A particularly deep Christian life was necessary also regarding these virtues. An average faith 

was not enough for priests and seminarians. They needed to live out of faith,  to be immersed in it to 

the point of breathing it, and expressing it in every aspect of their lives. 

He went on speaking about hope, which grows in proportion to faith. Hope makes everything 

possible, if we want to use what God’s goodness is giving us. We must not fear or despair even if we 

sin and are weak, because God is a Father and wants to be called Father. 

After that he gave several talks on charity, given its importance in achieving the deep Christian 

life required of priests and seminarians. When speaking about charity, de Brésillac used an inflection 

that indicated all his passion for Christ, opening his heart in a loving prayer. The spiritual process that 

had taken place in him became evident through the clarity and warmth of his words. 

Regarding the text of this retreat as a whole, it is interesting to read the assessment  of Bishop 

Ambrose, of Coimbatore, in 1985: 

“The retreat he gave to the Karumathampatty seminarians in Latin just before leaving for 

Rome is a clear testimony of the great love for the seminarians he bore in his heart. The retreat 

was based on the three theologal virtues of Faith, Hope, and Charity, which are indeed the true 

foundations of the spiritual life. Reading through the text, you cannot help noticing that Mon-

signor de Brésillac had a deep love and knowledge of the Sacred Scriptures. His meditations are 

based on the Scriptures, and the many quotations we find in every page prove his ability to 

handle the different books of the revealed Word.”555 

Another aspect of this retreat deserving our attention is the fact that the preacher, remaining 

within the mindset of his time, used a particular tone that succeeded in encouraging the seminarians 

and bringing out the best in them: 

 “A breath of optimism, not very frequent at the time, runs through these pages. Marion 

Brésillac insistently evoked love rather than fear. He believed that his seminarians were capable 

of a Christian perfection in line with Jesus’ evangelical challenge. This opinion was far from 

being unanimous among the missionaries of his time. He was able to distinguish whether faults 

came from weakness or from malice. He did not admit that a person animated by faith could 

easily commit a mortal sin. And most important of all, he based the entire building of spiritual 

life on the three theologal virtues of Faith, Hope, and Charity.”556 

 

4.  Towards departure from India 

4.1.  A few days before leaving 

Unfortunately, there is no information in de Brésillac’s diary about his last days in Coimbatore, 

or about the moment of his departure, which was scheduled for November 12. 

Some days before leaving, our bishop wrote a farewell letter to his missionaries, informing 

them about the formalities of the Vicariate’s administration in his absence. He was very honest about 

something that saddened him at the time of his departure, namely, that some missionaries did not 

agree with his trip. They considered it as a choice stemming from his particular character, and was not 

really at the service of God’s glory: “However, I have examined my conscience and the only thing I 

can find there is my desire to fulfill the obligations that circumstances have imposed on me.”557 

Around November 9, “the excellent Fr. Métral, and the good Fr. Ravel” came to Coimbatore 

with the seminarians to say goodbye. There were mixed feelings of joy and sadness. 

                                            
555   Marion Brésillac, Faith, Hope, … op. cit., 4-5, in the preface. 
556  Bonfils, J. in : Faith, Hope…op. cit., 8-9, in the Editor’s Foreword. 
557  Letter to his missionaries, 7 November 1853. AMA 2 F 7 verso, 52-53. 
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Around that time, the bishop made a sort of summary in his diary, speaking about his love for 

Indian people, and their love for him: 

“The Indians have no heart! They love no one. They do not even know the meaning of 

gratitude! This is what I hear every day (…). 

The Indians love no one! And who loves them? Do you want them to love those who 

push them off with disdain? Is it not enough that they tolerate them and submit to their despotic 

authority? I have loved them and they have loved me. Of this I am sure. I believe I can give 

witness to myself by saying that Indian people who knew me got to like me, including some 

difficult ones, and they liked me even more as they  got to know me better. Those who do not 

know me or hardly know me obviously mistrust me. They are entitled to, they are almost 

obliged to do so, since I have white skin!”558 

 

4. 2.  Departure for Bombay 

Bishop de Brésillac decided to take ship from Bombay to Europe. His departure from Coimba-

tore on Saturday, November 12, 1853, was delayed because the palanquin carriers were hindered by a 

judicial problem. The bishop decided to leave without them, and had his cart pulled by a pair of small 

oxen which were not used to the harness. Fearing an accident, people did not want to let him go in 

those conditions, but the trip went well. 

After 16 miles, de Brésillac found a better pair of oxen, and arrived at Palghat in the evening as 

anticipated. The following day, a Sunday, the bishop gave Confirmation to a small group of Chris-

tians. On November 14 the small caravan set out again and stopped at a different place each day: Lak-

kidi Kootupatha, Vaniyamkulam, Thrittala, Padinjrarangadi, Tannur, Beypore, and finally Calicut, 

where they arrived on November 20. There he found a rather big church with a Latin and a Syrian 

priest, who offered him a warm welcome. 

De Brésillac left Calicut on the 22nd, and arrived in Vadakara the next day. On the 24th he got to 

Mahe, a French colony which had been a strong and beautiful city but was somewhat abandoned at 

this time. After stopping at Tellichery on November 26, he arrived in Cannamore, where he embarked 

on a patamar559 that took him all the way to Mangalore. He arrived there on November 30th. The local 

Vicar Apostolic was expecting him. He was Bishop Antoine Anfossi OCD, recently appointed to that 

diocese, whose name in religion was Michel-Antoine de Louis de Gonzaga. The Vicar Apostolic of 

Coimbatore found a real brotherly welcome in Mangalore. 

On December 10 he went back to sea on a decrepit patamar, which passed in front of Goa on 

the 13th. He would have liked to disembark and make a pilgrimage to Saint Francis Xavier’s burial 

place, but he desisted because the sanctuary was in schismatic hands. He finally arrived in Bombay on 

December 22, after waiting at sea for a few days because of the bad weather. 

 

5.  The trip to Europe 

5.1.  From Bombay to Aden 

At the beginning of 1854, as usual, de Brésillac wrote down a few reflections about time pass-

ing so quickly while the years accumulated in his life. He was 40 years old: 

“By your grace, oh Lord, may the year ahead be more salutary than then years which 

have passed, and may the little good you will give me to do be not tarnished by the evil that my 

bad nature has somehow attached to all my actions up to now. Continue blessing me with your 

good graces, oh Mary; and you, good Angels, continue granting me your benevolent care; accom-

                                            
558  Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., III, 1206. 
559  A patamar is a two-masted coasting vessel, its prow being as long as the keel, used for trade in Bombay and 

Sri Lanka (trans.). 
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pany me to Rome, and open before me the way to something good, to some work of salvation for 

the missions and for holy Church, our mother, in which and for which I want to live and die.”560 

With these feelings, de Brésillac started his voyage from Bombay to Suez. He left on Saturday, 

January 14, on board of the Semiramis, and arrived in Aden the evening of Monday 23. He was able 

to write some pages in his diary during the trip in spite of the rolling of the ship and he left us an in-

teresting reflection regarding missionary work, using the example of two kinds of vegetation: 

 “I have often said it is impossible to establish anything solid by following the missionary 

approach we have unfortunately used for a very long time. The little good it brings about with 

some splendour is similar to those exotic plants grown with the use of chemical products, with 

the help of people who were not born made to plow the earth. As soon as you enjoy briefly their 

beautiful fruits, the tree declines, the soil becomes sterile, and leaves nothing to the good peas-

ant  but to commence again to dig his furrow in the hope of gaining a feeble harvest in the 

course of a few years. 

The good plowman will be lucky if the wise men come no more to his field for new ex-

periments! With pain and time, he will end up bringing his field back to its normal state, and 

will harvest his crop every year in a less brilliant but in a more solid way, according to what is 

natural without forcing on constrictions the ordinary laws of nature”.561 

De Brésillac stayed in Aden until February 6. A boat that could have taken him to Suez was 

over loaded with passengers, so he preferred to wait for some days. He also wanted to know the situa-

tion of the Catholics in the region. He knew there were Indian Tamil soldiers in the area and thought 

that they would welcome a visiting bishop.  

Meanwhile he met 2 bishops in the port of Aden, who were also traveling. They were Mon-

signor Desprez, a Frenchman, first bishop of Reunion (then called Bourbon), and Monsignor Serra, a 

Spaniard, Administrator of Perth, Australia. He also wanted to meet the local missionary, Father Luigi 

Sturla, an Italian diocesan priest, who had been in Aden since 1849. Fr. Sturla himself came to greet 

our bishop, who was with Monsignor Serra. This missionary defined himself as “an original person 

but with a good heart.” Bishop de Brésillac was very happy with his welcoming attitude, and decided 

to stay with him for about 10 days. He was able to give Confirmation to several Catholics, and hear 

the confessions of the Tamil soldiers. 

 

5.2.  From Aden to Suez 

On Monday evening, February 6, de Brésillac left Aden for Suez on board the Bombay. The 

first day, he tried to write in his diary a description of Fr. Sturla, who had delighted him with his 

warm personality. He was certainly an original person, not dressed according to the common rules of 

politeness from the civil or ecclesial viewpoint, but he had a very good heart and everybody liked 

him, not only the Catholics, because he was at the service of all. He had even constructed a house 

close to the harbor to accommodate the passing missionaries. Our bishop wrote about him: 

“It would certainly be better if he added the decency of a more appropriate outfit to the 

important spiritual and especially relational qualities that distinguish him. But the best is often 

the enemy of the good: Father Sturla would not be himself anymore, and perhaps he would no 

longer do any good. That doesn’t mean that we can advise others to do the same.”562 

The journey on the steamboat went well, and the engine overcame the strength of the winds. As 

soon as they approached Suez, especially when he spotted the summit of Mount Sinai, our bishop did 

some writing on his diary remembering the great biblical deeds, the presence of the Lord among to his 

people. 

                                            
560   Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., III, 1235, Bombay, 1st January 1854. 
561  Ibid., III, 1252-1253.  
562  Ibid., III, 1285. 
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Bishop de Brésillac arrived in Suez, Egypt, on Sunday, February 12, 1854, “between 10 and 11 

in the evening”, according to his diary. There was only time for a quick meal before leaving for Cairo. 

He regretted having to cross the desert at night missing the landscape. 

An idea he had just discarded without really knowing why came back to his mind. When he 

was in Aden he had inquired about the possibility of going from Suez to Jerusalem. People told him it  

would not expensive. He had the necessary information for a trip that would not be too difficult for a 

missionary used to lack of comfort. He had even set aside his personal belongings to facilitate his de-

parture for the Holy Land. But the fact of arriving in Suez around midnight, plus several minor diffi-

culties when getting ready to leave for Cairo, made him change his mind. He did not know why he 

had given up the idea so easily, and wondered about this in his diary, concluding that it had been his 

Guardian Angel who had made him take this turn in spite of himself. He learned afterwards that 

 “…circumstances were quite bad, and no one could have known this, except for those 

who, like the celestial spirits, can see at a glance not the whole universe, but at least many dif-

ferent places in the world.”563 

If he had followed his initial plan and left for the Holy Land, he would have arrived in Jerusa-

lem in the middle of a revolution started by the Greeks against the French. The Patriarch who would 

have welcomed him and the French consul had both fled. 

 

5.3.  Sojourn in Egypt 

After crossing the desert, de Brésillac took a steamboat on the Nile, and arrived in Cairo the 

evening of Monday 13. He went to 3 different hotels without finding a room, so he decided to try the 

Franciscan Community of the Custody of the Holy Land, where he arrived at 9 o’clock in the evening. 

There was no room there either, but they directed him to the house of a different Franciscan group. 

After certain misunderstandings and having taken the local Superior for a Turk, he finally found a 

place to stay. 

The following day, in spite of being tired after the trip, he visited the famous mosque construct-

ed by Muhammad Ali. He took a tour to get a glimpe of the city, and also saw the land that was ferti-

lized by the Nile, and the desert around it. The pyramids appeared in all their majesty from afar. He 

visited Joseph’s Well and the pyramids, climbing to the top of the highest one. He went back to the 

convent very tired. 

On Wednesday 15, our bishop visited the churches in town and met 3 bishops. He went on pil-

grimage to the Virgin Mary's Tree, where she was supposed to have spent her first night in Egypt. He 

would have liked to visit other interesting places, but time was limited. 

On Thursday, February 16, de Brésillac left Cairo for Alexandria, where he arrived the follow-

ing day. He received a warm welcome from the Vicar Apostolic, Monsignor Guasco, a venerable and 

simple man. He spent 8 days with him. He was looking for a way to continue his trip by sea, and 

Monsignor Guasco found a free place for him on a French boat that would take him to Civitavecchia, 

Italy. 

 

5.4.  Stopovers in Malta and Naples 

On Friday, February 24, Monsignor de Brésillac embarked on the Salamandre, a French steam-

boat bound for Malta. They had bad weather from the beginning. There was a big storm the first night, 

and the following days were also difficult. Our Bishop prayed a lot, and appreciated the fact that he 

did’nt hear a single inappropriate word from the officers or the sailors. 

The storm prevented them from reaching the island of Crete. The Salamandre, a strong but old 

boat, finally arrived in Rhodes after some very difficult days. The voyage continued on the morning 

of Thursday, March 2 and they weighed anchor that evening  after a rough journey but without great 

difficulties. The steamer finally arrived at Malta on Monday evening, March 6. 

                                            
563   Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., III, 1344. 
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Our bishop spent the first night at the Imperial Hotel. The following morning he celebrated 

Mass at the Franciscan Observantine church. Thanks to a letter from Monsignor Guasco addressed to 

the Superior, he found accommodation in this community until he could find another boat. De Brésil-

lac spent his time here visiting the different churches, particularly the places related to Saint Paul, for 

whom there was a strong devotion. He noticed large attendance at the Mass. 

On Sunday, March 12, de Brésillac embarked on the Bosphore bound for Naples. The trip went 

very well. They stopped at Messina the day after, and the passengers were able to pay a short visit to 

the city. The ship sailed for Naples in the evening and they arrived there in the late afternoon of Tues-

day, March 14. 

Our bishop found accommodation at the Chinese College, where he was warmly welcomed. He 

visited Cardinal Sforza, Archbishop of Naples, who received him kindly, and allowed him to collect 

funds for the Coimbatore mission. He visited the cathedral and several churches in town. He noticed 

that the Order priests kept their churches better and more beautifully than the diocesan priests. 

Our bishop met different French people residing in Naples. He celebrated Mass for them, and 

also delivered 10 homilies: 2 for the Sisters of Charity at the basilica of Our Lady of Good Counsel, 

and 8 at Saint Catherine’s church in Chiaia, where he preached from Passion Sunday to Palm Sunday, 

April 9, 1854. He also visited the royal palaces of Capodimonte and Portici, the museum, the hospi-

tals, and some schools directed by French-speaking sisters. Then he went to Pompeii and Vesuvius, 

where he went to the crater’s edge. 

In Naples he admired the clergy’s fine appearance, and was particularly touched by the peo-

ple’s kindness, by “the soft yet spiritual attitude of the people who are in the last ranks of society.”564 

He participated in the celebration of Easter there on April 16. 

 

5.5.  Arrival in Rome 

Bishop de Brésillac set out for Rome on Tuesday the 18th. A director from the Chinese College, 

where he had been welcomed, accompanied him until he took the coach. He went through Capua, and 

had a glimpse at Gaeta from the distance as he passed by. He stopped  at Terracina in the late after-

noon, and from there he took the coach to Rome that same evening. The following morning, our bish-

op passed by the Pontine Swamp, which reminded him of Indian landscape. Then he had a sight of the 

Roman countryside. He passed through Albano Laziale, left Castelgandolfo on his right, and finally 

arrived in Rome on Wednesday, April 19, 1854, five months after leaving Coimbatore. 

Once in Rome, de Brésillac went to the General House of the Discalced Carmelites, where he 

found Bishop Martini, Vicar Apostolic of Verapoly. He was accompanied from there to San Pancra-

zio, the Carmelite Missions Seminary, where he found warm hospitality, there he established his first 

residence in Rome. 

                                            
564   Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., III, 1383. About  Mgr de Brésillac’s stay in Naples, cf.: Ibid., III, 1359-

1383. 
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CHAPTER 11 

TIME FOR EXPLANATIONS 

(1854 – 1855) 

 

I. SOJOURN IN ROME 

 

1.  First meetings 

On April 20, 1854, the day after his arrival in Rome, Bishop de Brésillac visited the  Congrega-

tion of Propaganda Fide. But the Congresso – the Council integrated by the most important persons in 

charge of the Congregation – usually met on Thursdays, so he was not able to see them. 

Hence he went to see Saint Peter’s Basilica, and was captured by its beauty. Then he visited 

Bishop Luquet, his former friend who now resided in Rome. They had not seen each other for 10 

years, so they needed a while to catch up. 

The following day, Friday, April 21, our missionary bishop went back to Propaganda Fide and 

was able to meet the Prefect, Cardinal Giacomo Filippo Fransoni, head of the Congregation since 

1834. He was so old – he said – that he was not able to discuss anything with him.565 

Instead he met the Secretary of the Congregation, Monsignor Alessandro Barnabò,566 and he 

immediately realized that he was a very intelligent person, with a great memory, very well informed 

about the affairs he had in hand, particularly those of India. 

De Brésillac was delighted by this first meeting with Monsignor Barnabò, especially by his 

“unique kindness.” They spoke only about general matters, but our Vicar Apostolic’s demand for res-

ignation was certainly mentioned because a while later he wrote: 

“However since I arrived in Rome, Monsignor Barnabò, to whom I initially spoke, did 

not want to hear anything about an immediate resignation. Before dealing with that matter, this 

prelate asked me to tell the Sacred Congregation what I thought about: 

1st the special question of the Malabar Rites; 

2nd the other important questions regarding Indian missions at present; 

3rd Catholic missions in general; 

4th the present state of our pious Foreign Missions Congregation, and what would be nec-

essary to render it better able to produce all the good it contains in ‘germ’, but which has not 

being able to develop, in my opinion, because of certain accidental shortcomings that are hin-

dering it.”567 

Bishop de Brésillac preferred not to answer all of Monsignor Barnabò’s questions immediately 

for two reasons. First, he wanted to meet the Pope, but he had to wait several days because the Holy 

Father was not well and all audiences had been suspended. Second, he wanted to know the Propagan-

da Fide Secretary better so as to understand what would be the best way to answer his questions. 

                                            
565 Cardinal Giacomo Filippo Fransoni was born in Genoa in 1775. He was Prefect of the Congregation of Propa-

ganda from 1834 to his death in 1856. 
566  Mgr Alessandro Barnabò was born at Foligno in 1801. He became Secretary of Propaganda in 1848, then 

Cardinal and Prefect from 1856 to his death in 1874. 
567  Marion Brésillac, Mission Documents – Foundation Documents, French Edition prepared by Jean Bonfils, SMA 

with the collaboration of Noël Douau, SMA, Translated into English by Bob Hales, SMA, Paris, 1986, 294 p., 
26.    
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While he waited to meet the Pope, de Brésillac accepted Monsignor Barnabò’s proposal: to 

write down what he knew about the situation of the Syrian clergy and the Malabar mission. He decid-

ed to start answering this first question because he was not personally implicated, and therefore he 

could observe Monsignor Barnabò’s reaction and understand in what terms he should write the rest of 

the report.568 

On Sunday, May 7, de Brésillac went to Saint Peter’s Basilica for the beatification of Germaine 

Cousin (1571-1601), a humble shepherdess from Pibrac, a village close to Toulouse. He was happy to 

participate in this ceremony because he had some reasons to believe that Blessed Germaine was from 

the same family as his paternal grandmother, who bore the same surname.569 

The following day, Monday, May 8, he was finally able to meet Pope Pius IX. He spoke about 

this audience in his journal: 

“This morning at a quarter to 11, I had an audience with the Holy Father. Nothing equals 

the paternal goodness of Pius IX. Full of sweetness and even joviality, he immediately makes 

you feel at ease. Hardly two minutes had passed when I was completely taken by the emotion 

of being in the presence of Jesus Christ’s Vicar for the first time. As soon as I kissed his hand, 

he asked me to stand up, and so I did. Then he invited me to sit down; I did not accept his invi-

tation, and he did not insist. We spoke tête-à-tête for a good half-hour, all the time in 

French.”570 

During the audience, the Pope expressed his discontent regarding the missions, especially in 

India. He believed that some people who had gone there were not good missionaries. Our bishop tried 

to answer for those of his Congregation and stated that, to his knowledge, not more than 1% of them 

were bad missionaries: 

 “Bad, I said, in the sense of being bad priests, moved by ambition, greed, and other 

deep-seated defects; but I also confessed that there were some who came to the missions with 

an impetuous attitude, and many of them lacked sufficient preparation before leaving for the 

missions, consequently, in spite of having a lot of talent and goodwill, they lacked those virtues 

that can only be developed through formation for the specific vocation one is embracing. This 

explanation did not seem to displease him.”571 

The Pope then mentioned that, according to the information he had, Bishop de Brésillac was 

not in the best relations with the FMP Congregation. Our bishop answered that he loved his Congre-

gation very much, but that not everything was perfect in it. He added that what made him suffer was 

the confusion that in his opinion prevailed in missionary work, and the impossibility for him to im-

prove the situation. That was the reason why he had asked to resign, a request he restated to the Pope. 

He answered: “But you have been in the missions for a long time; you need to let us know in writing 

what you think, and then we will see.”572 Our bishop immediately understood that this suggestion 

came from Monsignor Barnabò. He expressed his reluctance to write because he did not want to harm 

people he liked and respected. But the Pope insisted, adding that the Congregation would keep the re-

ports unpublished and that Bishop de Brésillac could hand them personally to him. 

The bishop answered that he had full confidence in Propaganda Fide, and that he was not afraid 

of what people would say, but he did not want to dispose certain people against himself: “However, if 

Your Holiness orders me to write, I will do it in conscience, not wishing to cause pain to anyone but 

neither fearing their judgment.” The Pope concluded: “Good! So be it, do it.” And so our Vicar Apos-

tolic got to work. 

 

                                            
568  The copy of this document on the clergy and Syro-Malabar Christians is in : AMA 2 F 11, 433-446. This text is 

published in the Review L’Orient syrien, 2e trim. 1960, 197-224. 
569   Germaine Cousin was canonised by Pope Pius IX in 1867. 
570   Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…,  op. cit., III, 1397. 
571   Ibid., III, 1398. 
572   Ibid., III, 1399. 
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2.  Asking for collaboration 

On May 10, de Brésillac wrote to the FMP Seminary Directors informing them about his visit 

to Rome. He realized that his presence and activities there could embarrass them. This letter is im-

portant to understand his position regarding the FMP and the way in which he was driven to write the 

report for Propaganda Fide. 

De Brésillac began by mentioning that he had had several meetings with Monsignor Barnabò, 

who was well informed about the comings and goings of the Indian missions: 

“This prelate strongly advised me to communicate my thoughts to the Sacred Congrega-

tion in writing, with regard to what should be done to develop the work of the missions in ac-

cord with the sacrifices and zeal that are employed there.”573 

He added that he was dealing with several unresolved questions that would prevent him from 

continuing with his ministry in India if the situation did not change. One of the reasons for his resig-

nation had been the situation of the FMP Congregation, with its “defects, certainly accidental, but 

which prevented it from developing all the good it contains.” In addition, several prejudices against 

him had been quite annoying. He underlined that he felt a strong reluctance to write about such a deli-

cate and complex matter, and that he thought it would not be worthwhile. But the Pope himself shared 

Monsignor Barnabò’s opinion. 

De Brésillac wanted to anticipate the possible objections to his report from the Paris Seminary 

Directors. He also specified that he had no problem if other people expressed their own opinions. He 

was looking for truth, and different opinions would only help in shedding light on the matter. 

He added that if Propaganda Fide wanted to decide something about the Malabar Rites, they 

should take into account all the Vicars Apostolic of India concerned. He hoped not to be taken as 

foolhardy because he was trying to clarify these questions. And he asked the Directors to give him a 

hand by sharing any useful information with him, or by informing Propaganda Fide directly so that 

they could analyze the facts for themselves. 

De Brésillac did not send this letter immediately. In this critical situation he needed to ask for 

the assistance of the Lord and the Virgin Mary. So he decided to send it only after going on pilgrim-

age to Loreto. 

Before leaving, he wished to move from the Carmelite community in San Pancrazio to a place 

nearer the center of the city, closer to Propaganda Fide. He found accommodation at the French Sem-

inary, which had been founded the previous year in the former Irish College.574 

 

3.  Pilgrimage to Loreto 

Bishop de Brésillac set off for Loreto on May 11 in the morning. He traveled together with 

Bishop Bettachini, Vicar Apostolic of Jaffna, who also happened to be in Rome. He followed the reg-

ular pilgrimage itinerary, and was able to discover the countryside, its people, their Christian life, the 

churches and other monuments, and the landscape, all of which he described as usual in his diary. His 

comments about the things he found on the way were always interesting and direct. 

Our bishop arrived in Cività Castellana that same evening, and in Narni the following day. The 

journey continued with stops in Spoleto, Foligno, Recanati, finally reaching Loreto in the evening of 

Sunday, May 14. 

The following day, our pilgrim went to the Santa Casa and remained there for a long time in 

prayer, mainly contemplating the mystery of the Incarnation that this place recalled in a special way. 

He celebrated Mass there early in the morning, and returned in the afternoon to recite the Liturgy of 

the Hours and spend some more time in prayer. De Brésillac enjoyed delicious moments in this sanc-

                                            
573   Letter to the Paris Seminary Directors, 10 May 1854. AMEP Vol. 1011, n° 110. « S.C. »  means « Sacred Con-

gregation ». 
574   This Irish College was located at n.20, via degli Ibernesi. 
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tuary, as he said himself. It was a good experience for him, at this period of his life when he suffered 

for the past without knowing yet what was his future. 

While he was in Loreto, he accompanied Bishop Bettacchini in a small tour to Osimo to see the 

relics of Saint Joseph of Copertino. The reading of an autographed letter of the saint to a group of 

Christian people deeply touched him. The Saint said “I would like to see you bursting with the love of 

God.” On Friday, May 19, our pilgrim bishop left Loreto and was back in Rome on Sunday 21. 

 

4.  Writing the report 

Bishop de Brésillac started working on the four-point report that the Holy See wanted. The 

FMP Seminary Directors never answered his letter, but they made their reaction known to Monsignor 

Barnabò through a confidential letter from Fr. Barran.575 

After mentioning that he himself had advised Bishop de Brésillac to visit Rome, Fr. Barran said 

that, according to his letter, he was about to write a report about serious questions regarding their mis-

sions and the Constitutions of their Congregation. He deeply regretted this initiative, and he felt 

obliged to touch on those delicate and important questions immediately “in order to forestall annoying 

impressions about our Society that could result from it.” 

Propaganda Fide answered Fr. Barran by saying that they had willingly authorized Bishop de 

Brésillac to write his report in order to calm his anxiety  over the topics in question. But the Congre-

gation assured him that they would not make any definitive move without consulting the Paris Semi-

nary and the other FMP Vicars Apostolic. In addition, they recognized the particular benevolence of 

this excellent bishop’s, and about the matters in question, they would study how to use whatever came 

from his paper.576 This letter was dated June 17, 1854, so Propaganda Fide had not received de Brésil-

lac’s report . 

 

5.  The report to Propaganda Fide 

The report of Bishop de Brésillac to Propaganda Fide was dated June 24, 1854.577 

5.1.  An important introduction 

The report opened with an introduction of several pages, in which the author summarized the 

difficulties that had compelled him to resign, the reasons for it and his resignation  having been re-

fused, he had come to Rome to explain himself. 

He started with the reasons that had brought him to Rome, recalling everything he had said and 

written to the different persons involved in the missions, in the hope that they would handle this in-

formation according to their conscience. He had tried to get in touch with the neighboring missions. 

Some had understood him; others considered him as dangerous and even as an adversary. He had con-

tacted the Holy See when he had realized that in conscience he could not go on as head of the mission, 

and he had asked them to take note of his worries and those of his fellow apostolic workers, so as to 

arrive at the truth. 

He had continued working in spite of his demand for resignation not having been accepted, but 

the situation got worse because many things were wrongly done, and many others were not imple-

mented. It was necessary therefore to reach the root of the problem and find the right solutions. That 

is when he had restated his resignation to Propaganda Fide, requesting permission come to Rome to 

explain himself if his request was refused again. 

                                            
575   APF, Indie Orientali, 1853-1854, 1066, 31 May 1854. 
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ments…, op. cit., 21-78.On the circunstances which compelled Mgr de Brésillac to write this report to the S.C.P.F. 
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He continued the report by stating his uneasiness about the possibility of putting at risk the in-

terests of the FMP Society and its esprit de corps, which could prevent them from looking at things 

objectively. He hoped that God would make them understand that he did not intend to start a conflict, 

but only a charitable discussion that he thought necessary. He recalled that the report he was present-

ing had been expressly required by Monsignor Barnabò. 

Finally, de Brésillac emphasized that such a vast issue could not be dealt with all at once, or in 

a single report. It should be preceded by an exact account of the facts so that Propaganda Fide could 

be well informed about the situation concerning each point in question. 

After this methodological consideration, de Brésillac presented the course he wished to follow. 

In a first paper, as part of the report, he intended to demonstrate the need to deal with the 4 points in-

dicated by Monsignor Barnabò, and would try to solve some other points related to them. Then he 

would indicate the necessary means for an exact knowledge of the facts that should be at the basis of a 

serious discussion regarding each of the 4 points. And finally, if the conclusions that would follow 

were to be admitted by the Cardinals’ Congregation, 

“this work would be a prelude to the subsequent reports, which will follow the light com-

ing from the clarification of the facts, and especially the light that the Holy Spirit will grant us 

so that we can clearly see through the confusing affairs of the missions.”578 

 

5.2.  First point: the Malabar Rites 

In the presentation of the first point,579 de Brésillac did not pretend to make a detailed history of 

the facts before and after Cardinal de Tournon’s visit to India in 1703, or after the Apostolic Constitu-

tion Omnium sollicitudinum of 1744. He preferred to go straight to the point of the uneasiness existing 

in his time among missionaries and Christian people, to try to find its cause. They were all in a posi-

tion 

“both annoying and contrary to the holy liberty of the Gospel, almost seeming to oppose 

the admirable simplicity and the gentle benevolence of the Saviour of all people.”580 

Indeed, he stated a conviction which had arrived after long reflection: the remedy used by Car-

dinal de Tournon “was not suitable for the patient,” and the means he used were insufficient because 

his prohibitions did not touch all the superstitious practices; on the other hand, the remedy was too vi-

olent, “given the nature of the patient,” and the situation of the Indians. 

Regarding the suitability of Tournon’s solution, he was convinced that there were other super-

stitious practices that had not been included in the decrees of the Holy See. He made a remarkable re-

flection in passing: 

“All Indian practices, including those that seem most bizarre and ridiculous, have a ra-

tionale that is either political, philosophical, hygienic or of some other kind. Superstition was 

eventually attached to all these practices, making their original meaning fall into oblivion and 

cease to matter, although it could have become a lifeline.”581 

He recalled the missionaries’ uneasiness at the time, advancing the names of Bishop Charbon-

naux and Fr. Jarrige, two experienced missionaries in India who had realized after many years in the 

missions that they had tolerated a considerable number of superstitious practices because they had not 

studied them well. 

What were the means of solving this situation? A decision from the Holy See against caste 

would bring about apostasy as had happened in the past. Before moving in that direction, it would be 

necessary to be absolutely sure that there were no other means of guaranteeing the purity of the faith. 
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It was also necessary to take note that the oath taken by all missionaries before beginning their 

missionary work 

“…cannot help but sadden them deeply, and humiliate them by putting under suspicion 

the purity of their faith and the sincerity of their zeal. Shortly after beginning their functions, 

this oath becomes a cause of trouble, anxiety, and embarrassment for them.”582 

Moreover, he indicated that after Benedict XIV’s intervention in 1744 there had been no more 

serious conversions in India, and that the Christians who had not apostatized “were crawling in a state 

of deadly lassitude, which can only result in the extinction of the fully indigenous Christian Commu-

nities of India.” When he arrived at this point of the report, de Brésillac drew a first conclusion: 

“Instead of thinking about new rigors, and asking for new condemnations – which seem 

unavoidable to me if we carry on with the same attitude we have followed until now – would it 

not be suitable to review what we have done in order to see if there are other means of preserv-

ing Christians from a guilty involvement in idolatry, without hurting, dishonoring, or putting 

them down as happened after the implementation of the decrees?”583 

They required a solution allowing for the fact that important circumstances had changed after 

150 years, without touching Cardinal de Tournon’s honor. 

Before making a proposal, de Brésillac wished to know if the Congregation was willing to re-

examine the past. In case of an affirmative answer, he suggested to the Congregation a number of 

questions they could address to the main people in charge, and to the apostolic workers of the mis-

sions concerned. Their answers would indicate if Monsignor de Brésillac could go on with his line of 

thought and develop it, moving to practical details. 

Our bishop presented 10 questions that could help in drawing up a clear picture of the situation. 

Was it true that missionaries were uneasy regarding the oath they had to take? Was it true that no 

more unbelievers had converted, especially among noble castes? Was it true that Christians who 

wanted to obey the norms of the Holy See were obliged to lead a humiliating and even dishonorable 

life among their compatriots, with consequences for their future and for the reputation of Christian re-

ligion? Was it possible to find a means of preserving Christians from idolatry without humiliating 

them? 

He wondered then if the missionaries’ line of action was correct, and confessed that he had se-

rious doubts about it. When he was only a simple missionary, he was able to find rest in abiding by 

the instructions of the mission superior. Being a bishop, with the responsibility and the duty of guid-

ing his missionaries, he had found no alternative besides asking Propaganda Fide for clarity. He had 

done so in his letter dated September 16, 1850. The Congregation had answered with the circular let-

ter of October 11, 1851, Jamdudum et iterato, asking the  Vicars Apostolic for information on the is-

sue. 

But he knew that by touching this very delicate matter he risked bringing dangerous questions 

to the surface and eliciting apprehension. To avoid all that, he had offered his resignation in the same 

letter to the Congregation. 

Then he insisted on the need to address all the questions concerning the Malabar Rites. The Ho-

ly See needed to get involved and to have all the information necessary. Therefore he asked the Sa-

cred Congregation to “use efficient means to know immediately and perfectly all the facts.” There 

should be no lack of information regarding this point that he considered fundamental. 

In this sense, de Brésillac proposed 67 precise questions to the Congregation, addressed to the 

persons in charge of the missions and to the most important missionaries in the former kingdoms of 

Madurai, Mysore and Karnataka.584 The questions regarded different customs and intended to assess 

the Christians’ attitude towards them. 
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As to the method, he indicated that Vicars Apostolic should answer separately, and that 3 or 4 

of the most experienced missionaries from each Vicariate should answer the same questions, since 

missionaries often knew certain details better than the bishops. He recommended informing the peo-

ple answering the questionnaire that its goal was only to update Propaganda Fide about the situation. 

And finally, answers should be categorical, clear and short, with the possibility of adding “the ad-

vantages and disavantages regarding the different feelings.” 

Summing up, we can say that in the first point of the report Monsignor de Brésillac presented a 

method to guide the work and the dialogue, in order to assess the facts accurately, and arrive at an 

agreed solution to the problem. According to him, it was important not to get stuck in the discussion 

of details, and to study the problem as a whole through a better knowledge of the historical roots and 

rationale of the practices in force. 

 

5.3.  Second point: mission of the Church in India 

In the second point of his report585 de Brésillac stated that, leaving aside the question of the 

Malabar Rites, there were other obstacles to the mission of the Church in India and they complicated 

the situation. 

With regard to the Goan Schism, he believed it would decrease with time when the nomination 

of certain bishops was properly set, especially in Goa and Macao, and when a large-enough local 

clergy was in place. 

But other problems were more difficult to resolve. In India they were dealing with people who 

had many good natural qualities, “if they were judged without preconceptions (which is rare).” But 

evangelical workers were exposed to cultural bias, to the prejudice coming from society and from 

Church groups, to government interference, and to an ideological mentality. 

In addition, the Church in India was in a state of confusion, and he gave some examples: the 

prejudice against and even the refusal of a local clergy on the part of many missionaries; the inde-

pendence of certain clergymen who were supported by the British government; the uncertainty and 

lack of uniformity with regard to the laws of the Church. 

Propaganda Fide could certainly intervene in all these areas, but a lot of problems would be 

solved if the Apostolic Vicars were able to meet regularly and share. Again, de Brésillac could pro-

vide a more detailed reflection regarding this matter if the Congregation considered it necessary. 

 

5.4.  Third point: Catholic missions in general 

Bishop de Brésillac’s answer to this point was brief.586 He only said he had worked in the mis-

sions for over 14 years, and that he had acquired a certain experience and knowledge. He clearly stat-

ed that all those who went to the bottom of things realized that, compared to the difficulties of all 

kinds that they had to endure, the work of the missions was less successful and fruitful than what peo-

ple imagined. 

To find the reasons and the solutions for this situation, those missionaries who were holier and 

had higher education should not keep their ideas and knowledge “hidden in their hearts,” but share 

them with the Propaganda Fide Congregation, which could act or postpone action once it was fully 

informed. And again, de Brésillac was ready to offer further reflection if the Congregation so desired. 

5.5.  Fourth point: the Foreign Missions Society 

At a personal level, this was the most sensitive and difficult point for de Brésillac.587 He began 

by stating his conviction that the Foreign Missions Society was useful for the work of the missions. 
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He believed it was “good, excellent, even regarding the fundamental principles of its existence.” After 

becoming acquainted with several communities working in the missions, he believed that his own was 

the best “as far as foreign missions were concerned.” For this reason he loved the FMP, and therefore 

wanted to pay service to it by speaking about the shortcomings which developed in time due to specif-

ical circumstances. He did not want to speak about this in public, but discretely, with serious and re-

spected confreres. He knew that by doing so he was running the risk of being considered as someone 

guided by “ideology or utopia.” But he took the risk for the good of the FMP Congregation. He re-

called however that a number of confreres, including several Vicars Apostolic, were favorable to him. 

He considered that the initial idea that had given birth to the Congregation was excellent, but he 

believed that they had stopped following this idea  “perfectly” almost immediately. According to him, 

only the first Vicars Apostolic had achieved it “perfectly.” 

In his opinion, because of some “accidental” defects that had developed in time, the Society 

was not anymore in the situation of helping the Church with the particular service for which it was 

born. In spite of that, there were still a number of good missionaries in the Society, who were able to 

offer a good service, but unfortunately they were isolated. 

As regards the FMP statutes, de Brésillac believed that they were defective, especially because 

they lacked certain elements. First of all, the statutes never received the official approval from the Ho-

ly See. Secondly, the Society was a headless body, or rather, it had several heads in the Vicars Apos-

tolic who were very distant from each other, and in the Superior of the Paris Seminary, who risked 

abusing his position. It often took two years to get an answer from Paris, and then it was given per-

functorily and without much discussion. An authorized intervention from Propaganda Fide would be 

the only way to bring the different opinions together, and propose a common path leading to an 

agreement. 

De Brésillac then put forward a possible procedure. He suggested that Propaganda Fide could 

ask all the Vicars Apostolic if they wanted a reform, and what means they considered necessary to 

improve the situation. After gathering this information, the ideas and propositions could be organized 

and studied to implement the solutions that the Holy See should indicate in turn. 

 

5.6.  A personal engagement 

At the end of the report to the Propaganda Fide Cardinals, Bishop de Brésillac reiterated his 

fear of being an obstacle rather than an instrument between God’s merciful hands regarding the entire 

affair. He asked them if it would not be better for him to retire into a life of silence and solitude. What 

he found most difficult to endure were the difficulties coming 

“from people I respect and like, for some of whom I am filled with reverence, while they 

take me as an adversary and as one of the stern Superiors in our Congregation; I, who only 

want to be the guardian of pure truth, and  not  at all severe (may God help me), I want to be 

evangelically and theologically full of understanding for those I am in charge of.”588 

To prove his good faith – and the fact that he was only moved by the wish to serve the FMP, 

the Indian missions which had all his affection, and missionary work in general which he considered 

“as one of the most important in the Church” – he committed himself to keep silent regarding all the 

issues he had dealt with in the report, or at least about those the Sacred Congregation eventually 

wished to indicate. He was also committed to retiring immediately, 

“either into a life of solitude, or into a different work of any kind that the Holy See may 

wish to confide to me, in case the Sacred Congregation holds that missionary work is not for 

me, and that my complaints are moved by other motivations different from those which are 

strictly supernatural.”589 
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There was only one thing the Vicar Apostolic of Coimbatore could not do: carry on with his 

ministry “given the state of our missions.” He insisted in this regard: 

“It is personally clear to me that we walk on a false and dangerous path. God will proba-

bly not allow me to transmit this conviction to other people, but as long as he makes it clear to 

me, how can I go on walking it”590 

We would like to present the following assessment of de Brésillac’s report: 

“As regards the report in general, we could say that it adds very little to what Brésillac 

had already written about these topics. In fact, for a more complete and precise account of his 

thought, especially on the question of castes, we need to look at his Souvenirs of Twelve Years 

in Mission. But we must say that the method he used in writing the report did not intend to 

move his own ideas forward, but invited the parties in question to send their own reflection to 

the Sacred Congregation. So he seldom stated his personal views, albeit the fact that he made a 

few strong proposals regarding the topics about which there was an overall agreement. On all 

other matters he limited himself to suggest a simple consultation and offer several question-

naires. His approach was remarkably democratic for his time. Neither Bonnand in India nor 

Barran in Paris could fear that any decisions were being made without them knowing.”591 

 

5.7.  An important addendum 

Bishop de Brésillac wrote an addendum dated August 16, 1854, to the report of June 24, 

1854.592 He referred only to the first point regarding the Malabar Rites. He was afraid that he had not 

having explained himself well. He did not want to be considered as a sympathizer of Gallicanism, or 

as an objector to Cardinal de Tournon’s decree, or as someone who was exaggerating the description 

of the tolerated practices. 

He immediately confirmed what he had stated in the report regarding the missions in India, 

where there was “an incredible confusion in people’s mind on a lot of points, especially regarding the 

rites and customs of these peoples.”593 

He considered that they should honestly and freely discuss what he called “the system” fol-

lowed by several evangelical workers, and which consisted of “returning more or less to what had 

been done in connection with Cardinal de Tournon’s decree.”594 

He begged Propaganda Fide to believe that his request was not due to a spirit of opposition, it 

stemmed only from two things: first, the need to overcome the doubt “about being obliged by this de-

cree to treat the Indians with severity, an attitude that several people believe could be avoided”; and 

the second was “the desire to arrive at a unity of feelings among all evangelical workers.” 

Many difficulties would be avoided by carrying out this discussion with the Holy See, because 

the system in place was leading to a number of dangerous publications and interpretations, and it 

made the missionaries wish to be freed from an oath that, rightly or wrongly, was troubling their con-

science. 

De Brésillac ended this last text with three statements that were very important for his peace of 

mind. They showed his delicate conscience and his degree of obedience to the Holy See, but at the 

same time they repeated his request for a deep study of his report with all its implications. The first 

statement was: 
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“As for the rest, if something in my report really disagrees with the respect due to the 

Holy See, I withdraw it immediately. But before rejecting it, I ask the Sacred Congregation to 

kindly take note of it, and to ask its theologians to assess its terms.”595 

In his second statement he asked Propaganda Fide – for the sake of the “poor Indians” – to al-

low the discussion of those propositions that would only have a small degree of probability, in order 

to let that probability grow, on behalf of the salvation of many people. 

In the third statement he disavowed anything that could make one believe he was asking for an 

actual revision of Benedict XIV’s Constitution Omnium Sollicitudinum. 

 

6.  The answer to the report 

Bishop de Brésillac submitted his report to Propaganda Fide on June 26, 1854, and he stayed in 

Rome waiting for an answer. But he said: 

“Everything makes me think that it will have no good effect. I saw Monsignor Barnabò 

this morning and he did not seem willing to let the Sacred Congregation know the report as 

such when they meet, but only through an excerpt or a comment made by himself. The Gentle-

men from Paris – Mr Barran at least – have apparently written to him trying to give a more or 

less negative impression of me. These Gentlemen did not answer my letter; they have not writ-

ten to me at all since. So I think that the road to Jerusalem is leveled out for me. May I live and 

die on Mount Calvary.”596 

In the meantime, Bishop Luquet had read the copy of the report that de Brésillac had sent him, 

and let him know his opinion. He was better informed than de Brésillac about Propaganda Fide’s line 

of action, and knew that the persons in charge who were called to intervene had only a limited 

knowledge of the Malabar Rites issue. 

He was not surprised by the cold reception of the text by Propaganda Fide. To understand its 

value and implications they would need a certain field experience. Without it, the only choice they 

had was to avoid any change or suggestion of change. 

According to Luquet, a meeting of bishops at the scene could have a certain authority, and de 

Brésillac could help the Congregation to prepare it. 

As a whole, he consider the report as “not practical enough, not easy enough to summarize in a 

simple and safe decision. Don’t be surprised then about the negative impression that they manifest to 

you.”597 

Luquet, given his personality and character, certainly had a different way of facing a discussion 

and presenting an opinion. 

“(De Brésillac) report to Propaganda Fide, subtle and nuanced, even though open to Lu-

quet’s critique, did not suit Barnabò, according to whom it was too vague, hesitant, and had too 

many questions, whereas the only determined proposal he saw was the dismissal of past Papal 

decisions.”598 

On August 1st, 1854, de Brésillac wrote a summary of the reactions to his document in his dia-

ry. He said that the report presented to Monsignor Barnabò 
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“did not seem to have a good effect on this prelate’s mind. He probably spoke about it to 

the Holy Father under this impression. The Holy Father did not believe they should print it or 

distribute it to the Cardinals.”599 

But obviously de Brésillac did not agree with this impression. On the contrary, he strongly 

wished that the questions contained in his report would be discussed. So he asked for a second audi-

ence with the Holy Father, and he was very satisfied with the answer he got from him. The Pope saw 

the need for a Congregation of Cardinals to deal with the report, and spoke about it to Monsignor 

Barnabò. 

The Cardinals met on July 31 and Monsignor Barnabò gave an account of the report in ques-

tion. The following day, Barnabò informed our bishop about the Cardinals’ meeting.  De Brésillac 

was discouraged, and arrived at this conclusion: 

“It is not only that I have no hope of bringing about any real good in India, but I do not 

see how I could continue exercising the holy ministry in this poor country.”600 

 

7.  Departure from Rome 

Bishop de Brésillac got ready to leave Rome. He met the Pope again on August 12. It was a 

farewell audience. He was touched as always by the Pope’s paternal kindness, but he realized that 

there was no hope whatsoever regarding the matters that concerned him. At that point he wrote an as-

sessment of his stay in Rome in his journal. He did it by recalling his meetings with Monsignor Bar-

nabò, and drew the following conclusions: 

“1st These Gentlemen of Propaganda Fide are afraid of engaging in a difficult, complicat-

ed, delicate, and dangerous affair, so they wish for a way of doubting the truth so that they can 

let things rest with a good conscience. 

 2nd It seems obvious to me that they would hold the present state of things condemnable 

if they were really aware of the situation. No one has said to me: Don’t worry, we know the ac-

tual situation perfectly, and you can go on participating in it without troubling your con-

science.”601 

Moreover he heard that there were other voices besides his own on India, which were saying 

quite the opposite. He still doubted, however, that the missionaries from the provinces of Madurai, 

Mysore, and Karnataka could live and act with security of conscience. 

Bishop de Brésillac left Rome in the evening of August the 20th. He wrote down his feelings: 

“(I leave) with a sorrowful heart, with all my hopes rather frustrated, and unfortunately I 

am far from being satisfied in mind and heart with all the things I saw, with all that I heard, and 

with everything I felt for over the past three months in this city.”602 
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II. RETURNING TO FRANCE 

 

1.  From Rome to Castelnaudary 

De Brésillac began his trip to France in a coach that took him to Civitavecchia. The following 

morning, August 21, he embarked on the Eclaireur heading for Toulon, where he arrived in the even-

ing of the 22nd. 

Then he went from Toulon to Marseille by coach, and arrived on August 23 in the morning. He 

stopped there for several hours and was able to visit the sanctuary of Notre Dame de la Garde and the 

cathedral. At 2:00 o’clock in the afternoon, he took the train to Montpellier, where he arrived at 7:00 

o’clock in the evening. Shortly after, he took a coach to Carcassonne, where he arrived on August 24, 

1854. He had been away from the diocese for over 13 years. 

Bishop de Brésillac went to the Minor Seminary, a house that was always dear to his heart. It 

was holiday time and he found only a few people there. But the priests from the city who knew him 

hurried to meet him. Unfortunately, the local situation was difficult because an epidemic of cholera 

which had caused the deaths of nearly 600 people, was raging at the time. 

The missionary bishop stayed 2 days in Carcassonne. He spent his time visiting people and 

welcoming several visitors. His Lordship Henri de Bonnechose, the local bishop, offered him a warm 

welcome, which made him particularly happy.603 

On Saturday, August 26, the former Vicar of Saint-Michel returned to Castelnaudary and to his 

home parish. Emotion was deep when he met his parents and the many friends who had come to greet 

him: 

“As soon as they realized I was arriving, a crowd of women from the area went quickly 

to my father’s house. My mother was there, with tears in her eyes; I threw myself into her arms 

without being able to hold back my tears. As for my father, he doubted his strength, so he wait-

ed for me standing in the middle of the living room. I threw myself into his arms, and tears 

flowed abundantly .”604 

 

2.  In ministry while visiting his family 

Bishop de Brésillac spent almost 2 months in the Castelnaudary region. He visited his relatives 

and was able to greet all the close members of his family. At the same time, he made himself available 

for preaching and for other ministerial services in town and nearby. 

On Sunday, September 3, he had the joy of preaching in the church of Saint John the Baptist, 

where he had been baptized. Then he spent some days in Lasserre de Monestrol out in the country-

side, at his brother Henri’s house. 

After that he went back to Castelnaudary, where he preached an octave for the feast of Saint 

Michael, on Sunday, October 1st. He was happy to see a lot of people in church in spite of the epidem-

ic of cholera. 

On Thursday, October 5, after saying goodbye to his parents, de Brésillac left Castelnaudary. 

He had prepared his father for this moment that was certainly difficult given his age, “but there was 

nothing exaggerated,” he said. 

From October 5 to 17, he did a tour around the region to meet other relatives. He went to 

Lascourtines, Pamiers, and Lasserre de Monestrol. Then he went to Toulouse, and visited the Arch-
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bishop Jean-Marie Mioland, who invited him to preach in the cathedral. He also visited Fr. de Gelis’ 

family, the missionary he had left as deputy Pro-vicar in Coimbatore, whom he held in high esteem. 

On October 16, following his brother Henri’s initiative, he agreed to pose for a portrait by Mr 

Gabriel Durand, which would be a gift for their father: “Knowing for sure the pleasure it would be for 

this venerable old man, I believed I could overcome the reluctance to which otherwiseI would have 

given in.”605 

 

3.  At the Foreign Missions in Paris 

On October 18, de Brésillac took the train to Bordeaux. The following day, Thursday, October 

19, 1854, he arrived in Paris, where he was received well-enough, as he said, by the Gentlemen of the 

Foreign Missions Seminary in Rue du Bac. He immediately wrote to Monsignor Barnabò in Rome to 

inform him about his arrival in Paris. 

On November 1st, de Brésillac wrote the last page of his Journal of a Missionary, and he did a 

small evaluation of the days he had just spent at the FMP seminary. He said he had not spoken about 

his situation, and nobody had asked him about it. He was welcomed in the house, but somewhat  as 

stranger. 

Concerning the state of affairs, he handed a copy of the report he had presented to Propaganda 

Fide on June 24 to Fr. Barran. He invited him to share the text with the other Directors, but only two 

of them actually read it: Frs. Tesson and Voisin, the two directors who were closest to de Brésillac. 

They were not happy with what he had written about their Society. By contrast, they were very 

pleased by his reflection on the Malabar Rites. 

On November 22, Fr. Barran, Superior of the FMP Seminary, sent a counter-statement regard-

ing Bishop de Brésillac’s report to Propaganda Fide, addressed to Monsignor Barnabò in Rome.606 In 

his very long text, Fr. Barran reacted to the report’s position about the Foreign Missions Society. He 

stated that he did not wish to express an opinion in relation to the Malabar Rites because that was the 

business of the Vicars Apostolic. 

Fr. Barran referred to the different points in the report and replied with concrete data, interpret-

ing it from his viewpoint and trying to defend the status quo. He paid particular attention to Bishop de 

Brésillac’s description of the Society as a headless or a many-headed body, in which the different per-

sons in charge had no opportunity to listen to one another. He recalled that the goal of the Rule was 

not to change the nature of a society that never had a Superior General. In addition, it was impossible 

for the Vicars Apostolic to listen to one another because of the great distance between their missions, 

which made their meetings impracticable. 

In this context, he approached the critical issue of the “head” residing in Paris, who – according 

to the Vicar Apostolic of Coimbatore – was prone to abuse his position almost by necessity. About the 

board of directors in Paris, Fr. Barran said: 

“It always remains within the limits of its attributions. The Superior of the Seminary is 

not the Superior General of the Congregation (…), and I am entitled to state that the priest who 

has been presently honored with this charge by his confreres’ choice does not pretend to impose 

himself, or act as a Superior General at all; the Board of Directors is as removed from this pre-

tension as he is himself; this other ‘head’ cannot inspire any well founded suspicion of domina-

tion or omnipotence.”607 

 

4.  A time of waiting 

                                            
605   Ibid., III, 1435-1436. This portrait,  by Gabriel Durand, is now in the SMA Generalate, Rome. 
606   APF, Indie Orientali, 1855-1856, XV, 302-313. AMEP Vol. 170, f. 368-384. 
607   Ibid. 
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Still at the FMP seminary, Bishop de Brésillac sent a letter to the Seminary Directors on No-

vember 22, 1854 – the same day in which Fr. Barran sent his counter-report to Rome – clarifying his 

position about the events in course, and asking two important personal questions. He began by saying: 

“The coldness with which you thought you should take the communications that I shared 

with you confirms my meagre hope of seeing you participate in the efforts I thought I should 

embark on, 

1st to try to remove India from the deplorable state in which it has been moving for centu-

ries as regards religion; 

2nd to give a momentum and a direction at least to our missions, so as to make them bear 

fruit in proportion to the huge sacrifice we are making for them; 

3rd to make our pious congregation follow the path that several of my venerated fellow 

bishops, and maybe the majority, would like it to take.”608 

Finally, de Brésillac asked the Seminary Directors to kindly let him know two things. Firstly, 

once his resignation as Vicar Apostolic of Coimbatore was accepted, if he could still offer his service 

to the congregation, and in what way. Secondly, if they were ready to encourage, or determined to op-

pose, a meeting of the Society’s Superiors, if that was the majority’s desire. 

De Brésillac wrote to Monsignor Barnabò on December 12, 1854, informing him of the evolu-

tion of his situation during his stay in Paris.609 He had studied the situation and had finally concluded 

that there was no hope for the reforms he considered to be necessary for the missions. He feared 

strong resistance from the Directors if the Vicars Apostolic were to ask for such reforms. So regarding 

missionary work, it would only be possible for him to drag on, and face a struggle without any possi-

bility of success. He added: 

“Therefore I hope that the Holy Father will not want to condemn me to be a long time the 

sad witness of this state of things, but that instead he will kindly accept my resignation, which I 

beg you to please obtain for me as soon as possible.”610 

Returning to his stay in Paris,  Bishop de Brésillac agreed to preach in different places, espe-

cially on the occasion of certain feasts. From December 3 to 10, 1854, he preached a retreat in prepa-

ration for the jubilee at Notre Dame des Victoires.611 He celebrated the Mass in Saint-Etienne du 

Mount on January 3, 1855, for the feast of Saint Genevieve. 

 

5.  Approval of his resignation 

Fr. Barran died after long sufferings on January 25, 1855. He had concealed his illness for a 

long time. Fr. François Antoine Albrand was elected the new Superior on February 2. 

The answer from Rome finally arrived in January. Monsignor Barnabò informed Bishop de 

Brésillac that regarding his intention to resign, they had judged it would be better “to defer the whole 

thing for a while,” in order to give him a bit more time both for reflection and to find an appropriate 

solution for his future as a bishop. He needed to present all this information together to the Holy Fa-

ther when it was ready. Then he invited Bishop de Brésillac to consider how he was going to provide 

for the necessities of life. He added that, for a number of reasons, the idea of permanent retreat in Syr-

ia would not be a suitable solution.612 

                                            
608   Letter to the Seminary Directors, 22 November 1854. AMA 2 F 1, 172-173. 
609   Letter to  Mgr Barnabò, 14 December 1854. AMA 2 F 11, 467-470. APF, Indie Orientali, Vol.  XV, 1855-1856, 

322-323. 
610   Ibid. 
611  This text of octave of preaching was published by the author: Une Octave prêchée à l’église de Notre-Dame des 

Victoires suivie d’un Discours sur la puissance de Marie pour opérer la régénération de la France, par Mgr de Marion 
Brésillac, évêque de Pruse, Paris, 1855, 292 p. 

612  Cf. Letter from  Propaganda Fide, 13 January 1855. AMA 2 F 13, N° 21.  
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After receiving this letter, de Brésillac wrote to the Directors of the FMP Seminary letting them 

know that his resignation as Vicar Apostolic of Coimbatore did not entail his leaving of the Congrega-

tion. Therefore, if the Superiors did not consider him as excluded from the Society, he continued to 

see himself as a member, and he added: “Sooner or later, Divine Providence will enable me to render 

some service to it.”613 

Having said that, in the case that he was not excluded from the Congregation, he wished to 

know if he could count on his allowance. Otherwise, in case of exclusion, he needed to know what 

would be the pension that the Congregation would assign to him when he needed it. 

The board of directors met on February 5, 1855, and decided to forward the first question to the 

Vicars Apostolic. As to the second question, they committed themselves to assure him of a yearly 

pension of 15 hundred francs, under the condition that it would cease if he found another source of in-

come.614 

That same day, de Brésillac wrote to his sister Bathilde telling her about his life in Paris: 

“My situation here is very pleasant, always close to a good fire, well accommodated, 

well fed, and with nothing to do. More than one would envy my happiness. We are the best 

friends in the world here; we only see the missions in a different way...”615 

A few days after, he wrote to Monsignor Barnabò to restate his decision to resign. He let him 

know that the board of directors was guaranteeing him a pension, unless he had other revenue, so he 

saw no difficulties in starting a retired life in the East, probably in Jerusalem, since he was not at-

tached to any particular mission. 

Monsignor Barnabò answered on February 28. He had spoken about his resignation to the Holy 

Father, who did not refuse it, but preferred to wait until he could provide the Vicariate of Coimbatore 

with a new bishop. Monsignor de Brésillac was invited to express his opinion about the choice of his 

successor. The Holy Father had also indicated that he was not too favorable about his project of retir-

ing to Jerusalem.616 

Bishop de Brésillac gave an answer regarding his successor: he thought they could choose a 

certain missionary from the Apostolic Vicariate of Pondicherry. He added that he had immediately 

given up his project to retire in Jerusalem, because he did not want to worry the Holy Father. 

A letter from de Brésillac to Luquet showed his inner state in this crucial time of his life. He 

knew his resignation would be accepted, but he did not know what would come next. He found it dif-

ficult to say how complicated his situation was: 

“Trying to gain something here is like fighting water with a stick; all my hope was in 

Propaganda Fide and I wasn’t able to make myself understood by them. This is the only way I 

can explain their way of acting in my regard.”617 

Immediately afterwards, he asked a question which deserves our attention: 

“And then, there is a mystery hidden in all this. Can this be a mistake when it seems so 

obvious to us? Or is it that the times are not ready to put things clear regarding the work in the 

missions? Let us adore God and keep silence.”618 

                                            
613  Letter to the Seminary Directors, 4 February 1855. AMA 2 F 1, 244. 
614  Cf. AMEP, Délibérations du Conseil, Vol. 83, 70-71. In the Rule, on the subject of exclusion of members who 

return from the missions, it is said in chapter III : “ In the case of a bishop, his reasons  ought to be approved  
by the Holy See or by two Vicars Apostolic”. If the reasons are approved, he can remain in and be maintained 
at the Seminary where he will receive a pension (Règlement de la Congrégation des Missions-Étrangères, 1847, 45-
46). 

615   Letter to his sister Bathilde, 5 February 1855. AMA 2 F 17 – 1855. 
616   Cf. Letter from Propaganda Fide,  28 February 1855. AMA 2 F 13, N° 23. 
617   Letter to Mgr Luquet, 30 March 1855. AL, Sources Luquet, 256, B XIII. 
618   Ibid. 
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In the meantime, as he waited for an answer from Rome about his resignation, de Brésillac did 

some preaching here and there, and participated in the feasts and special events of several churches in 

Paris. On February 11 he went to Saint-Nicolas des Champs to preside over the general assembly in 

favor of the Works for the Poor People’s Table. From March 18 to 25, he preached a novena to the 

Workers of Saint Francis Xavier – a work of mutual assistance and charity – in the parish of Saint-

Pierre du Gros Caillou. 

The answer from Propaganda Fide to his demand of resignation finally arrived in a letter dated 

March 27, 1855.619 The Secretary of the Sacred Congregation informed him that in the audience of 

March 18 the Holy Father had agreed to grant Bishop de Brésillac’s request giving him permission to 

retire from his position as Vicar Apostolic of Coimbatore. In addition, the Holy Father was glad that 

he had given up his plan of retiring to Jerusalem or somewhere in the East, and that he had agreed 

with him on the choice of his successor. Monsignor Barnabò added: 

“To conclude, the Holy Father instructed us to congratulate Your Lordship – a task we 

gladly undertake – for the deep study, and for the great work you did for a long time to nurture 

with care and promote the flock that was entrusted to you.”620 

                                            
619   Letter from Propaganda Fide, 27 March 1855. AMA 2 F 13, N° 24. 
620   Ibid. 
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CHAPTER 12 

THE END OF A MISSION AND THE BEGINNING  

OF ANOTHER 

(1855) 

 

I. SENSE AND IMPLICATIONS OF THE RESIGNATION 

II.  

1.  Feelings and explanations 

When de Brésillac’s request for resignation from the Apostolic Vicariate of Coimbatore was fi-

nally approved, it was the end of a situation that had started in 1849, a complex affair whose main ac-

tor had felt obliged to confront himself with different people, authorities, requirements, and circum-

stances. It was obviously a very difficult decision because of the implications and consequences that 

our bishop was able to foresee. 

In a circular letter to his missionaries before leaving India, he had explained that the reason for 

his trip were the doubts 

 “weighing on the conscience of several among us, regarding the practices that we toler-

ate in these regions, and the way in which we follow the decisions from the Holy See, indicated 

by Benedict XIV’s Constitution Omnium sollicitudinum.”621 

A letter from Bishop de Brésillac to Bishop Bonnand dated August 1853 gave the same reasons 

for his decision to resign: the tolerance of the Malabar Rites, and his conscience, which did not allow 

him to live and act in a doubtful situation. 

He had also said these were not the only issues pressing on his heart. There were others “more 

impulsive than determining” reasons for his resignation.622 

On April 17, 1855, de Brésillac – who, from now on, was just the titular bishop of Prusa – sent 

a letter to the FMP Vicars Apostolic.623 To begin with, he wrote about the heartbreak and pain that his 

resignation had caused him. He needed their friendship and prayers. 

Secondly, he stated that this resignation did not entail leaving the Congregation. He still con-

sidered himself as a member of the FMP, unless the Superiors thought differently. He was ready to 

help in any way possible. 

Thirdly, he asked them if there was “a position in which a resigning Vicar Apostolic could do 

something” in the missions.  

He restated the reason for his resignation in a letter to Bishop Charbonnaux: 

“While desiring as much tolerance for Indian practices as we have had, and even more, 

my conscience is absolutely repugnant to keep following the same path, unless the Holy See 

declares that they are perfectly aware of everything we do, and that our practice is tolerable. 

This is the real reason for my resignation.”624 

The letter of Bishop de Brésillac to Fr. Métral, his Pro-vicar and confidant, is particularly im-

portant. The following is a significant passage: 

                                            
621   Letter to his missionaries, 9 August 1853, 1961. AMA 2 F 7 verso, 31-33. 
622   Cf. Letter to Mgr Bonnand, 31 August 1853. AMEP Vol. 1000 J, 525-528. 
623   Letter to the FMP Vicars Apostolic, 17 April 1855. AMA 2 F 11, 449. 
624   Letter to Mgr Charbonnaux, 17 April 1855. AMA 2 F 11, 449-450. 



 184 

“May someone else there carry out the good that became impossible for me, and the 

good that would have been possible (I cannot help believing it) if they would have understood 

me. You know me to the bottom of my heart; you know this was the only ambition of my soul. 

Who knows if God will grant to sacrifice what he did not grant to my action.”625 

In the first pages of his Souvenirs of Twelve Years in Mission we find a text that shows de 

Brésillac’s inner state regarding his resignation and the fact of living as “an unemployed bishop.”626 

His mind clearly went back to January 1st, 1841, when he was a young priest at Saint-Michel in 

Castelnaudary and wondered at the beginning of his diary: “Will I be a missionary?” He had believed 

so, and had hoped it would happen soon. But then, coming back to his situation in 1855, he wondered 

again: 

“Was it right to listen to that voice? Oh my God! Did I obey you faithfully? Was I obey-

ing you when I furled the sails after long years in India, and left to others the rudder of the ship 

you had entrusted to me? Or was I listening to myself? Did I fear fighting against the storm? 

Did courage fail me? Did I dread hardship and death?”627 

In answering, he called on God’s mercy, but he honestly believed he had not sinned regarding 

these points. He recognized his mistakes of ignorance, but believed he had followed his conscience 

regarding the decision to resign. He stated that he had scrutinized his conscience seriously several 

times, only to arrive at the conclusion that resignation was necessary: 

“It was hence impossible for me to give up my convictions, but it was possible to step 

down from my position, which I did, sacrificing any personal interest, and going against the de-

sires of my heart. This makes me hope, oh my God, that if I made a mistake, it was through  

lack of judgment, and not an intentional error.”628 

Then he spoke about the question of local clergy, a promising idea because it was “really apos-

tolic,” but also a goal exposed to all kinds of contradictions. As he reflected on this, he restated in a 

few lines the decisive reason for his resignation: 

“However, that was not at all the reason that made me leave my Vicariate. The decisive 

reason (…) was the embarrassment of the caste system, and my reluctance to exercise the holy 

ministry amidst the practical contradiction that it created in people’s conscience.”629 

As we mentioned earlier, de Brésillac faced other problems during his term in office that con-

tributed to render his life and action difficult: the Goan priests who visited cities and villages bringing 

confusion and division in pastoral work; and the Vicar Apostolic of Madras, who related to the British 

government as if he was the only representative of the Catholic bishops in the territory. 

At a more personal level, de Brésillac complained several times about the prejudice that some 

missionaries held against him. His friendship with Monsignor Luquet appeared as favoritism to a 

number of people, and often brought about contradiction and negative judgment when he expressed 

his opinion or made a decision. Some of his confreres never forgot the way in which he had become a 

bishop. Moreover, there were personal factors such as his straightforward attitude, his absolute at-

tachment to norms and principles, the speed with which he had to assume some important roles, 

which made it difficult for some people to understand him, in spite of his charitable and kind atti-

tude.630 

                                            
625   Letter to  Métral, 19 April 1855. AMEP Vol. 1000 J, 1131. AMA 2 F 11, 473-474. 
626   Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., I, 11-16. 
627   Ibid., I, 11-12. 
628   Ibid., I, 16. 
629   Ibid., I, 56. 
630   On the reasons  for the resignation of Mgr de Marion Brésillac see :  Marion Brésillac, Mission Documents de 

mission …, op. cit., note N° 2, 16-18 ; Bonfils, J., Pourquoi t’abandonner Coimbatour ? in :  « Frères d’Armes », Ju-
ly-September 1959, 17-24 ; Gantly, P.,- Thorpe H., For this cause, op. cit., 160ss ;  Semplicio, B., Cammino spir-
ituale per la missione, Bologna, 1982, 137-144 ; O’Shea, M., Mission or Martyrdom ? Ibadan, Nigeria, 1989, 45-50. 
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2.  Some reactions to his resignation in India 

Missionaries in India officially learned that Bishop de Brésillac was no longer Vicar Apostolic 

of Coimbatore through his letter to Fr. Métral dated April 19, 1855, and by way of the FMP Seminary 

Directors. 

2.1.  The answer from the Pro-vicars 

Fr. Métral, Bishop de Brésillac’s Pro-vicar and confidant, had known in advance his definitive 

decision about not returning to India. He wrote a letter to the bishop showing how sad he was about 

the situation: 

“Let me now speak about a matter that touches my heart, distresses me, and keeps me in 

continual anxiety day and night. I’m sure you realize what this matter is, you know it. Your 

Lordship is the reason: it is your irrevocable determination not to come back to India, to aban-

don Coimbatore, a mission that is devoted to you; a seminary that owes its life to you, that 

yearns only for your return, that longs only for the happy moment when they (the children at 

the seminary) can see again the person they love more than those who gave them birth. No, 

they will never believe that you can abandon them like this.”631 

Fr. de Gelis had received a confidential letter from Bishop de Brésillac. He replied thanking 

him and saying that his letter was full of truth, and very wise observations that could benefit their 

Congregation. He added: 

“Let’s hope that God, sooner or later, will make people acknowledge how suitable Your 

Excellency’s projects are, and that they will be like infant teeth (traducteur::  “fine toothing 

stones doing…”; en fr.= pierres d’attente) able to do good when the right moment of Provi-

dence arrives.”632 

Fr. de Gelis also wrote to Bishop Bonnand saying that “Bishop de Brésillac had been underes-

timated and not treated as he deserved.”633 

2.2  Father Lazare and the seminarians 

The former Vicar Apostolic of Coimbatore received a letter from Father Lazare, the aforemen-

tioned Indian priest from the Vicariate of Pondicherry. They had worked together at the seminary for 

a some time and there was a good relationship between them. 

In his letter, Fr. Lazare referred to the issue of indigenous clergy, and recalled how our bishop 

and Monsignor Luquet were very committed to it. He also recalled the difficulties they had faced in 

pursuing this goal, and expressed his disappointment regarding the little effort the Vicariate was pres-

ently doing in its regard.634 

But the letter that really touched de Brésillac was the one from his seminarians.635 They ex-

pressed their suffering after learning the news of his resignation: 

“Our pain can only be compared to the love we have for you.” 

Then they spoke about how the Christian people from the Vicariate had taken the news: 

                                                                                                                                        
On FMP part see, cf. : Launay, A., Histoire des Missions, op. cit., Tome II, 725-727; Béchu, L., History of  the Coimba-

tore Mission, Bangalore, 1948, 33-34 ; Guennou, J., Marion Brésillac, art. in :  Dictionnaire de Spiritualité, tome X, 

604-605. 
631   Letter from Métral, 28 March 1855. AMA 2 F 8, 833-834. 
632   Letter from de Gelis, 30 July 1855. AMA 2 F 8, 843-846. 
633   Letter from de Gelis to Mgr Bonnand, 18 May, 1855. AMEP Vol. 1000 J, 721-723. 
634   Cf. Letter from Father Lazare, 13 August 1855. AMA 2 F 8, 849-850. 
635   Letter from the seminarians of Karumattampatty, 29 August 1855. AMA 2 F 8, 851-852. . 
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“Most longed-for father, we hear the same words from the lips of all the Christians: We 

have lost our beloved father. We will never have such a good bishop again.”636 

 

2.3. The answer from Bishop Bonnand 

 

As regards Bishop Bonnand, we already know about the good relationship and correspondence 

between both bishops. De Brésillac wrote to him on January 20, 1855, to say that he was morally cer-

tain that he would not be back to India, and that he eagerly awaited the acceptance of his resignation. 

He did not feel like enlarging on the topic.637 Bonnand answered: 

“The overwhelming shock you have inflicted on me will press on my heart for a long 

time. It is something I will never completely digest. Hey! If I had the power to do something in 

this affair, I would not let you abandon the work of the missions like this!”638 

In April 1855, Bishop Bonnand wrote to the other FMP Vicars Apostolic of the East letting 

them know that Bishop de Brésillac was not going back to India. In his letter to Bishop Lefebvre, 

Vicar Apostolic of Western Cochin China, he stated: 

“We all hope for an improvement in the Congregation, but we don’t see the means to 

bring it about. Bishop de Brésillac just failed on this matter in Paris. His Lordship is not coming 

back to India. I am annoyed by this.”639 

Some months later, Bonnand reacted to de Brésillac’s letter and its implications for his future in 

the Congregation. He consulted Bishop Charbonnaux, Vicar Apostolic of Mysore, and wrote back in 

these terms: 

“I considered – together with his Lordship of Iasus, and according to the content of our 

statutes – whether we could find some position in which a Vicar Apostolic could do something 

on behalf of the Society. We found nothing that really satisfied us. There would only be the po-

sition of Missions Procurator in Rome.”640 

                                            
636   Ibid. 
637   Letter to Mgr Bonnand, 20 January 1855. AMEP Vol. 1000 P, 793-796. 
638   Letter from Mgr  Bonnand, 23 March 1855. AMA 2 F 831-832. 
639   AMEP  Vol. 1000 L, Analysis of the letters, from Mgr Bonnand to Mgr Lefebvre, 14 April 1855, where are al-

so found the letters to the others Vicars Apostolic. 
640   Letter from Mgr Bonnand, 16 October 1855. AMA 2 F 8, 855-856. 
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II. A TIME OF RETRAIT AND DISCERNMENT AT VERSAILLES 

 

1.  A missionary bishop in the convent 

Bishop de Brésillac informed his confreres at the FMP Seminary in Paris that he was leaving 

for the Capuchins’ convent in Versailles, which he probably did between April 20 and 25, 1855. We 

left him there at the beginning of this biography, and went along with him during his journey as a di-

ocesan priest, missionary, and bishop, finally abandoning Coimbatore, a mission he dearly loved. 

He expressed all his suffering in his diary, which he reviewed, as we said at the beginning, dur-

ing his stay in Paris and Versailles, between October 1854 and October 1855. He kept certain pages 

intact, and added others referring to more recent experiences. By then he was knowledgeable enough 

to speak confidently about the main problems of missionary life. He was also able to make a compo-

site reading of his whole missionary experience. 

We already mentioned that he chose the Versailles convent because his comrade, Father 

Dominique, was in the community. In fact, this Capuchin Father was also from Castelnaudary, and 

they had been at the seminary together. He was now the novice master. 641 The Guardian of the con-

vent was Father Ambroise de Bergérac. 

A number of clergymen used to go there for retreat and, the same as them, our bishop found ac-

commodation in the guesthouse. He followed the convent timetable, with a few dispensations because 

he was a bishop. He was free to receive visitors and to leave the house  when be wished, but actually 

he did not have many guests, and seldom went out. He was also very short of money. 

A few years later, the Brother in charge of the guesthouse gave witness to Bishop de Brésillac’s 

presence in the convent. He wrote in a simple way, with many grammatical errors, but with evident 

deep perception: 

“I noticed a good and simple bishop called Monsignor Marion de Brésillac. He spent 

several weeks there, coming and going about his affairs, but we didn’t mind the time he spent 

with us. We took him as one of us, and his simplicity was so great that only his bishop’s cas-

sock could make us notice it. He really seemed at home (…). Monsignor (…) did not seem a 

bishop but a simple priest, a disciple who listens (…), to the point that he appeared so modest 

that one didn’t know if he had any opinion of his own; far from having any pretensions, and 

even farther from expressing them, so that in all his relationships that I witnessed, whether in 

recreation or when I met him alone, I never heard him speak about his work (…).To me, what I 

can say about Monsignor, what struck me about him, was his demeanor, always calm, his arms 

folded over his chest, with a serious attitude but not sad, never loud with laughter, only a smile, 

as if he weighed his words. He was almost as tall as Monsignor de Ségur (…). I never singled 

out anything special in his room the furnishings, or the bed, all was perfect in this sense in a 

way that I never heard a complaint. It was the same with the meals, eating with simplicity what 

we presented to him, it seemed that everything agreed with his taste. During the Holy Mass, he 

didn’t seem to have more authority than the person who served him. For the rest, he celebrated 

devoutly, calmly and religiously. Now that I know that he was a founder, which I didn’t know 

then, my judgment about these things that I just mentioned as a whole, is that he must have 

spoken more to God than to people about his worries.”642 

                                            
641  Fr. Dominique, Jean Baptiste Gouttes, was born in Castelnaudary in 1814. He went to the Major Seminary of 

Carcassonne and was ordained priest in 1838. For eleven years he was curate at the cathedral. In 1849 he left the 

diocese to join the Capuchins. He made his solemn profession in 1850. He took part in the foundation of the con-

vents of Paris and Versailles. He went to Versailles and later took charge of the noviciate established in 1854. He 

took up some important roles in the Order; then an appointment to Ethiopia in 1863, as vice-prefet of a planned 

mission, on the suggestion of Cardinal Massaia. He returned to France, founded several convents, including that 

of Carcassonne in 1868. In 1870 he was elected Provincial of Toulouse and he remained there up to 1885. He died 

in 1890. 
642  AMA 1270/72 – 11/01 25. Not classified. 
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De Brésillac delivered a sermon in favor of the Works for the Propagation of the Faith on May 

3, at the church of Saint Sulpice in Paris, during a Mass presided by Monsignor Walsh, Archbishop of 

Halifax.643 His intervention was remarkable, and he received a letter expressing deep gratitude and 

admiration from the President of the Central Council of this association.644 

Around the same time, a letter from our bishop to his cousin Louis gives an idea of his personal 

situation: 

“I write to you from Versailles, or rather from the Capuchin convent, a hermitage that I 

found near the city. Certain differences of opinion with my confreres about things that I consid-

er essential for missionary work, have forced me to resign. And since it is not easy to find a po-

sition in which a bishop without jurisdiction can do good, I had thought about a retired life in 

the East. This project didn’t appear to please Rome. So I gave it up, and accepted this provi-

sional transition stage, living a completely retired life, and having at least plenty of time to 

work on my own sanctification.”645 

 

2.  Between the past and thefuture 

In this particular time, de Brésillac reflected deeply on the meaning of his life, and wondered 

what the Lord was asking from him. He also examined his own participation in the course of events 

that had brought him to this convent, as he mentioned in a letter to Monsignor Barnabò, letting him 

know he was not in Paris anymore: 

“I have retreated into the deepest solitude at the Reverend Capuchin Fathers’ convent in 

Versailles. There I adore God’s impenetrable plan, and I wonder if it is my fault that I am not in 

the missions anymore, in spite of the ardent love for them that God always inspired in me!”646 

During his stay with the Capuchins, our missionary bishop received and wrote several letters, 

offering a good picture of the situation he was going through. Writing to Mr Rodière, he spoke about 

the sacrifice he had made when he left his mission: 

“All I needed was the voice of my conscience to persuade me to leave a mission that I 

loved, and that I will always love more than my life. This sacrifice has been harder than leaving 

my country. But why is it a sacrifice, and how could my conscience dictate such a duty to me? 

It would take too long to explain, and very few people would understand the explanation. As a 

matter of fact, hardly any missionaries are forced to enter the ways in (?) which circumstances 

have pushed me; and in other missions, and even in the same missions, people will not find the 

difficulties that I experienced.”647 

That was concerning the past, but he also thought about the future: 

“I tell you this so that, in case you know people who are keen on the missions, you do not 

dishearten them with my example. It could even happen that I find a way to rejoin missionary 

work. This is my only ambition. If I was not a bishop, I would leave tomorrow for another cor-

ner of the world, because you know that I consider the entire earth as my home, while I expect 

my permanent home in Heaven.”648 

A letter to Bishop Luquet, dated June 11, 1855, showed Bishop de Brésillac’s attitude, his sit-

uation, and intentions for the future: 

“I’m in complete idleness, at my age, even though I enjoy work so much, especially the 

work of the missions that I keep so close to my heart, and for which I can do nothing now that I 

                                            
643  AMA 2 F 10, 89-116. 
644  Letter from Mr Bérard des Glajeux, 5 May 1855. AMA 2 F 8, 841-842. 
645  Letter to his cousin Louis, 4 May 1855. AMA 2 F 1 A. 
646  Letter to Mgr Barnabò, 26 May 1855. AMA 2 F 1, 246 ; Marion Brésillac, Mission Documents…, op. cit., 127. 
647  Letter to Mr Rodière, 10 June 1855.  AMA 2 F 1A ; 2 F 1 d, 572-573. 
648   Ibid. 
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have left everything for its very sake; plus the intimate feeling that I worked only for the 

growth of this work, while I find myself abandoned and even tainted with mistrust by those 

who should be, I believe, most interested in supporting me; these are the crosses I accept 

through God’s grace, but that sometimes seem to go beyond my strength.”649 

Then he spoke about the project of going to the East which he had given up. He asked him for 

advice about a new mission, since he had not found his new place yet: 

“It is certainly not here. Pray God that I get to know where my place is. I don’t ask God 

to go to Europe, Asia, America, or Africa. The entire Earth belongs to the Lord, and at any 

point we can certainly find the road to Heaven. I only ask to be where God wants me, enjoying 

the peace of soul of those who are in the place that God intended.”650 

At the same time, a letter from Bishop de Brésillac to Bishop Bonnand offered, in a few lines, 

several elements which help to understand his feelings, what he had gone through and was facing at 

that time, and also his perspectives for the future. 

His fellow bishop had written saying that he would have never believed he was leaving the mis-

sion. De Brésillac answered that he would never have believed it himself: “I can assure you that eve-

rything that has happened in the last two years is a deep mystery to me.”651 

Meanwhile, still in the Capuchin convent, our bishop received several letters from India. In an-

swering, he spoke about his situation and he mentioned to certain people the reasons that had obliged 

him to resign. He felt the need to be understood. 

From June 1 to 8, 1855, he preached an ordination retreat at the Major Seminary of Soissons. 

The topics he dealt with this time were the need for perfection, faith, hope, charity, contemplation;  he 

also spoke about Mary’s life, emphasizing her identification with Jesus.652 

On July 1st, Bishop de Brésillac celebrated a Pontifical Mass on the feast of Saint Peter in the 

church of Saint Sulpice. In August, he wrote a letter to Fr. de Gelis: 

“I still desire to rejoin the missions, but not in India, at least as long as they have not 

honestly taken the means to obtain a decision about the doubts regarding castes and the practic-

es they imply.”653 

He stated that the fact of being a bishop seemed an invincible obstacle for his return to the mis-

sions: 

“It seems to me that, if the ‘Gentlemen’ from Paris would have wished, I could still have 

given a hand at the Pinang College, or in Hong Kong, or even at the Paris seminary.” 

Then he arrived at a conclusion: 

“If only another mission opened up before me, I would join it immediately, since my de-

sire is to die in the missions.”654 

Bishop Luquet arrived in Paris in August, and stayed until March 1856. He was working for an 

Institute that had been recently founded there, the Reparation Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament.655 

On September 11, Luquet wrote to de Brésillac letting him know that he had met Father 

Etienne Djunkosky, who was being sent by the Pope to Northern Europe in order to start an Apostolic 

Vicariate in Iceland. This priest wanted to propose Monsignor Luquet for that station, but Luquet in 

turn had thought about Monsignor de Brésillac, and invited him to go to Paris and speak to Father 

                                            
649   Letter to Mgr Luquet, 11 June 1855. AMA 2 F 1 A et 2 F 17-1855. 
650   Ibid. 
651   Letter to Mgr Bonnand, 13 June 1855. AMEP Vol. P, 817b-820. 
652   Ordination retreat at the Major Seminary of Soissons, June 1855. AMA 2 F 10, 499-602. 
653   Letter to Mr de Gelis, 10 August 1855. AMA 2 F 1, 174-175. 
654   Ibid. 
655   Cf. Roussel, R., Viard, P. Un précurseur. Monseigneur Luquet…op. cit., 57-58. 
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Djunkosky if he was interested. We do not know de Brésillac’s answer to this proposal, but we do 

know that he was already oriented towards Africa at that stage. 

His sojourn in Versailles was coming to an end after a long time of retreat. Isolation and idle-

ness could cause problems at a spiritual level and our “unemployed bishop” was aware of this. 

On October 13, Bishop de Brésillac sent a note to Monsignor Barnabò letting him know that he 

was leaving the Capuchin convent in Versailles to visit his family. He was going to Rome in Decem-

ber. Then he added: 

“I always hope that the Holy Father will grant me his blessing sending me to a point in 

the globe where there are no evangelical workers, since every other mission seems closed to 

me. The moderation of my request and the clarity of my intentions – if I can give witness to 

myself – sustain my hope.”656 
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III. TOWARDS A MISSION IN AFRICA 

 

1.  Asking for a new mission 

In his letter dated May 26, 1855, informing Monsignor Barnabò that he was at the Capuchin 

convent in Versailles, Bishop de Brésillac added a sentence that we already quoted: 

“There I adore God’s impenetrable plan, and I wonder if it is my fault that I am not in the 

missions anymore, in spite of the ardent love for them that God always inspired in me!”657 

After this statement, he wondered if there would be another place where he could continue be-

ing a missionary, since he was not returning to India. He was still young. Was it God’s will that he 

remain idle? He did not believe so. Hence, he continued the letter by stating a request. Less than two 

months had passed since he had learned his resignation had been accepted: 

“I want to ask you, Monsignor, to inform the Holy Father of with my complete availabil-

ity to go anywhere in the world. Since the fact of being a bishop is an absolute obstacle to work 

in an existing mission, is there not a place in the world where missionaries have not arrived yet? 

The heart of Africa, for example?”658 

This was the request. He did not overlook the difficulties, but he stated that everything was pos-

sible to God. Then he added: 

“My desire would be to abandon myself blindly in to the hands of Divine Providence, 

and go straight to the people in a completely apostolic way, either alone or with one or two 

companions, if I find anyone to follow me in this path where, obviously, we must soon find 

death and then Heaven.”659 

Our missionary bishop renewed the offering of his life to God and to the Holy Father, in the 

hope that some poor tribes in Africa would get to know Jesus’ holy name. He asked Monsignor Bar-

nabò to kindly speak about this to the Holy Father. 

The Secretary of Propaganda Fide replied saying he was ready to do so, but he clearly stated 

that such a step should be taken only after deep reflection, and waiting for the right time. He ex-

plained himself: 

“In fact, would you not agree with me, unless I am mistaken, that it is not prudent or ap-

propriate to inform the Holy Father about your quickly-changing feelings and unveil your in-

tention to begin a new uncertain mission with the Africans, so shortly after your resignation 

was accepted by His Holiness because of your insistent petitioning, and with no interval in be-

tween?”660 

Besides the difficulties of starting a mission of this kind in Africa, Monsignor Barnabò believed 

that such a request would astonish the Holy Father. This answer did not discourage de Brésillac, who 

wrote back on June 23, 1855, acknowledging that prudence was necessary so that the Holy Father 

would not consider his proposal as coming from a changeable and light weight mind. He also stated 

that his intentions were true and transparent. Then he answered the objection according to which he 

would have changed his mind regarding his missionary engagement. 

Bishop de Brésillac said that he had concentrated all his love for missionary life on the Indian 

mission that had been entrusted to him. He had stepped down in conscience, because of the caste sys-

tem and its implications. It had been very painful for him, but he had been morally obliged. By doing 

this, he had expressed his zeal for the work of the missions. He added: 

                                            
657  Letter to Mgr Barnabò, 26 May 1855. AMA 2 F 1, 246;  Marion Brésillac, Mission Documents…, op. cit., 127. 
658  Ibid. 
659  Ibid. 
660  Letter from Mgr Barnabò, 9 June 1855. AMA 2 F 13, N°25. 
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“Let me hope, Monsignor, that a day will come when people will recognize that all I did 

was to express clumsily a number of true issues. I do not say I made no mistakes whatsoever, 

omnis homo mendax661, but I cannot help believing that my basic thoughts were in conformity 

with the present needs of the missions in India, and especially with the spirit of the Holy See, 

for which I have always professed, and will profess all my life, deep reverence and filial 

love.”662 

It was in this hope that de Brésillac asked to continue his work in the missions. Since being a 

bishop was a hindrance to join an established mission, they could let him start a new mission in a 

place that had been inaccessible until then. He could go to Guinea, for example. There he could ask 

the Fathers of the Holy Heart of Mary663 for advice, and also local people who traded on the coast. 

Then he would throw himself into “the hands of Providence, and carry on inland.” 

De Brésillac did not wish to undertake this enterprise alone: he would ask one or two compan-

ions to join him. If he succeeded, he could easily attract the interest of some religious congregation. In 

a first stage, his goal would be to open the road for the establishment of a mission that a congregation 

could take care of afterwards. He would follow the instructions from Propaganda Fide at every step. 

He added: 

“I hope that the Holy Father will not see a light-weight attitude in my offering, or even 

something worse, as you Monsignor make me fear, but rather a desire to remain faithful to my 

vocation and to spend all my life working for the missions.”664 

After reading this rather tense letter, Monsignor Barnabò decided to speak to the Pope about 

Bishop de Brésillac’s request. As he had foreseen, the Holy Father was a bit surprised by “such a fast 

change with regard to the initial feeling, after a resignation offered and reiterated so many times, and 

finally accepted.”665 In addition, the Holy Father did not seem to approve very much his intention to 

undertake such a difficult mission, which entailed so many complexities regarding geography, lan-

guage, and people, in places that already had bishops and Apostolic Administrators assisted by Reli-

gious Institutes and other missionaries. Monsignor Barnabò added: 

“However, I must say that our Very Holy Father, on the other hand, said that Your Lord-

ship’s zeal was praiseworthy,  but he did not speak more, so I would not dare to say that he ap-

proved or rejected this project, but I would think, he  considered  that the should think the mat-

ter over.”666 

At the end of his letter he stated that he would get in touch without delay if the Pope asked him 

to write something. 

Our bishop answered that the letter had been very consoling for him, because it gave him “the 

hope to resume – at the time marked by Providence – missionary ministry, in which I wish to live and 

die.”667 On the other hand, he wanted to state again that his vocation and missionary engagement re-

mained unchanged: 

“I believed to be obliged, it is true, to present my resignation as Vicar Apostolic of Co-

imbatore, but I did not resign from to consecrating my life to the service of the missions. This is 

so true that, immediately after my resignation was accepted by the Holy See, I volunteered to 

cover any missionary station in our Society. The Gentlemen from the Paris Seminary believed 

                                            
661    Everyone is a liar, according to Psalm 116: 11 (trans.). 
662   Letter to Mgr Barnabò, 23 June 1855. AMA, proof  N°2, 2 F 1, 248 and after 247 ; Marion Brésillac, Docu-
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in charge of the Vicariate of the Two Guinees which comprised an immense territory along the Gulf of Guinee 
stretching from Senagal to the Orange river. 
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that being a bishop was an impediment, and that they could not assign me any station out of 

their authority, because they were not the only superiors in the Society. Since then I have been 

looking for a place where, as a bishop, I could cooperate with the work of God and the propaga-

tion of the Gospel, without upsetting anyone.”668 

In this same letter to Propaganda Fide he recalled that a number of countries in Africa had no 

missionaries, so he could go there without causing any inconvenience. He did not know if the entire 

African continent was covered by missionaries from the different religious institutes, but he believed 

there were several places where they had not yet arrived because of shortage of numbers and other 

difficulties, so he asked to be sent  to such place. 

Regarding Guinea, he mentioned again that he could go to the Missionaries of the Holy Heart 

of Mary and ask for relevant information. Then he could move east, “beyond the limits where they 

have evangelized.”669 

De Brésillac was well aware of the difficulties this enterprise entailed. He believed that anyone 

starting a new project would find such difficulties. Missionaries in Guinea were meeting the same 

problems, and they were overwhelmed by the needs of their mission. However, he was not interested 

in the Guinea mission itself, but only go there as a place from which to reach other populations who 

did not know Jesus Christ’s name yet. He drew a conclusion: 

 

“It seems to me that you can plead my cause to the Holy Father, making him see that 

1st there is no inconstancy; 

2nd I do not intend to work in other people’s territory; 

3rd in order to undertake this work that I wish to attempt, you will probably need some-

one who may be useless for any other mission, as I am now.”670 

 

 

2.  Choosing Africa 

Let us now take a look at Bishop de Brésillac’s texts mentioning the reasons and feelings that 

drove him to Africa, written before and after the summer of 1855. In 1850, when he first asked to 

leave India, he had written to Propaganda Fide: 

“If the Sacred Congregation wishes to keep me in the missions, I do not refuse that work. 

You can send me wherever you wish, from the ice of Siberia to the interior desert of Africa, I 

will go there obediently and happily. I only ask for one thing: that I be sent there where – with-

out detriment for the mission, without contradiction between evangelical workers, without dis-

ruption of the peace and charity – simple obedience to the instructions of the Sacred Congrega-

tion may be possible.”671 

In a sermon delivered at the church of Saint Louis of France in Rome in March 1856, Bishop de 

Brésillac explained why he had left India: 

“God – who dispose all things, events, and people as he, pleases without us always being 

able to understand the reason for the divine motions elicited in our soul – made me leave a mis-

sion that I cherished so much, whose memory I will always keep,  and which will always move 
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my heart. It was by ways unknown to myself and by the mysterious effect of events which natu-

rally made me more and more attached to my dear Indians”672 

He went on saying that he had not grasped Divine Providence’s ways for him at the time, but 

that he was beginning to understand. As a matter of fact, the Lord one day had put before his eyes all 

the kingdoms of this world, in order to: 

“…make me consider all spiritual miseries, showing me also the pains, sacrifices, tribula-

tions, and crosses that he usually hands over to those who serve him. Beyond these tribulations 

and crosses, I saw an abundant harvest of merits; and further beyond, the eternal glory that Je-

sus Christ has promised to those who have the courage to take up  their cross and follow him 

with determination.”673 

And even though his nature was reluctant, de Brésillac, by God’s mercy and grace, felt inspired 

to embrace these crosses. His search took place in the context of this inspiration: 

“I looked for the most abandoned peoples on earth, and I said: oh Lord, may your hand 

drive me there to proclaim your name. Then I realized that, except for certain vast regions in 

Africa, there were messengers of the Lord almost everywhere on the entire surface of the earth. 

Even in Africa, in Egypt, and in Abyssinia the Gallas674 have evangelical workers; European 

colonies are not without pastors; Madagascar benefits from the zeal of the sons of Ignatius, 

while the sons of Francis are evangelizing the Northern regions, without mentioning magnifi-

cent Algeria (…). Finally, the cross shines on several promontories of the western coasts, and 

the sons of the Holy Ghost and the Holy Heart of Mary are irrigating with their own sweat a 

few districts of Guinea.”675 

There were huge territories in between the places he mentioned, where Jesus’ name had not yet 

been proclaimed, and many people lived in deep spiritual barrenness in the unknown heart of Africa: 

“Oh Lord, I said then, why don’t we try to carry the torch of faith to these arid regions? I 

admit the enterprise is difficult. As collaborators I would need a number of priests who will not 

shy away from any sacrifice, men who love above all the holy virtue of self-denial and the 

sweet burden of the cross.”676 

 

3.  A decisive meeting 

Bishop de Brésillac left the Capuchin convent and returned to his family in the Castelnaudary 

region. During his stay in Versailles, he had mentioned his intention to ask for a mission in the Guinea 

Gulf to Father Ambroise, Guardian of the convent, and to Father Dominique. 

Father Ambroise had gone to Eaux-Bonnes where he met a certain Mr Régis from Marseille, a 

shipowner who traded on the Guinea Coast. Mr Régis had spoken to him about the complete absence 

of missionaries in Dahomey, where he had his most important agency, and he also mentioned that he 

was willing to help missionaries settle there. The king and the people in the area were welcoming to 

the French. 

Back at Versailles, Father Ambroise mentioned this to the bishop, who did not seem to care 

much about it. In December however, after spending some time with his family, when he was getting 

ready to leave for Rome as planned, Bishop de Brésillac got a letter from Father Dominique. 
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His friend told him he had been in Marseille looking after certain affairs of his Order. There he 

had met Mr Régis, who had made a good impression on him, and reiterated his interest in getting mis-

sionaries for Dahomey. Knowing de Brésillac’s interest in Africa, Father Dominique advised him to 

meet Mr Régis in Marseille on the way to Rome. He believed that something interesting regarding the 

glory of God and the propagation of the Gospel could come from this meeting. 

De Brésillac had planned on spending only one day in Marseille. He wrote then to Mr Régis 

asking for an appointment, for he was interested in speaking with him. 

The meeting went well. Mr Régis spoke to him about the Kingdom of Dahomey  and its situa-

tion in relation to the French government at the time. There was also a good relationship with the 

king, who had not allowed the presence of Protestant ministers in his territory until then. The bishop 

could probably use the Ouidah Fort, where they had a factory that bought large amounts of palm oil. 

He added that, even though the Guinea Coast territory was under the spiritual jurisdiction of the 

Fathers of the Holy Ghost and the Holy Heart of Mary, it was impossible for them to assure a mis-

sionary presence in Dahomey because their numbers had greatly decreased. Bishop Bessieux had 

spent 3 weeks in Ouidah in 1849. He was interested in the needs of Dahomey, but nothing had been 

done since then. 

There were around 2 thousand Christians among the population of the coast. They had been 

baptized many years previously by some passing missionaries, or in Brazil, before returning to their 

land of origin. The French Capuchins had made several attempts at evangelizing the area in the 17th 

and the 18th centuries, but these initiatives had not lasted more than a year. There was a Portuguese 

priest, a black person, who went there once every number of years to baptize the children that the 

people presented to him. The king would have been happy if the missionaries established some 

schools there to instruct the children. 

Mr Bouët, a Navy Lieutenant, had been sent by the French government in 1851 to sign a treaty 

with King Guezo. An article in this document was favorable to missionaries who would come to in-

struct the children.677 Missionaries would be very welcome there, and could find accommodation at 

the fort before establishing their own station. The weather in Ouidah was healthy. Several foreign em-

ployees had lived there for a number of years and were fine, although they always needed to take cer-

tain precautions against intermittent fevers.678 

 

4.  In Rome at Propaganda Fide 

Bishop de Brésillac continued his trip to Rome after this important meeting with Mr Régis. He 

had written to Monsignor Barnabò saying that he would be arriving in December.679 

Our missionary bishop began to write a new diary in this period, briefly presenting the events 

and feelings of this new stage that was starting for him.680 He entitled it Notes on the Events Concern-

ing my African Missions Enterprise. This new diary began by summarizing the last months of 1855: 

“I’m going to Rome. Reverend Father Dominique, a Capuchin, got me in touch with Mr 

Régis while I was passing through Marseille. Mr Régis gave me some information about his 

trading area, the Kingdom of Dahomey, where it would be easy enough to open a mission, ac-

cording to him. In Rome I spoke about the project of opening a mission in Dahomey, and I 
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glimpsed some rather weak signs of interest on the part of Monsignor Barnabò and the Cardinal 

Prefect.”681 

In fact, de Brésillac spoke to the Secretary and the Prefect of Propaganda Fide to let them know 

his interest in opening a mission in Dahomey. He handed them a report, dated January 4, 1856, and 

entitled Report to the Sacred Congregation of Propaganda Fide About a New Mission to be Estab-

lished in the Kingdom of Dahomey.682 

The text was addressed to the cardinals of the Sacred Congregation. It started by recalling how 

he had felt obliged to resign from his mission in Coimbatore, which in no way indicated aversion for 

the missions, or a desire to take a break. He was still young, and he wished to go on working in the 

Lord’s vineyard. When his resignation had been accepted, he had taken some retreat time with the 

Capuchins in Versailles. After several unsuccessful initiatives, he realized that the fact of being a 

bishop was an obstacle for him to join an existing mission, so he had asked the Holy Father if he 

could go, even alone, to a place where missionaries had not arrived yet, to a region of Africa, for ex-

ample. 

Meanwhile, thanks to the Capuchin Fathers of Versailles, he had met Mr Régis, a shipowner 

from Marseille. He had given him a great deal of information about the Kingdom of Dahomey, where 

he did his trading. De Brésillac presented this information, which we have already gone over, and then 

he answered the foreseeable objections to his project. 

The first objection regarded the fact that the Fathers of the Holy Ghost and the Holy Heart of 

Mary were in charge of that territory. But endemic diseases in the region had carried away many of 

their members, and they were unable to send more missionaries to the area, in spite of their goodwill 

and missionary zeal. 

He presented the second objection under the form of a question: who should take charge of this 

mission? It should probably be offered to a religious congregation of priests dedicated to the work of 

evangelization abroad. But our bishop thought this was not essential at the beginning. On the contrary, 

a few missionaries directly depending on Propaganda Fide could be useful to assess the territory. A 

bishop, together with one or two missionaries and a number of Brothers, would be enough to start 

with. 

The third objection had to do with the expenses of this enterprise. De Brésillac thought that 

Propaganda Fide could make a certain financial effort if they agreed with the project. He could also 

contact the Works for the Propagation of the Faith and the Holy Childhood asking for help. Finally, 

de Brésillac asked the Congregation, 

“1st if it would be convenient to create a separate mission in the Dahomey Kingdom at 

present; 

2nd if you agree with this project – stating that I am ready to assume any work you would 

wish to entrust me – I volunteer in a special way to attempt to establish the faith in barbaric, in-

human, and violent countries, but in which the God of all Mercy has, perhaps, set apart some 

elected people for these last times.”683 

De Brésillac attached 3 documents to his report: a copy of one part of the Treaty between King 

Guezo and Mr Bouët signed in 1851; an excerpt of a paper on Dahomey by Mr Amédée Tardieu, ge-

ographer of the Foreign Affairs Ministry; and a history of Ouidah. 

Monsignor Barnabò did not present the report on Dahomey to the Cardinals’ Congregation, but 

to the Congresso, a working committee integrated by the main people in charge of Propaganda Fide. 

                                            
681   Ibid., 13. 
682   Letter to Propaganda Fide, 4 January 1856. AMA 2 F 5, 98-121 ; APF, Congressi, Africa Centrale, 1848-1857, 

1170 ff.; Marion Brésillac, Mission Documents…, op. cit., 138-146;  Journal 1856-1859, op. cit., 14 ; Gantly, P.,-

Thorpe, H., For this cause, op. cit., 185-186. 
683   Letter to Propaganda Fide, 4 January 1856. AMA 2 F 5, 98-121 ; APF, Congressi, Africa Centrale, 1848-1857, 

1170 ff. 
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Their decision was that the project deserved to be studied. For that purpose, Propaganda Fide wrote to 

Bishop Bessieux, Apostolic Vicar of the Two Guineas, 684and Bishop Kobès, his coadjutor residing in 

Dakar. They also wrote to Father Schwindenhammer, Superior General of the Congregation of the 

Holy Ghost and the Holy Heart of Mary. Propaganda Fide wanted to know the opinion of these people 

about the project in question. 

As regards the choice of Dahomey, there is an interesting testimony from a certain Miss 

Blanchet. She and her family had met Bishop de Brésillac during their stay in Rome. From that mo-

ment on, he stayed at their house several times when he went to Paris. Miss Blanchet wrote in her 

memoirs: 

“Monsignor came to Rome to request the Mission of Dahomey. As far as I can remem-

ber, when he left his Apostolic Vicariate, Monsignor felt inspired to evangelize a country where 

the faith had never been conveyed. As he meditated on this point during a retreat he did with 

the Capuchins in Versailles, one of the Fathers there, who had a reputation for holiness, pointed 

out Dahomey with his finger on the map of Africa one day and said: It is there, Monsignor, that 

you must go.”685 

According to Miss Blanchet, de Brésillac spent the entire Lenten season in Rome, and partici-

pated in the ceremonies at Saint Peter’s on February 2nd, Palm Sunday, Holy Week, and Easter Day. 

Young Father Perreyve, who was in Rome and had just been ordained a deacon there, made friends 

with our bishop and accompanied him several times when he celebrated the Mass in different church-

es or in his excursions: “We used to call him his Saint John.” 

 

5.  Outline of the missions and Dahomey 

To understand better the context of the Dahomean mission that Bishop de Brésillac was re-

questing, let us look briefly at the missions in Africa during the 19th century, especially in the region 

we are considering. 

“After the flourishing of Christianity in Roman Africa and Egypt during the first centu-

ries, the black continent only knew some ephemeral attempts at evangelization in the 17th and 

18th centuries on the west and east coasts. At the dawning of the 19th century, Christian religion 

had almost completely disappeared from Africa.”686 

Someone wrote about the missions in Africa: 

“During the first three quarters of the 19th century, Christian missions took place in a 

context that often turned them into a murderous adventure: Africa was the tomb of missionaries 

who, in their desire to remain faithful to their rules, did not see to adaptation of dress or food; 

and prevention against yellow fever was still unknown.”687 

As regards missionary regions in Africa, a bishopric had been established in Algiers in 1838, 

and an Apostolic Vicariate in Tunis in 1843. Morocco would become a Prefecture only in 1859. The 

Vincentians had re-established Catholic presence in Ethiopia in 1839, and the Holy See had entrusted 

the Gallas Vicariate to the Capuchins in 1846. The Fathers of the Holy Ghost and the Holy Heart of 

                                            
684   Cf. Marion Brésillac, Diary 1856-59, op. cit., 14.  The Vicariate Apostolic of Two Guineas, erected in 1842, ex-

tended from the mouth of the Senegal River to the mouth of the Orange River, with no limits towards the interi-

or. 
685   This text is found in a document of  same pages entitled Souvenirs de 1856 à 1859 written by Miss Blanchet 

after the death of Mgr de Brésillac. AMA 2 F 8, 865-870. 
686  Histoire Universelle des Missions Catholiques, Vol. III, Les Missions Contemporaines, Paris, 1957, article of  Bou-

chaud, P., : Les missions d’Afrique, 297. 
687   Comby, J., Deux mille ans d’évangélisation, Paris, 1992, 328 p., 226. 
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Mary had taken charge of the huge Vicariate of the Two Guineas in 1842. 688 Pope Gregory XVI had 

established the vast Vicariate of Central Africa in 1846.689 

Regarding Western Africa, after 15 years of missionary work, the Fathers of the Holy Ghost 

and the Holy Heart of Mary – who merged in 1848 – had not succeeded in establishing a single mis-

sion station on the three-thousand-mile long Guinea Gulf.690 

“Ouidah, the port of Dahomey, was a town of more than 20,000 inhabitants, among 

whom there were 300 Christians in name only, half-blood descendants of the Portuguese colo-

nists and the freed slaves from Brazil. The old Portuguese fort had been abandoned in 1825, but 

an African priest came from Sao Tome twice a year to assist the Christian community.”691 

Bishop Bessieux had done a long trip from Dakar to Gabon along the coast in 1849, stopping at 

Grand Bassam (presently in Ivory Coast), Accra (presently in Ghana), and Ouidah. In his report to Fa-

ther Libermann, Superior General of the Fathers of the Holy Ghost and the Holy Heart of Mary – who 

were already called Spiritans – he wrote: 

“Let me speak now about Ouidah: it is huge. What a great population! More than 30 

thousand souls and not a single man of God among them, and not even a single priest. I said 

Mass in the Catholic chapel of the Portuguese fort (…). 

This station would require prudent men, especially a clever superior, because the people 

are a lot more civilized than others I have seen. If we had any missionaries, we could go there 

right away (…). We could have a temporary lodging while an appropriate establishment is be-

ing for us. Three months would be enough for that, according to Mr Blanchely, the present 

agent of the French factory.”692 

 

6.  The proposal of other missions 

During his stay in Rome, Bishop de Brésillac came across a capuchin friar, Father Léon des 

Avanchers, who was in Rome looking for help for other regions of Africa, where it seemed possible 

“to get an abundant harvest, but where the laborers were few.”693 Knowing our bishop’s intentions, he 

wrote asking him to participate in the foundation of new missions on the East Coast of Africa. He un-

derlined the difficulty of a mission on the West Coast because of violent fevers, the proximity of the 

Holy Ghost mission, the numerous Protestant establishments, and the presence of barbaric tribes. He 

concluded his letter by saying: 

“If Your Lordship allows me to, I will ask the Sacred Congregation of Propaganda Fide 

if they can offer this Mission to you. Personally, I would be happy to be guided by you through 

the paths of the apostolate, and would be a most obedient son to you. May Your Lordship kind-

ly listen to my plea on behalf of all these poor Christian people (…). And do not worry about 

missionaries; I am sure we will find some.”694 

We do not know the exact terms of de Brésillac’s definitive answer to this offer, which he 

seems to have considered. 

He received another proposal, this time from some FMP confreres. Bishop Bonnand wrote to 

him from Pondicherry on January 24, 1856. De Brésillac received the letter on April 29, after leaving 

Rome. 

                                            
688. The pontifical document of erection of this Vicariate, De universi dominici, of 3 October 1842, has as title “Vi-

cariat of Upper and Lower Guinee andof the region of Sierra Leone”. 
689   Cf. Histoire Universelle des Missions Catholiques, Vol. III. Les Missions Contemporaines, op. cit., ibid., 309 ff. 
690  Cf. Baur, J., 2000 Years of Christianity in Africa, An African Church History, Nairobi, Kenya, 1998.  
691   Ibid. 
692   Quoted in : Bonfils, J., La Mission catholique…, op. cit., 40. ACSSp. B 165. 
693   Cf. Letter to Fr. Vian, 15 January 1856. AMA 2 F 1, 252-253. 
694   Ibid. 
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Bishop Bonnand told him that Bishop Verrolles – an FMP Vicar Apostolic in Manchuria who 

still considered him as a member of their congregation – was ready to get him appointed to Japan. He 

only wanted to know the reason why he had left his mission.695 

In his answer, Monsignor de Brésillac spoke his mind about the situation he had faced regard-

ing the FMP congregation, in which he wanted to remain as a member. He stated: 

“You certainly know that, after presenting my proposal to the Gentlemen in Paris about 

continuing to serve the missions anywhere in the Congregation, their official answer was: im-

possible. As in many other cases, I did not understand a word about this answer. Insisting with 

the Vicars Apostolic would have been endless. All my hope was that my dear colleagues, right 

after receiving my letter, would write saying that they believed I should remain as a member of 

the Congregation, and continue working in the Society, which would have been very possible. 

Nothing would have been as pleasant for me as to receive the mission of Japan, for instance. 

However, was passing and I did not want to waste it. I spent long months in Versailles and 

nothing came up. Since then, I have been looking for another way to serve the missions.”696 

                                            
695   Cf. Letter from Mgr Bonnand, 24 January 1856. AMA 2 F 8, 871-872. 
696   Letter to Mgr Bonnand, 29 April 1856. AMEP Vol. 1000 P, 897-890 bis. 
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CHAPTER 13 

FOUNDATION OF THE SOCIETY OF AFRICAN  

MISSIONS  

(1856) 

 

I. SOJOURN IN ROME 

 

1.  The idea of founding a missionary society 

Bishop de Brésillac briefly summarized in his diary the period from January to April 1856. He 

began by mentioning the report to Propaganda Fide about the possibility of a new mission in Daho-

mey. He added that – as we already pointed out – a congresso had decided that the matter “deserved 

attention,” and therefore they had started a consultation procedure. They were in the process of con-

ferring with Bishops Bessieux and Kobès, who were in charge of “the immense extension of Guinea” 

as Vicar Apostolic and Coadjutor respectively. He went on writing: 

“After a certain time, they gave me several recommendation letters so that I could go to 

France to look for collaborators and financial support, in order to establish, if possible, a society 

of missionaries at the service of the Sacred Congregation for the most abandoned countries of 

Africa, especially Dahomey.”697 

It is interesting to note that, after contacting Propaganda Fide during his stay in Rome, de 

Brésillac left his limited view of 1 or 2 companions, and started talking about a “a society of mission-

aries at the service of the Sacred Congregation for the most abandoned countries of Africa.”698 He 

added in his diary: “This idea of forming an ad hoc community was suggested to me by Monsignor 

Barnabò almost at the beginning.”699 

At the end of the year, de Brésillac wrote to Monsignor Barnabò – who had become cardinal 

prefect of Propaganda Fide in the meantime – and reminded him: 

“A word from you, Eminence, when you were only the secretary of the Sacred Congrega-

tion, gave birth to our community, since I was far from thinking about forming a society of 

missionaries. I went to Rome only to ask for the Dahomey mission for myself and 2 or 3 evan-

gelical workers that I would have contacted, after the House of Régis in Marseille stated that it 

would be possible and even easy today to go amongst this people living in the interior who had 

never been evangelized. 

You expressed the thought that it would be better to found a society of missionaries at 

the service of Propaganda Fide in Dahomey and in the most abandoned countries of Africa. I 

was frightened by this proposition, which I accepted however with some hope.”700 

De Brésillac had written to his friend Fr. Vian on January 15, 1856, at the beginning of his stay 

in Rome, proposing that he get involved in “a work of zeal and abnegation that is still in germ.” He 

said: 

“So when my long-offered resignation was finally accepted, I volunteered for another 

mission with the Sacred Congregation of Propaganda Fide, wishing to be sent, as far as it is 

                                            
697   Marion Brésillac, Diary 1856-1859, op. cit., 14-15. 
698   Ibid.,14. 
699   Ibid. 
700  Letter to Cardinal Barnabò, 12 November 1856. APF, Congressi, Etiopia, Arabia, 1845-1857, Vol. 5, 1141ff. 

Copy: AMA 2 C 19, 16-19. 
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possible, to the peoples where the light of faith has not yet reached, for example in some of the 

wildest regions of Africa.”701 

He mentioned that certain circumstances had focused attention on a particular part of Africa 

and he  had asked Propaganda Fide to send him there. Then he added: 

“The Sacred Congregation would be happy if I worked to open this new mission. But 

they do not want me to go alone; they advise me to found a society of missionaries for that pur-

pose.”  He was then committed to 

“founding a special society for the evangelization of the peoples of Africa, to whom the 

Gospel had not yet been preached, or who are most deprived of missionaries because of the dif-

ficulties of the times. If God blesses this idea, it will grow and gain some importance in the Ho-

ly Church; and in that sense, I am resolved to undertake this and get on with it as soon as I can 

gather the first members. At the moment I only need a few collaborators to follow me to the 

missions, and some others who could be our correspondents in Europe, and the soul of the new 

association.” 702 

De Brésillac invited his friend – whose health would not allow him to go to Africa – to stay in 

Europe for this work: 

“In that sense, you should join me to form the first group of the Society of African Mis-

sions. It would follow the outline of the Foreign Missions, with a few changes (…). We would 

assume all the elements of the Foreign Missions Society that I find excellent after my twelve-

year experience, and we would modify what may appear deficient to us.”703 

After only a few weeks in Rome, de Brésillac saw himself as becoming the founder of a new 

missionary society in the Church. His dream of leaving for Africa with 1 or 2 companions was proba-

bly considered as unrealistic, given the difficulties of the sub-Saharan missions at the time. Several 

attempts by different religious groups in the past had been unsuccessful.704 The situation required at 

least some well-established religious communities that could constantly renew its members working 

in the missions. 

 

2.  A brochure on the SMA 

In January, de Brésillac printed a small brochure about his project, which was financed by 

Propaganda Fide. The founder of the SMA wrote to Fr. Vian about this official funding: 

“It is not a great deal, but at least it indicates a certain benevolence on the part of Propa-

ganda Fide regarding our project, which they will in time encourage and approve, as far as we 

can present them with a concrete initial organization. The task is not easy. We need committed 

men and also money, since we will need to found a house in France, either in Paris, or in one of 

the big cities.”705 

The brochure had four small pages and was entitled Note on the Society of African Missions.706 

It began as follows: 

“The first and main goal of this newborn society is to evangelize – under the authority 

and direction of the Sacred Congregation of Propaganda Fide – the countries of Africa where 

the light of faith has not yet penetrated, or that are most deprived of missionaries.”707 

                                            
701   Letter to Fr. Vian, 15 January 1856. AMA 2 F 1, 252-253. 
702   Ibid.  The words in italics are underlined in the original. 
703   Ibid. 
704   Cf. Marion Brésillac, Mission Documents…, op. cit., 141, Note N° 3 ; Bonfils, J., La Mission catholique en Répu-

blique du Bénin. Dès origines à 1945, Paris, 1999, 276 p., Chap. 1, La Mission catholique aux XVIIe et XVIIIe siècles, 
11-27. 

705   Letter to Fr. Vian, 4 February 1856. AMA 2 F 1, 254-255. 
706   Notice sur la Société des Missions-Africaines, Rome, 1856, 4 p., APF, Scritture Riferite ACEA, 1848-1857, ff. 1010-

1011. AMA 2 F 13. 
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To achieve this goal, the founder was inviting people to join, and asking for financial support. 

As to the nature of the new society, the main elements were: 

1. A number of clergymen would be part of the Society: they would not take vows, but 

would make a solemn resolution to persevere in the apostolic vocation and observe the 

statutes of the Society until the end of their life. 

2. It was foreseen from the beginning that some members would go on mission to Africa, 

while others would remain in Europe “to correspond with the missions and provide for 

their needs.” 

3. The Mother House would be in France, but the Society would “accept members from dif-

ferent countries that would agree to follow the statutes and prove to have a solid vocation 

to apostolic life.” 

4. The society would be composed not only of Priests, but also of lay Brothers who should 

have trade. 

5. “Wherever several members happen to be together, they will lead the common life.” 

6. The new society would rely on associated benefactors for financial support. They would 

be informed periodically about the Society’s needs, life and activities in the missions. 

7. The patronage of the Holy Family, honored in the mystery of the flight into Egypt, would 

assure spiritual assistance, also those of several Saints particularly related to Africa: Saint 

Augustine, Saint Cyprian, Saint Benedict of Philadelphia (so-called the Moor), Blessed 

Peter Claver, “the slave of black people”708, and all the Blessed persons who became holy 

through the exercise of apostolic ministry in the missions, especially in Africa. 

 

3.  A missionary society for the most abandoned 

The goal of the Society of African Missions stated in the brochure was thus to work in “the 

countries in Africa where the light of faith has not yet penetrated, or that are most deprived of mis-

sionaries.” 

De Brésillac had already expressed his desire for this particular destination in his letter to Mon-

signor Barnabò dated May 26, 1855, in which – forced by circumstances – he had volunteered for a 

mission in Africa. He had written: 

“If the fact of being a bishop is an absolute obstacle to working in an existing mission, is 

there not a place in the world where missionaries have not arrived yet? The centre of Africa, for 

example? 

This, Monsignor, is what I ask you to request for me from the Holy Father: either a mis-

sion somewhere according to his will, or the authorization to attempt starting a mission in the 

interior of Africa, where missionaries from the existing Apostolic Vicariates have not yet pene-

trated.”709 

When he had written this letter, the founder was not yet in contact with Mr Régis, who eventu-

ally influenced him to choose Dahomey. His meeting with this shipowner took place in Marseille in 

December 1855. 

De Brésillac had written again to Monsignor Barnabò in June 1855 to explain his personal situ-

ation regarding the missions and to insist on his desire for a particular mission in Africa: 

                                                                                                                                        
707   Ibid., 1. 
708   Peter Claver would be canonized by Pope Leo XIII in 1888. 
709   Letter to Mgr Barnabò, 26 May 1855. AMA 2 F 1, 246. 
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“And if the fact of being a bishop (…) is an obstacle to sending me to an established mis-

sion, why does the Sacred Congregation not allow me to attempt at opening one in a place that 

has been inaccessible until now?”710 

We notice that the request for a region in Africa to accomplish his mission becomes clearer in 

this letter: 

“With the blessing of the Holy Father, I would go to the mission of Guinea. There I 

would gather all the information possible from the good Fathers of the Holy Heart of Mary, and 

from the natives of the interior who trade on the coast. Then I would throw myself into the 

hands of Providence, and would go inland.”711 

De Brésillac said in another letter to Monsignor Barnabò a few weeks later: 

“I do not know if the entire extent of Africa is included within the limits assigned to the 

various apostolic workers. But it seems to me that, either due to their small numbers, or because 

of difficulties they have not been able to overcome, there are many places where, in fact, there 

are no missionaries yet. It is there that I ask to be sent, unless the Holy Father kindly assigns me 

to another place.”712 

The report he personally presented in Rome, dated January 4, 1856, informed Propaganda Fide 

about the evolution of his missionary vocation after his time in India. After taking some time for dis-

cernment and prayer, he had asked himself: 

“I wondered why not asking the Holy Father to bless me and allow me to penetrate – 

even alone, if I found no companions – one of the places where, given the circumstances and 

difficulties, there are no evangelical workers at the present. For example, some of the interior 

regions of the vast African continent.”713 

Then he explained how he had arrived at the choice of Dahomey. The series of events and reac-

tions from Propaganda Fide that we already mentioned – particularly the request to found a mission-

ary society to achieve this particular project – influenced the Founder to indicate and recall several 

times his choice for the most abandoned. He mentioned it in his homilies, letters, and when promoting 

the SMA. 

In his letter to Fr. Vian inviting him to join the African Missions Society, de Brésillac had also 

said: 

“Some particular circumstances allowed me then to concentrate my request on a specific 

part of Africa, where missionaries have probably never gone, and where Divine Providence 

seems to be opening a door for us (…). 

This fact, plus other considerations, has led me to engage in organizing a special society 

for the evangelization of the populations in Africa, to whom the Gospel has not  yet been 

preached, or that are most deprived of missionaries because of the difficulties of the times.”714 

In February 1856, Bishop de Brésillac wrote to Fr. Métral, his former collaborator, about the 

development of his personal situation: 

“Finally, I volunteered to the Sacred Congregation to attempt to open a mission in places 

where there are presently no evangelical workers, and perhaps have never been (…). And as 

one thing brings up another, so I am working to gather – encouraged by the same Sacred Con-

gregation, and aware of the unavoidable delays that this affair implies – the members of a mis-

                                            
710   Letter to Mgr Barnabò, 23 June 1855. AMA 2 F 1, 248 and 247, proof. 
711   Ibid. The Fathers of the Holy Heart of Mary are the « Spiritans », a name with combines the members of the 

two congregations, which were already existing. 
712   Letter to Mgr Barnabò, 16 July, 1855. AMA 2 F 1, 238, proof. 
713  To Propaganda Fide, 4 January 1856. APF, Congressi, Africa Centrale, 1848-1857, Vol. 5, 1170 ff. AMA 2 F 5, 

98-121. 
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sionary society whose specific goal would be the evangelization of the most abandoned peoples 

in Africa.”715 

In the same period, the founder had written to Cardinal Fransoni, the Prefect of Propaganda 

Fide, to inform him of his program and ask for his support. He said he would go on reflecting about 

the foundation of the new society while he visited the French dioceses: 

“I will try to set the bases of a missionary society, under the authority and direction of 

the Sacred Congregation of Propaganda Fide, ready to evangelize the countries of Africa in 

which the light of faith has not yet penetrated, or that are most deprived of spiritual assis-

tance.”716 

The Fundamental Articles sent to Cardinal Barnabò in the letter of July 20, 1856, include the 

following texts: 

“The main aim of the Society of African Missions is the evangelization of the African 

countries that are most in need of missionaries” (1st article). 

“The Society will only accept the missions that the Sacred Congregation of Propaganda 

Fide wishes, and will try, on the other hand, to meet its needs anywhere in Africa, no matter 

how ungrateful and difficult the mission may be. The Society will constantly work in preparing 

the ways to reach places where there are no missionaries, and when the moment seems ready 

for an attempt, the Sacred Congregation will be informed and asked for authorization” (3rd arti-

cle).717 

 

4.  An official presentation letter 

De Brésillac stated his agenda in a letter to the Cardinal Prefect written in February: he planned 

on making a tour including several dioceses of France after the Easter celebrations, and he needed a 

letter from the Sacred Congregation for the bishops, 

“stating your feelings in my regard, and the perfect harmony between my intentions and 

the Holy See’s wishes. I therefore ask you, Eminence, for this letter that will give me the neces-

sary moral authority to inspire confidence in those who will be moved by the Spirit of God to 

assist me in a work whose direct goal is the propagation of the Holy Gospel.”718 

Three days later, the reply from Cardinal Fransoni, Prefect of Propaganda Fide, welcomed de 

Brésillac’s petition, but also clearly expressed the Sacred Congregation’s concern for the future of his 

project. 

The Prefect started by showing his interest for the project 

“of setting up a society of priests to undertake an apostolic mission in the most aban-

doned countries of Africa, and particularly in the Kingdom of Dahomey.”719 

He praised the desire 

“to establish the aforementioned society, especially because missions of this kind can be 

advantageously undertaken and bear lasting fruits only if they are entrusted to an institute of 

priests guaranteeing an uninterrupted succession.”720 

                                            
715   Letter to Fr.  Métral, 6 February 1856. AMEP Vol. 1000 J, 1129. 
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Cardinal Fransoni also stated: 

“I consider that Your Excellency’s project deserves the adherence of other clergymen 

who are inflamed by zeal for God’s glory. I cannot conceal, however, that you will have to 

overcome great difficulties in order to reach the goal you are pursuing in the Lord.”721 

De Brésillac spent the Lenten season in Rome and participated in the ceremonies of Holy Week 

and Easter at Saint Peter’s Basilica. 

 

5.  A prototype sermon in favor of the SMA    

Towards the end of his stay in Rome, when the foundation of the new missionary society was 

beginning to take shape and receive certain recognition from Propaganda Fide, de Brésillac began to 

preach in favor of his project. 

He wrote to Fr. Vian: “I wanted to start preaching in favor of my work, and I did so yesterday 

in Rome at Saint Louis’. 722” He was speaking about the church of Saint Louis of the French. 

This sermon delivered in March 25, 1856, was the same text, with slight retouching, that he 

frequently used in the dioceses of France soon after.723 

We would like to present the salient points of this sermon as useful elements in understanding 

de Brésillac’s thinking regarding different matters like mission, his personal experience, the place of 

his new missionary society in the Church, and the Christians’ duty to contribute to the arrival of 

God’s Kingdom. 

 

5.1.  A base of missionary theology 

Our Founder’s reflection on mission was based on a Trinitarian theology and strictly linked to 

Jesus Christ’s Paschal Mystery. It had to be so because God lifted Jesus high above everything else 

and gave him a name that is greater than any other name, so that everyone in heaven and on earth 

and under the earth will bow down at the name of Jesus (Phil 2: 9-10). 

“My brothers, the supreme goal of everything that God was pleased to create outside 

himself is the glorification of the Word, eternally generated by the Father within himself, in the 

ineffable embrace of the Holy Ghost that unites them. God made everything by the Word, and 

nothing has been made without him (Jn 1:3). He had the right to this universal glorification al-

ready from the beginning.”724 

Then followed the sin of angels and human beings, the situation on earth, brought about the 

prodigy of God’s love, who is not only just but merciful. And the Word was made flesh, 

“…he lived amongst us, doing good as he passed by; he died for the salvation of the 

world; he resurrected by his own power and rose to the heavens in his glory; and at the name of 

Jesus, victor over death and hell, every knee on earth will bend, and every tongue will sing 

praise (…). He was lifted on the cross to draw all things to himself (Jn 12:32), but there are per-

sons, entire nations, who are not exposed to his divine attraction.”725 

To carry on with his mission, Jesus sent his disciples all over the world, so “the apostles and the 

uninterrupted chain of their successors for 18 hundred years answered the call, and still apostolic 

work is  not finished.” 

                                                                                                                                        
720   Ibid. 
721   Ibid. 
722   Letter to Fr. Vian, 26 March, 1856. AMA 2 F 261-262. 
723   Sermon pour l’Oeuvre des Missions Africaines, AMA 2 F 5, 62-97. Notice sur la Société des Missions Africaines, 

Lyon, 1858, 37-75. 
724   Notice sur la Société des Missions Africaines, Lyon, 1858, 37-38. 
725   Ibid., 39. 
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5.2.  The situation and the needs of the mission in the world 

On this basis, the preacher proposed the 2 questions: 

1. Where do we stand today regarding the work of the missions? 

2. What part of this work is the new missionary society hoping to assume? 

As regards the first question, de Brésillac stated that evangelization work would last until the 

end of time. God respected human liberty: some people accepted Jesus Christ’s salvation, others re-

fused it. Faith could also disappear in the countries already Christian:  “Yes, my brothers, we all need 

to be continually evangelized.” 

He went on inviting his audience to think about those who had not received the gift of faith as 

they had. They were to thank the apostles who had been their spiritual parents, and also their pastors 

for the evangelization they had received from them. 

In order to announce Jesus Christ’s salvation to those who have lost their faith or never re-

ceived it, it is necessary to have many apostles who follow the example of Jesus, 

“who did not wish to do violence to our will, not to force himself on the conscience of 

nations and individuals. He establishes his kingdom by the sweetness of his word and the merits 

of his death.”726 

After that, de Brésillac briefly recalled a number of facts from the history of the missions. He 

posed an interesting question when he stated that perhaps the Lord allowed some nations to stay away 

from the faith in order to test his disciples’ engagement in the work of the mission. 

 

5.3.  The Founder’s personal experience 

Our preacher then moved on to speak about his personal experience. He wanted to explain why, 

after spending 12 years in India, he wanted to go to the most abandoned peoples in Africa. The fol-

lowing text clearly summarizes the Founder of the SMA’s reading of his missionary experience, and 

the discernment that followed from it: 

“God – who disposes things, events, and people as  he pleases without us being always 

able to understand the reason for the divine motions elicited in our soul – made me leave the 

missions that I cherished so much, whose memory I will always keep and which always move 

my heart. (…). Forgive me, brothers, if I speak about myself, and if the memory of those who 

were my children recurs in my words as it does in my affection. 

So I understood nothing about the ways of Divine Providence in my own regard, but it 

seems that I now start to see the point,  and I hope – if I am faithful to grace – it is in order to 

dedicate myself to more difficult works, more arduous than those that had been entrusted to me 

in the midst of the peaceful Hindus.”727 

 

5.4.  The choice for the most abandoned in Africa 

De Brésillac went on with his personal sharing and said that the Lord one day had placed the 

different kingdoms of the world before his eyes to make him realize their spiritual miseries, 

“showing me also the pains, sacrifices, tribulations, and crosses that he usually hands 

over to those who serve him.” 

Beyond all this he could also see 

                                            
726   Ibid., 39. 
727   Ibid., 51-52. 
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“an abundant harvest of merits; and further beyond, the eternal glory that Jesus Christ has 

promised to those who have the courage to take up their cross resolutely and follow him. And it 

happened that – just because of his mercy, only as grace surmounted the reluctance of my na-

ture – he inspired in me a desire to take up those crosses. Thereafter – always by his grace, and 

in spite of the imperfections of my will – I looked for the most abandoned peoples on earth and 

I said: Oh Lord, may your hand direct me there, for it is there I will proclaim your name.”728 

Then he looked at the way missionaries were spread across the world, to realizing that “there 

are messengers of the Lord almost on the entire surface of the earth.” This included many regions of 

Africa. But between these regions there was a huge space that was simply called the Desert, and “eve-

rything makes us believe that many people reside there, and that the true desert is in fact the spiritual 

aridity of those who live there.” So he had volunteered to go to these regions: 

“The enterprise is difficult, I admit, so as collaborators I would need a number of priests 

who do not shy away from sacrifice, who love above all the holy virtue of self-denial and the 

sweet burden of the cross. I also need the sympathy and generous support of the faithful. But 

then I wondered if the spring of commitment would eventually dry up. No, we will realize once 

again that the treasures of charity have no end.”729 

Then de Brésillac addressed some objections that seemed to indicate he was after an impossible 

mission. He also mentioned several signs of hope coming from Dahomey, where there were even le-

gal reasons to believe that missionaries would be welcomed.730 Before undertaking this mission, the 

Founder needed “to have sufficiently established the society of missionaries who would be generous 

enough to follow me in this apostolic journey, since it would be unwise to go alone.” He needed a 

central house in France, an African Missions Seminary, and also financial support for the missionaries 

in the first stage of their arrival in Africa. 

After that, de Brésillac anticipated another objection regarding the missionaries’ poverty, and 

Jesus’ words on not worrying about the following day. He fully agreed with this, but not to the point 

of tempting God, 

“...who wishes, indeed, that a spirit of detachment may always reign on the work of 

evangelization, but who also wants the means he has placed in the hands of his faithful to be-

come the ordinary means of his Providence (…). I will say it again, my brothers: in ordinary 

circumstances, we must not count on miracles.”731 

 

5.5.  Donations to repair injustice 

De Brésillac wanted to raise people’s conscience so that they would support his evangelization 

work in Africa. In that sense, he recalled the commercial injustices inflicted by Europeans on African 

people: “We are probably in debt to a certain extent to the people that European trade has oppressed 

more than once.” 

As he recalled the history of trade, our preacher stated very clearly: 

“We are the heirs, brothers, of those who rushed into these nations in a primitive way to 

grab their riches through violence or deceit, with the misleading lure of baubles, whose value 

these people did not know; who without blushing every so often exchanged men for cheap trin-

kets, or seized them for no reason, buying and reselling them, without even bothering to find 

out why they had been enslaved.”732 

                                            
728   Ibid., 52-53. 
729   Ibid., 54-55. 
730   Due to the Treaty made by Mr Bouët, ships lieutenant, and Ghezo, the king of Dahomey (According to Note 

N° 1 in the Notice, 60). 
731   Notice, op. cit., 67 
732   Ibid., 70 
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After these considerations, de Brésillac stated that time did not absolve people from injustices 

done in the past and that perhaps there is an obligation sometimes to give alms by way of reparation: 

“So let us not tell anyone, brothers, that we owe him nothing, because the interests of 

humanity as a whole are intertwined in such a way that perhaps there are persons truly entitled 

to our ancestors’ inheritance on the other side of the world. Moreover, and very especially, our 

charity is indebted to everyone. It cannot remain cold and inactive as long as there are poor 

people on earth, both far away and around us.”733 

                                            
733   Ibid., 71-72. 



 209 

II. IN FRANCE FOR THE FOUNDATION OF THE SMA 

 

1.  Missionary animation in favour of the SMA 

De Brésillac left Rome for France on April 10, 1856. He embarked at Civitavecchia, and ar-

rived in Toulon on April 12. The Marists welcomed him kindly and gave him accommodation. He 

visited the parish priests in the city, and met the newly appointed bishop, Monsignor Jordany, who 

was very thoughtful. De Brésillac decided to print the letter of  recommendation from the Cardinal 

Prefect of Propaganda Fide. 

Cardinal Fransoni, Prefect of Propaganda Fide, died in Rome on April 20, and Monsignor Bar-

nabò, Secretary of the Congregation, took over as Prefect. 

That same day, de Brésillac began to preach in favour of the Society of African Missions: he 

looked for priests and laymen who were ready to follow him, and also did some fundraising. 

The Founder wrote short reports about his journeys in his Diary 1856-1859, and briefly pre-

sented the results of his activities, classifying them as good, less good, or disappointing. Sometimes 

he also indicated the amount he had collected, and added some remarks about the places and people 

he visited. This text was a useful travel notebook for accounting and planning purposes. 

De Brésillac organized his missionary animation tour in favor of the SMA very well. He used 

the efficient mail service, and adapted himself to contingencies, scheduling his arrival date and con-

ferences according to the local situation of bishops, priests, and laypeople. 

He always asked the local bishop’s consent to preach in favor of his work and raise funds, but 

he did not always get both permissions. Sometimes he was not allowed to do any fundraising. 

He announced his arrival using a poster he had printed, which was displayed at the entrance of 

the churches: it was an outline of the African Missions project, according to the abovementioned bro-

chure. He also planned to include affiliated lay members in the new society. They could participate 

“in the merits of the works in a special way, if they were prepared to back them with their moral in-

fluence, and offer financial support within their possibilities.” This introduction was followed by the 

timetable of his sermons, indicating that they would be followed by a collection. 

Diocesan seminaries were of special interest for de Brésillac in his search for missionary voca-

tions. He tried to meet the superiors and speak with the seminarians. 

He enjoyed visiting the churches in his free time, particularly the Marian Shrines, and gladly 

stopped at the monasteries and religious communities, where he asked for prayers to sustain his work. 

The Founder went on following the development of his project throughout the tour. He received 

and replied a number of letters, especially from candidates and from people in India. It was an itiner-

ant administration, taking shape as it met the needs of the new foundation. 

 

2.  The first tour 

De Brésillac began a tour that lasted almost 2 months. After Toulon he visited Hyères, 

Brignoles, Lorgues, and Marseille. From Marseille, he went to Draguignan, Fréjus, Cannes, the Lerin 

Islands, Grasse, Antibes, Nice, Castellane, Digne, Sisteron, Forcalquier, Manosque, Aix-en-Provence, 

and then went back to Marseille. He went on to Nîmes, and then to Avignon on the way to Lyon, 

where he arrived the evening of Saturday, June 14, 1856. 

De Brésillac briefly referred to his visits in his diary, giving some details now and then, espe-

cially regarding the highlights of each visit. 

He arrived in Lorgues on Saturday, April 26, and visited Mr Vian, whose father and brother 

were very welcoming. Father Emilien, Fr. Vian’s brother, wished to join the new society, and the 

Founder was happy to receive him. He was in much better health than his brother Victorin, about 

whom we spoke earlier. 
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De Brésillac was impressed by the beauty of Cannes, and by the number of English people that 

were building their houses there. 

On Saturday, May 3, he visited the Lerin Islands, site of the most important Christian monaster-

ies of the West. But the property had been confiscated and the monks had fled away. Everything was 

abandoned. Martyrs Island had been sold to a Protestant. Our visitor wrote in his diary that it would 

be possible to purchase it and give it back to a religious congregation. But he added: “It would be 

good for me, but, later on.”734 

De Brésillac went back to Grasse after this stopover, and in his free time visited the Shrine of 

Notre-Dame de Valcluse a few miles from the city. 

On Wednesday, May 7, he arrived in Antibes and was invited by the parish priest to preside 

over the blessing of a new charity for small children, with the attendance of the local authorities and 

the benefactresses. 

The missionary bishop was usually well received, even if people were not always interested in 

his project. Sometimes they wrote asking him to postpone his visit or not to come at all; and if this 

kind of letter did not reach him in time, he had to face irritating situations, as happened in Nice. 

When he arrived in Nice on Friday, May 9, he realized that he was not expected. He had not re-

ceived the letter telling him not to come. He got accommodation with the Countess of Camburzano, 

who was considered to be a friend of all priests. Our Founder did not want to go there, and would 

have preferred to stay at the seminary, but he was practically forced to accept. He mentioned this ex-

perience in his diary and commented on it.735 

Some parish priests would advise our bishop not to make a collection. It was not out of bad 

will, but because the parishes were poor and they were ashamed that would collect little or nothing. 

Such was the case in Castellane, where Bishop de Brésillac and his servant arrived in advance 

one evening, shivering with the cold. He explained his adventure in Nice to the parish priest, and was 

warmly welcomed. The town was small and poor. The parish priest had answered his letter saying, in 

a very polite and charitable way, that he thought it would be useless to ask for funds, but the bishop 

had written back to say that he would come without making any collection. When he got there, the 

parish priest finally decided that they could try fundraising. It was May 11, Pentecost Sunday: 

“…the collection, although modest in itself, was extraordinary in relation to the place. 

The good parish priest could not believe his eyes, and was not able to hold back his tears of joy. 

I never saw a parish priest so satisfied with the results of a good collection. The rest of the cler-

gy in the city could not have been more thoughtful, so I spent two very pleasant days there.”736 

On Monday after Pentecost, while he was still in Castellane, the Founder went up to the Shrine 

of Notre-Dame du Roc, which was next to the city on a very sharp peak. He celebrated Mass there and 

commended his work to Mary. 

De Brésillac’s trips were not always easy. He was very tired sometimes when he arrived in a 

locality. In Digne he suffered from laryngitis for several days, and it was difficult for him to preach 

and celebrate the Mass. 

As far as possible, de Brésillac visited the convents in the cities where he was preaching. He al-

so had in mind that some religious sisters would collaborate with him in the African Missions one 

day, such as the Sisters of the Holy Childhood that he met in Digne, or those of Our Lady of the As-

                                            
734  Marion Brésillac, Diary 1856-1859, op. cit., 20. Later, Fr. Planque would speak of the Island of Lerins as a 

place to establish a school for Africans. Cf. AMA 2 B, Letters of  Planque, to unknown addressee, 5 November 
1859, Vol. I, 1856-1862, 18. 

735  Marion Brésillac, Diary 1856-1859, op. cit., 24-26. Cf. Letter to Vicar general of Nice, 10 May 1856. AMA 2 F 4,  

16. 
736   Marion Brésillac, Diary 1856-1859…, op. cit., 27-28. 
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sumption from Manosque, about whom he wrote: “These Sisters could give me a hand in the mis-

sions; they would like to.”737 

It also happened that some bishops would welcome him very kindly, and even accommodate 

him in their palace, but were reticent regarding the African Missions project. Such was the case of 

Bishop Darcimoles, archbishop of Aix, where he arrived on May 24. They met at the seminary and 

the archbishop wanted Bishop de Brésillac to stay at his place, which he gladly accepted: 

“But we spoke a little about my project and he often replied using words like if, since, 

and however, but he finally agreed to let me preach and carry out a collection in the cathe-

dral.”738 

On Wednesday, May 28, de Brésillac arrived in Marseille and was welcomed by Father 

Fissiaux, who was the founder of several boarding schools and orphanages, particularly the Institute 

of Saint Peter in Chains. The local bishop, Eugene de Mazenod, was giving confirmation in the house 

where de Brésillac was staying, so they had the opportunity to meet and speak about the project: “His 

Lordship was neither hot nor cold; we agreed that I would preach the following Sunday in the cathe-

dral.” 739Bishop de Mazenod invited him for dinner in his house that Friday, and to attend the great 

procession of the Sacred Heart. 

While he was in Marseille, the principal rivers of France broke their barks due to excessive 

rain. This prevented him from making any collections for a while, since people were helping those 

who were suffering from the flooding. 

After short stops at Nîmes and Avignon, where he witnessed the damage of the flood, our 

Founder arrived in Lyon in the evening of Saturday, June 14, and stayed with the Marist Fathers. 

On Monday, June 16, he went to the archdiocese office and was received by the First Vicar 

General, because the archbishop, Cardinal de Bonald, was in Paris. Then he visited the Works for the 

Propagation of the Faith, but found no help, because according to their regulations, they could only 

support bishops with a concrete mission territory assigned by the Holy See. He was not able to make 

any collections in the region because of the flooding, which he considered a serious setback. 

On Tuesday, June 17, Bishop de Brésillac celebrated Mass in the Shrine of Notre-Dame de 

Fourvière, on the hill overlooking the city of Lyon. When the Cardinal returned from Paris, the 

Founder of the SMA spoke to him about his project. He wrote: 

“My work did not seem to please him very much. I would like to establish our Mother 

House in Lyon, but as far as I can see, we can hardly count on the Cardinal Archbishop’s pro-

tection.”740 

With the help of the bursar at the Marist Father’s community, de Brésillac began to look for a 

house for his newborn society. The main problem was the lack of funds. His only income was the col-

lections, but he had been forced to stop any fundraising for a number of months. He placed his trust in 

God’s Providence and mercy for the people he wanted to evangelize. 

 

3.  Retreat at Chartreuse and pilgrimage to La Salette 

De Brésillac left Lyon for Grenoble on June 24. He wanted to go to the Grande Chartreuse for 

some serious retreat time, as he said. He stayed there from Friday 27 to Thursday 3. On July 4, he 

spent the whole day meeting with some of the monks in private; he wrote in his diary: 

“I spent this time visiting each father privately in his cell. It was a very edifying day for 

me. How quiet are these souls that have retired from the world, sometimes for over 30 years! 

How much peace, what a deep piety! However, we must not delude ourselves, it would be a 

                                            
737   Ibid.,32-33. 
738   Ibid., 33. 
739   Ibid., 35. 
740   Ibid., 40. 
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very dangerous situation for certain characters, and those who are not centred in it could be 

very unhappy there.”741 

De Brésillac was very happy with the time spent at the Grande Chartreuse, especially with the 

welcoming attitude of the Superior, and of Father Jean-Louis, the external confessor, who was very 

interested in his work, to the point of getting him a donation from the Superior, besides stating that he 

would do some fundraising for him in Savoy.742 

When he got back to Grenoble, he accepted an invitation to visit La Salette on Monday, July 7: 

“I did it with pleasure, because I always thought that there is something really supernatu-

ral in this marvelous apparition, that seems incontestably supported by miracles, whose results 

are always for God’s glory.“743 

Mary’s apparition had taken place in 1846, and in 1856 there were already a beautiful shrine 

and large buildings there to welcome the pilgrims. Our bishop was happy because he celebrated Mass 

there twice and gave a small instruction to the pilgrims. 

He went back to Grenoble on Wednesday, July 9, and met the bishop Ginoulhiac, who invited 

him for dinner. Bishop de Brésillac was able to speak to the seminarians and meet with those who 

volunteered for his work: “Eight or ten came to speak to me, and four of them seemed well-rooted in 

their vocation. I almost count on two of these four.”744 

 

4.  One aspirant lost: Fr.Vian 

From January to April 1856, de Brésillac wrote several letters to Father Vian, his friend from 

the diocese of Fréjus, regarding his possible engagement with the newly-found Society of African 

Missions. This priest had recently spoken to him about his desire to join the missions. 

We already mentioned de Brésillac’s letter dated January 15, to which Fr. Vian had given a ra-

ther positive answer. Our bishop was happy and wrote back considering him “as being one of the 

founders.”745 He gave him some advice and wanted to meet him. He started discussing with him the 

“fundamental articles that will become the basis of our future constitutions. I have already formulated 

some of these articles, which are too long to send over.” He added: 

“While you wait, be busy about our work, in relation to God and to people; look at your-

self as Providence’s Procurator for the African Missions and if someone addresses you wanting 

to take part in the work, act as such…”746 

On March 8, the Founder wrote to Fr. Vian inviting him not to be discouraged by difficulties. 

He also gave him some news and said he would like to meet him.747 On March 26, in a short letter 

dealing with his affairs, de Brésillac wrote: 

“Some seedy man, as you called yourself, could be of great service for my work by help-

ing to found our house in France. Just remember we must expect disappointments, humiliations, 

and crosses, but I know that without this, you would not be willing to partake. That is our real 

gain, and we will share it as friends, together with the consolations that God, full of goodness, 

likes to pour out on the most difficult enterprises from time to time, caring for his weak serv-

ants.”748 

                                            
741   Ibid., 41-42. 
742  This sojourn of Mgr de Brésillac at the Chartreuse developed a link of friendship between the sons of St Bru-

no and the SMA, which took an official form by an act by which prior Anselme-Marie declared, in 1889, that 
the two institutions for ever held in common their spiritual goods. Cf. AMA 48/4 – 11/031, 1889. 

743   Marion Brésillac, Diary 1856-1859…, op. cit., 43-44. 
744   Ibid., 44. 
745   Letter to Fr. Vian, 4 February 1856. AMA 2 F 1, 254-255. 
746   Ibid. 
747   Letter to Fr. Vian, 8 March 1856. AMA 2 F 1, 256-257. 
748   Letter to Fr. Vian, 26 March 1856. AMA 2 F 1, 261-262 
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In the same letter, de Brésillac let Fr. Vian know that he was leaving Rome for France and said 

he would like to meet him. He proposed a meeting in Toulon on April 12, which never took place. 

As we already mentioned, Father Victorin Vian’s brother was also a priest; he was called Emi-

lien and he also wanted to join the SMA. But their father was an old man and their sister lived with 

them, so the Founder thought it would not be wise that both brothers leave the family to follow him. 

When de Brésillac went to Marseille, he wrote to Fr. Vian again to say that he would like to 

meet him and his brother. He stated that he had no preference between them, but that if he had to 

choose, he would choose Emilien, because Victorin had some personality problems: “You doubt 

yourself too much.” 

The Founder then spoke about the need for an actual core group of the Society as required by 

Propaganda Fide. There was not yet such group at the end of May 1856. There were only some eccle-

siastics 749 

“…who show a certain interest about joining in, but I cannot actually count on them yet. 

However, there should be at least three of us for the solemn foundation ceremony, which we 

had scheduled for the time when I passed through Marseille, at the feet of Notre Dame de la 

Garde. The proper time however, has not yet arrived.”750 

After giving some information about the procedure to follow in the event that Mr Vian decided 

to join the SMA, such as the signing of a statement, de Brésillac added in the same letter: 

“After that, you would quietly go on with the work that keeps you busy, until the time 

comes when I will call you formally to establish the society, after having placed our vows in 

Mary’s heart, in one of the shrines of France where she is most venerated.”751 

But in July, Fr. Vian told Bishop de Brésillac he had changed his mind about joining the SMA. 

The Founder answered that his friendship with him and his family remained unchanged regardless of 

his decision. He continued informing him about the development of his work.752 

 

5.  Finding and buying the first house 

In the evening of July 10, de Brésillac went back to Lyon and stayed again with the Marist Fa-

thers. He needed to find a house which was not too expensive to accommodate the aspirants who were 

starting to arrive. He eventually learned that the Carmelite Nuns were selling a property with two 

small houses, located at Chemin de Sainte-Foi, number 9. The property was bought on July 29 for the 

price of 34 thousand francs to be paid in installments. The Founder was able to pay only 3 thousand 

francs at the beginning.  The dwelling house would not be vacant until October 31.753 

On July 29, the Gazette de Lyon announced that the Society of African Missions had settled in 

the city: 

“Monsignor the Bishop of Prusa, who has lived in Lyon for some time, is working on the 

foundation of a society that will carry the torch of Faith to the heart of Africa. The house he ac-

quired on the hill of Saint Foy is destined to become a mine of workers for this task, which is 

difficult but very appropriate – to inflame the zeal of those who embark on it.”754 

A retreat for the priests in Lyon started on July 27. Cardinal de Bonald invited Bishop de 

Brésillac to preside at the closing ceremony and said to him: “that will contribute to your work.” Our 

                                            
749  With the term « ecclesiastics » Mgr de Brésillac refers here to clerics who are not priests. Cf. Letter to Cardi-

nal Barnabò, 13 December 1856. 
750    Letter to Fr. Vian, 31 May 1856. AMA 2 F 1, 263-264.   
751    Ibid. 
752    Cf. Letter to Fr. Vian, 30 July 1856. AMA 2 F 1, 270-271. 
753    The official deed of the sale would be signed on 28 February and registered at Lyon 4 March 1857. 
754    « Gazette de Lyon », 29 July 1856. A Catholic journal, founded in April 1845, which lasted until 22 October 

1860. 
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Founder appreciated the invitation and wrote in his diary: “The Cardinal Archbishop of Lyon is ap-

parently becoming interested in my work. I went to this ceremony in the major seminary today.”755 

 

6.  In dialogue with Propaganda Fide 

On July 1856, Bishop de Brésillac wrote a long letter to Cardinal Barnabò, with an attached 

document entitled Fundamental Articles. This document is an important source of information about 

the foundation of the Society of African Missions. 

 

6.1.  News on the SMA 

Our Founder said in this letter that, after leaving Rome on April 20, he had been busy with “the 

work of the African Missions, under the aim of starting new missions in the most abandoned countries 

of Africa.”756 

He presented a report on his activities, which included publicizing his work through preaching, 

looking for collaborators, and fundraising. His expectations had not been frustrated. Unfortunately, 

the floods had ravaged a considerable area of France and everybody was committed to helping the 

victims, so he had stopped his collections for a while. But he had continued visiting the seminaries, 

where he had found between 12 and 15 men who were ready to join the Society. He presented a list of 

7 names, who seemed suitable to become good missionaries. He was also trying to buy a house in 

Lyon, were he wanted to establish the center of the Society of African Missions. 

He told Cardinal Barnabò that once the Society had a residence, he hoped there would be gen-

erous priests willing to get involved. That would become even easier when a mission territory was as-

signed to the Society. 

At the same time, the new Society could not immediately have a detailed Rule, but he had writ-

ten some fundamental articles, a copy of which he was attaching. All members of the Society were 

asked to follow this common rule, even if it was provisional. Therefore, he asked the Cardinal to ex-

amine the articles, to modify them before approving them, if he believed it was necessary, and to state 

if he and his companions could hold onto them for the time being. He wrote: 

“I need this in order to offer something solid to the bishops who want to know clearly 

what our Society is like before allowing their priests to join me. It would be very important 

thereafter, I believe, that the Sacred Congregation kindly entrusts me the Mission of Dahomey 

without much delay. That would give me great moral authority to solidly set the foundations of 

the Society.”757 

The Founder then stated that it was possible for him to leave shortly for Dahomey together with 

2 priests and 1 or 2 lay Brothers, while other confreres stayed in France, to join them later on in the 

missions. He was sure that the Society of African Missions would really meet the desires of the Sa-

cred Congregation for Dahomey and for other peoples of Africa. 

 

6. 2.  The Fundamental Articles of 1856 

                                            
755    Marion Brésillac, Diary 1856-1859…, op. cit., 45.The author did not include a date for this event. On this re-

treat, cf. « La Gazette de Lyon », 27 juillet 1856. 
756  Letter to Cardinal Barnabò, 20 July 1856. APF, Congressi, Etiopia, Arabia, 1848-1857, Vol. 5, 1087 ff. Copy : 

AMA 2 C 19, 11-14.  Marion Brésillac,  Mission Documents…, op. cit., 164-168. 
757  Ibid. 
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As we just mentioned, Monsignor de Brésillac’s letter to Cardinal Barnabò dated July 20, 1856, 

included  13 fundamental articles, which he believed “could be a basis for the Society of African Mis-

sions” if they were approved by the Sacred Congregation of Propaganda Fide.758 

Article 1 indicated the main goal of the Society, which had been already presented in the bro-

chure, namely “evangelizing the countries of Africa that are most in need of missionaries.” 

Article 2 specified the new Society‘s place within the Church: it was to be under the protection 

of the Sacred Congregation of Propaganda Fide, and it submitted “always and perfectly” to its au-

thority, “considered as the expression of the Sovereign Pontiff’s will for everything concerning the 

missions.” 

The following article developed the concrete implications of this relationship with Propaganda 

Fide regarding the acceptance of new missions: the Society would follow the desires of the Congrega-

tion and was available “anywhere in Africa, no matter how ungrateful and difficult the mission may 

be.” The SMA would initially prepare the way to reach the places deprived of missionaries; after this 

initial stage, it would ask Propaganda Fide for authorization to attempt a new mission. The SMA 

would not accept missions outside Africa except if Propaganda Fide wished it, but always at the ser-

vice of “colored people.” 

Article 4 presented the nature of the new society: it was not a religious order, but a secular so-

ciety without vows, a Society of Apostolic Life, according to the Code of Canon Law in force at the 

time. 759 As regarded the juridical links, each member would initially make a solemn resolution to per-

severe in the Society “until the end of his days.” An oath of perseverance could be demanded in the 

future, after a trial year at the Mother House or after some years in the missions. 

Article 5 regarded the membership and government of the Society. There would be priests and 

lay Brothers. For the present Bishop de Marion Brésillac is the Superior General ; his Councilors 

would be the four eldest priests in the Society. Before leaving for Africa, the Superior of the Society 

would appoint a local Superior for the house in France. 

There was an important statement in Article 8: “Wherever several members happen to be to-

gether, they will lead the common life.” 

Regarding material goods, the rights and duties of each member were specified regarding per-

sonal patrimony and the commitment to the community’s wellbeing, within an atmosphere of care for 

each member’s needs, “but without ever forgetting holy apostolic poverty.” 

There was a particular indication in Article 10 for the confreres who happened to be in Europe 

for different reasons: they would strive at serving the Church and the missions through prayer, preach-

ing, and by taking care of the works sponsored by the Society. 

The Society also included lay Brothers, who “as far as possible” would try to have a trade so as 

to offer a better service to the Society in the missions and in Europe. 

Article 11 presented a very important element in the life and spirit of the community: 

“Harmony within perfect charity, and obedience to those appointed to direct their con-

freres, rather than to govern them, are the key points of the Society. Aspirants will not be ad-

mitted to join the association – no matter what other qualities they may have – if they show an 

independent demeanor or a strong reluctance to get along with  characters different from their 

own.”760 

The answer from Propaganda Fide to de Brésillac’s letter dated July 20 arrived very quickly. It 

was a short letter, indicating that Cardinal Barnabò appreciated the fundraising campaign carried out 

                                            
758  Letter to Cardinal Barnabò, 20 July 1856. APF, Congressi, Etiopia, Arabia, 1848-1857, Vol. 5, 1091 ff. Copy : 

AMA 11/5.01, N° 41941. Marion Brésillac, Missions Documents…, op. cit, 169-172.  
759   Code of Canon Law, 1983, Part III, Section II, Articles 731-746. 
760  Letter to Cardinal Barnabò, 20 July 1856. APF, Congressi, Etiopia, Arabia, 1848-1857, Vol. 5, 1091 ff. AMA 

11/5.01, n° 41941. 
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by our Founder, and the fact that he had contacted several clergymen who were ready to follow him. 

He added: 

“In this state of affairs, I think it is definitely appropriate that Your Lordship carries on 

with the work already started. As for the rest, this Sacred Congregation will create a new mis-

sion in the Kingdom of Dahomey and entrust it to Your Lordship, since you will have in hand – 

with God’s help – the necessary resources to begin this mission, and most of all, you will have 

given a certain structure to the Society of priests who are ready to undertake it.”761 

The Cardinal’s letter did not mention at all the Fundamental Articles that Monsignor de Brésil-

lac had sent him for approval or modification. 

 

7.  The second tour 

On August 4, 1856, de Brésillac left Lyon for Marseille to meet Mr Régis and speak about his 

project in Dahomey. He was glad to find him as always very helpful. Father Dominique had left the 

Capuchin community in Versailles and was the new Novice Master in Marseille. He accompanied him 

to Mr Régis house. 

Then the Founder began a second preaching and fundraising tour. He left Marseille and went to 

Montpellier, Béziers, Carcassonne, Castelnaudary, Limoux, Mirepoix, Lasserre-de-Monestrol, and 

Toulouse. It was not the best time to solicit donations because many people were away in their coun-

try houses. 

On Sunday, August 17, de Brésillac preached in Carcassonne, a place that brought back memo-

ries and links, especially regarding the priests of the diocese. 

The following Sunday, August 24, he spoke to the people of Castelnaudary and then stayed 

with his family for a few days. His collections were rather low, and since he had to pay for the house 

in Lyon, he considered the possibility of taking some money from his family’s inheritance. 

On September 4, de Brésillac went to Prouille, next to Fanjeaux, and attended a Mass of repara-

tion for the crimes and outrages committed against the famous monastery founded there by Saint 

Dominique for the Dominican nuns. The ceremony was presided over by the  bishop of the diocese, 

Monsignor de la Bouillerie, in the presence of 60 priest, many religious men and women, and 2000 

people. Father Lacordaire was also present.762 Our Founder wrote about this event: 

“This ceremony was especially interesting to me because Fanjeaux is the cradle of my 

ancestors. Brésillac is not far away, and I was there when I grew from my first childhood to the 

age of reason. Then, by remote consequences of the revolution, this land was taken away from 

my family, so I went to Lasserre de Prouille, where I stayed until my teenage years. Painful 

memories, but with that kind of pain you like to recall sometimes!”763 

The following days, de Brésillac participated in a family gathering at his brother’s house in 

Lasserre de Monestrol. Besides Henri, his wife, and their two children, there were also his father and 

mother, and his sister Bathilde, who was single. His other sister, Félicie, was also there, with her hus-

band, Melchior de Ranchin, and their daughter. 

On September 12, the Archbishop of Toulouse, Monsignor Mioland, was passing by Monestrol, 

and he visited the Brésillac family at the Chateau of Lasserre. 

                                            
761  Letter from Propaganda Fide, 2 August 1856. AMA 2 F 13, N° 31. 
762 The first stone of the monastery would be blessed by the parish priest of Fanjeaux, delegate of the bishop, on 

31 May 1857. The first stone of the basilica would be set and blessed on 4 August 1857 by Mgr de la Bouillerie. 
Nothing remains of the former monastery, whose stones were used in the building of houses and in road 
works. Cf. Camerlinck, M., O.P., N.D. de Prouille. Les grands pèlerinages français, Letouzy, Paris, 1927. Also : Ar-
chives Départementales de l’Aude, N° 231/ D 1841. 

763  Marion Brésillac, Diary 1856-1859…, op. cit., 48. 
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On Friday, September 19, our Founder left his family and went to Toulouse with his brother 

Henri. Their father, Gaston de Brésillac, was 84 years old at the time. 

On Sunday, September 21, de Brésillac preached in Toulouse. Father Alba, from Carcassonne, 

joined him in his trip to Lyon. 

The following Tuesday, the Founder went to Portet and visited Fr. de Gelis’ family, one of his 

dear missionaries in Coimbatore. The mother gave him 300 francs for the African Missions. 

On September 27, de Brésillac resumed his pastoral tour and went to Lavour, Albi, Castres, 

Rodez, Villefranche-de-Rouergue, Saint-Geniez, Mende, Marvejols, Langogne, Le Puy, Yssingeaux, 

and Monistrol. 

In Castres, de Brésillac would have liked to meet a certain Sister Clémence of the Congregation 

of the Immaculate Conception: 

“I hoped this good sister would give me some exact information about the aim of their 

institution in relation to the Missions in Africa, and that maybe we could have stayed in touch 

to prepare a common action.”764 

But the sister had just left for another house of her Congregation. 

During his visit to Mende, the Founder was impressed by the local bishop, Foulquier, and by 

his warm welcome: 

“His Excellency initially appeared to me as one of the holiest bishops I have ever met, 

and the four or five edifying days I spent with him did not contradict my first impression at 

all.”765 

After all the traveling, visiting and preaching, our “collector bishop,” as he called himself, was 

tired and gladly accepted the insistent invitation from Bishop Morlhon, of Le Puy, to take some days 

off in his residence. He stayed in Le Puy from October 18 to 25. 

After passing by Saint-Etienne, de Brésillac finally arrived in Lyon in the evening of October 

the 28th. 

 

8.  First aspirants 

After his visit to Rome, Bishop de Brésillac’s most important goal was to find collaborators, 

priests and laymen, to form the first group of missionaries and present it to Propaganda Fide. That was 

the only way to get the necessary recognition and receive the assignment of the Dahomey mission. 

De Brésillac was still in Rome when he got in touch with the French newspaper L’Univers – 

thanks to its correspondent in Rome, Father Bernier – for the publication of an article on his work. He 

sent them a letter, attaching the brochure and the support letter from Cardinal Fransoni. Mr Barrier, 

the newspaper manager, prepared an article based on these documents and published it on Easter 

Day.766 

The article stressed the fact that Bishop de Brésillac needed “a number of zealous priests, and 

financial support to found an ad hoc establishment.” It also indicated that the members of the newborn 

society were destined for the missions in Africa, but that “a certain number would remain in Europe to 

correspond with the missions and provide for their needs.” 

 

8.1.  Father Augustin Planque 

                                            
764  Ibid., 51-52. 
765  Ibid., 53. 
766  « L’Univers », Saturday 22 and Sunday 23 March 1856, daily edition, N° 81, 24th year. This article would also 

be published in the « Semaine Religieuse de Paris », 8-15 February 1857, 145. 
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After the article in L’Univers, Bishop de Brésillac got a letter from Father Augustin Planque 

dated May 23, 1856.767 He was a 30-year-old priest from the diocese of Cambrai, and taught philoso-

phy at the Middle Seminary. He had been admitted to the FMP seminary two years earlier, but he had 

not entered because of a family problem. He had to take care of an 89-year-old great-aunt, Mrs Pou-

part, who had brought him up and had not agreed his departure for Africa. 

Fr. Planque had read the article about the SMA, and asked Bishop de Brésillac in all simplicity 

if he could join the African Missions, but remain in France while his aunt was alive. He thought that 

the Foreign Missions of Paris would also grant him this permission. Our Founder answered: 

“Divine Providence – which directs everything that happens and also our own hearts as it 

wishes, guiding them to suit its ends, as far as we do not resist its grace – is probably setting 

you aside to help establishing the work I am thinking about. Because in the present situation, I 

would need some men like you, ready to leave when the time comes, but who would not actual-

ly leave right away.”768 

He then explained to him that Propaganda Fide needed the names of 2 or 3 candidates to certify 

that a core of the Society was already in place. He could find some young candidates, but their voca-

tion had to be verified in the novitiate for some time. In his case, given his age and background, he be-

lieved that his vocation was solid. Therefore he would be happy to receive him as soon as he had a 

house in France, where he could stay for an initial period. De Brésillac would have to leave before 

him: “So I would leave with others, and you would come to join me later. As you wait, you would be 

at the service of the newborn association.”769 

In this letter, the Founder did not hide the difficulties of his enterprise: 

“If you agree to join in my works with their difficulties and crosses – unavoidable in any 

good work, especially when it concern founding…” 

And also: 

“One of the apostolic virtues we must particularly refer to was expressed by Saint Paul in 

these words770: Per patientiam curramus.”771 

Bishop de Brésillac and Fr. Planque exchanged several letters and immediately developed a re-

ciprocal openness, frankness, and evangelical simplicity that are worth mentioning. The SMA was 

just beginning, like a sketched project that was slowly taking shape. The details of Fr. Planque’s en-

trance to the African Missions became clearer between June and October. The young teacher easily 

solved the implications of his departure regarding the bishop, the Foreign Missions of Paris, and Saint 

Bertin’s Society, which was in charge of the Middle Seminary in Arras.772 

 

8.2.  The seminarians of Grenoble 

When he visited Grenoble in July, de Brésillac spoke to the seminarians and several of them, as 

we mentioned above, had expressed their interest in joining the SMA. He had made a certain selection 

and was “almost counting on 2,” but actually had written down 4 names.773 

                                            
767   Letter from Fr. Planque, 23 May 1856. AMA 2 B 1. 
768   Letter to Fr.  Planque, end of May 1856. AMA 2 F 1, 176-180. Marion Brésillac, Mission Documents, op. cit., 

157-160. 
769   Ibid. 
770   Let us run with patience, from Heb 12:1 (trans.). 
771   Ibid 
772   On the arrival of Fr. Planque at the African Missions cf. : Marion Brésillac, Mission Documents…op. cit., Doc-

uments N° 9, 11, 14, 15,16 and  notes N° 4 and 5, p. 159 ;  Echallier, C.-M., The Fortitude and Faith of an Apostle, 

Augustin Planque,…. ; Gantly, P.,- Thorp, E., For this cause, op. cit., 196-197. 
773   Cf. Marion Brésillac, Diary 1856-1859…, op. cit., 43-44. 
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The Superior of the seminary, Father Rivaux, wrote to him later on about 3 seminarians, Faure, 

Noché and Girerd, who wished to join the SMA. A fourth seminarian by the name of Brissaud had re-

cently lost his brother, who had been a priest and used to look after their mother, so he was not avail-

able, at least for some time. The Superior was very favorable to their decision and encouraged them. 

He believed that the bishop would also agree. 

In November, de Brésillac still counted on the 3 seminarians from Grenoble, who continued to 

be interested in the SMA, and he was planning on welcoming them at the house in Lyon as soon as it 

was ready. He also thought they already had the bishop’s permission to leave. But the bishop did not 

agree with their departure, at least not at that time. The Superior tried to explain the situation by indi-

cating that there had been several missionary requests to the seminary in a short period of time, and 

asked the seminarians and our Founder to be patient because, as he had written to de Brésillac, “in 

God’s works, nothing happens by chance.”774 

 

8.3.  A report for Propaganda Fide 

As we already mentioned, Bishop de Brésillac had sent a report on his work to Cardinal Barna-

bò in July 1856, including some information about the possible members of the first SMA communi-

ty. He had written: 

“Several priests have volunteered to join my project. With the small fund I collected in 

the first two months, and also counting on God’s Providence, I will gather as soon as possible 

those among them who, according to me, offer the best guarantees of real vocation. We will 

live in community until the day of our departure, and will set together the basis of the Socie-

ty.”775 

He mentioned the names of those he hoped would become his missionaries: Father Planque, 

Deacon Girerd, Subdeacons Noché and Faure, and Mr Brissaud, with minor orders. Fr. Planque was 

from the diocese of Cambrai, but working in diocese of Arras, and the rest from the diocese of Greno-

ble. He also counted on Mr Joseph Richard and Mr Paul Nicol, who could become lay Brothers. The 

last was his faithful servant, who had assisted him when he was a curate in Castelnaudary, and was 

accompanying him in his journeys at the time.776 

 

8.4.  Father Louis Reymond 

In August, Bishop de Brésillac received a short letter from a certain Father Reymond, who vol-

unteered for the establishment of a mission in Central Africa. He described himself as a priest without 

any means or social position, but happy to lead a life of prayer; he counted with his own goodwill, a 

great desire to make Jesus and Mary known and loved, and he abandoned himself to God’s Provi-

dence. He was ready to join this mission in Africa, “to go there under your direction and make an at-

tempt at this work, for which I have been offering the Holy Sacrifice for the past two years.” What he 

wrote immediately after deserves mention: 

“Perhaps the first priests that will be sent to these unknown regions will not be able to 

achieve their goal, but through their sacrifice they will take possession of a harvest that their 

successors will collect.”777 

In his following letter two weeks later, Fr. Reymond expressed his joy for Bishop de Brésillac’s 

positive answer, and gave him some personal information. 

                                            
774   Cf. Letter from Fr Rivaux, 15 November 1856. AMA 2 F 8, 920-921. Marion Brésillac, Diary 1856-1859…, op. 

cit., 56. 
775   Letter to Cardinal Barnabò, 20 July 1856. APF, Congressi, Etiopia, Arabia, 1848-1857, Vol. 5, 1087 ff. AMA 2 

C 19, 11-14.. 
776   Cf. Marion Brésillac, Diary 1856-1859… op. cit., 24,  when Monsignor de Brésillac was in Nice, May 1856. 

This Paul is mentioned in AMA 2 F3, 53 and 62. It seems Paul was well known in the de Brésillac family. 
777   Letter from Fr Reymond, 19 August 1856. AMA 2 F 8, 897. 
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He was from the diocese of Bésançon, born in a Christian family. He had wanted to become a 

missionary since he was a boy, and still wished to do so at 33 years of age. He had done classical 

studies, and was interested in natural sciences because he thought they would be useful in the mis-

sions. He wrote: 

“This desire to dedicate myself to the most abandoned missions mainly developed during 

the year before my First Communion, and whenever I prayed the Way of the Cross. Later on, in 

the midst of the most terrifying trials, especially three years previously, this desire increased 

from day to day, and as soon as I would ask God to enlighten me, I came upon texts from the 

Missal, the Breviary, or my spiritual readings, confirming this desire.”778 

Then he told his recent history. He had been ordained priest sub titulo missionis with the Mar-

ists in Lyon “following a series of circumstances that appeared strange to several people, and which 

confirmed my conviction that I should be an apostle.” But when he had thought he was “irrevocably 

established,” a false accusation forced him to leave the Society in order a avoid scandal. But he knew 

he was innocent. There had been an apology afterwards, and he had been asked to return to the Socie-

ty, but he had not been able to because meanwhile his health had deteriorated. He suffered from mi-

graine, but the greater the pain, the more he felt the desire to be a missionary. He had worked as a tu-

tor for a Baroness’s family in Carheil, Lower Loire. He had tried to look after his health, but – regard-

less of the care – the pain had increased, and so had his desire to be a missionary. 

Then he had decided to leave the Baroness’s house and go to Paris, in the hope of fulfilling his 

missionary vocation. Surprisingly, he had been completely healed the same day he left Carheil, with-

out having taken any medicine. He realized then that he should abandon himself to God’s Providence, 

instead of looking for human answers: 

“In the meantime, I read by chance – according to human thinking – about Your Lord-

ship’s intention to organize a mission in central Africa. All my desires are now concentrated 

there. Having got used to a hard life in my youth, I am not afraid of weariness or suffering. 

There is only one thing I fear: to be found unworthy.”779 

 

9.  The beginnings of the SMA house in Lyon 

As we already said, de Brésillac went back to Lyon after his second tour on October 28. Mr Al-

ba had joined him in Toulouse as an aspirant, and had accompanied him thereafter. They spent the 

night at the Marists Fathers’ place. He went to the Carmelites the following day to ask if the house 

was already available: 

“Almost everything we needed was still missing. Nevertheless, I moved there in the af-

ternoon together with Mr Alba and stayed for good. As we arrived, we found a cold supper and 

some embarrassing circumstances, but which could not frighten a missionary in any way. The 

following day, some people brought a few necessary items and we began organizing our house-

hold.”780 

It was October 29, 1856. The following day, the Founder was able to pay 10 thousand francs, in 

addition to the 3 thousand he had already paid for the property. 

The SMA house was in Saint Ireneus’ parish, and the Founder tried to develop a good relation 

with the parish priest, Fr. Privat, who invited him to preach on Sunday, November 2. Bishop de 

Brésillac spoke about his project without doing any fundraising. The same thing happened the follow-

ing Sunday at Saint-Nizier’s. The Cardinal Archbishop did not allow any collections in his vast dio-

cese because of the difficult situation that people were living in. 

                                            
778   Letter of Fr. Reymond, 3 September 1856. AMA 2 F 8, 903-904. 
779   Ibid.  
780   Marion Brésillac, Diary 1856-1859…, op. cit., 55. 
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Bishop de Brésillac met with the Cardinal, who had granted him some basic support for the 

opening of the house, but still was reserved about his work. 

On November 7, Father Augustin Planque arrived in the African Missions’ house, and our 

Founder stated in his diary : “My first impressions on meeting him have been most favorable.”781 

In the meantime, de Brésillac received the bad news that the 3 seminarians from Grenoble were 

not coming to Lyon  because the bishop had not given his consent, at least for the time being. 

Thanks to the intervention of 3 Dominican fathers and the parish priest, a young man joined in, 

Mr Genin, who seemed to have a good disposition. 

Father Louis Reymond arrived on November 16, so the first SMA community was formed and 

organizing itself according to a normal daily life. 

 

10.  Other contacts with Propaganda Fide 

10.1.  Father Dominique in Rome 

Bishop de Brésillac wrote a letter to Cardinal Barnabò on August 6, 1856. He handed it to his 

friend Father Dominique, who was going to Rome, and was ready to meet with the Cardinal to probe 

his intentions regarding the creation of a mission in Dahomey. 782Father Dominique met the Cardinal 

on August 16, and the following day he wrote telling his friend: 

“I had the honor of seeing His Eminence Cardinal Barnabò yesterday morning. He was 

quite kind and pleasant. He likes you and appreciates you very sincerely, but he thinks there is 

maybe too much of the furia francese783 in you. 

He will support your work with all his heart, but he wants to see it well established first. 

He used a comparison to express his thinking and his wish. He wants you to have “a square bat-

talion”784 of missionaries to ensure replacements and guarantee the continuity of evangelization 

in these poor African countries. If new members were not enough as to stand in when needed, 

there would be an interruption when death or other reasons would take away the missionar-

ies.”785 

 

10.2.  A letter with news and questions 

On November 12, 1856, Bishop de Brésillac wrote to Cardinal Barnabò updating him on his 

work.786 The first piece of news was the most important: “The Society of African Missions is not a 

simple project anymore: it exists.” He immediately moved from this statement to his most important 

and urgent goal: “I hope that soon you will kindly entrust the Dahomey mission to us.” Then he up-

dated him on the latest developments. 

The Founder gave a detailed financial report and stated that he had collected 13 thousand and 

80 francs in his fundraising tours. In addition, he had been able to benefit from a part of his family in-

heritance before his parents’ death, which meant 12 thousand extra francs. With this amount, he had 

paid 24 thousand francs for the house, out of 34 thousand. He had a five years in which to pay the re-

maining 10 thousand francs. Once the Dahomey territory was assigned to the SMA, the Works for the 

Propagation of the Faith would help them, and he could easily finish paying for the house. He added: 

                                            
781   Ibid., 56. 
782  Letter to Cardinal Barnabò, 6 August 1856. APF, Congressi, Africa Centrale, 1848-1857, 1098. Also: Marion 

Brésillac, Diary 1856-1859…, op. cit., 46. 
783   Italian, for French vehemence (trans.). 
784  Troops disposed in a square to meet threats from any possible direction. It was one of Napoleon’s successful  

tactics (trans.). 
785  Letter of Fr Dominique, 17 August 1856. AMA 2 F 8, 895-896. 
786  Letter to Cardinal Barnabò, 12 November 1856. APF, Congressi, Etiopia, Arabia, 1845-1857, Vol. 5, 1141 ff.  
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“As for the rest, I still hope to do some fundraising before leaving, so that the house may have no 

debts.” 

“Before leaving” meant before going to Africa, since that was his intention once he could count 

on a small group of companions. 

In that sense, he referred to the number of aspirants: he expected to have 9 or 10 by the end of 

the month. Then he spoke about Father Planque as “a providential man”: thanks to his qualities and 

instruction he could direct the novitiate in his absence. He added: 

“Therefore, I will be able to leave with them as soon as you allow me to, while Fr. 

Planque oversees the development of our Society here and prepares other missionaries, not only 

for Dahomey, but also who will be at your service later on for other regions among the most 

abandoned in Africa.”787 

He also thought that once the Society became well known – being responsible for a mission, 

and thanks to the publicity in the Annals of the Propagation of the Faith – he would count on a big 

number of aspirants. The Works for the Propagation of the Faith would also sponsor the community 

in Lyon. 

Besides the financial implications, being in charge of a mission was very important for de 

Brésillac in his relations with bishops, especially when he needed their permission for priests to join 

the SMA. As a matter of fact, several bishops were a bit reluctant in this sense, because they fearing 

to expose their men to danger.788 

Then he briefly outlined how the idea of founding the African Missions had developed, begin-

ning from a “simple word” of Monsignor Barnabò: 

“Today reality exceeds my expectations: we have a house; the sympathies of the clergy 

wherever I have been able to make my work sufficiently known; guaranteed support from the 

Works for the Propagation of the Faith; 8 or 10 very well disposed candidates, among whom 4 

or 5 are ready to leave in a few months; and the perspective of numerous vocations to nourish 

our central house of Lyon in the future. The only thing we still need is to get official permission 

to call ourselves the Dahomey missionaries.”789 

At the end of the letter, de Brésillac also mentioned the possibility of having some religious sis-

ters in Dahomey to take care of hospitals and schools. He had Mr Régis’ word that this was possible, 

and 4 or 5 religious institutes had volunteered to help him. But he wanted to study the possibility in 

the field first. 

 

10.3.  The answer of Propaganda Fide 

Cardinal Barnabò replied briefly.790 He was pleased to read about the last developments. But in 

order to create a new mission in Dahomey, he still needed Bishop Bessieux – Vicar Apostolic of the 

Two Guineas – to answer the letter from Propaganda Fide dated January 1856. This bishop lived in 

Libreville, Gabon.791 Cardinal Barnabò added another reflection about the new society: 

“I would like you to take care of bringing to completion and strengthening the foundation 

of the society of priests that you have undertaken.”792 

                                            
787  Ibid. 
788  Cf. Ibid. 
789  Ibid. 
790  Letter from Propaganda Fide, 4 December 1856. AMA 2 F 13, N° 33. On the speedy allocation of a mission to 

the SMA, cf. Trichet, P, The Abiding Commitment of de Brésillac to Dahomey, in « Bulletin SMA », Rome, January, 
N° 111, 44 ff. 

791  Mgr Jean-Remi Bessieux, born in 1803, ordained priest in 1829 in Albi ; he entered the noviciate of Father 
Libermann in 1842, and departed for Africa in 1843 ; he became Vicar Apostolic of the Two Guineas in 1848. 
He died in Gabon in 1876. 

792  Letter from Propaganda,Fide, 4 December 1856. AMA 2 F 13, N° 33. 
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The Cardinal Prefect also wrote that the letter supporting the project written by the Sacred 

Congregation in February was enough to elicit a favorable response from the French bishops.793 

It is interesting to notice again that the Cardinal did not mention the Fundamental Articles, 

which de Brésillac considered as a legal basis for his new society. 

 

11.  Official birth of the SMA 

We already mentioned that, as soon as he could count on a small group of confreres, the 

Founder wanted to dedicate the work of the African Missions to Mary in an important shrine of 

France. He was already living a community life in Lyon with a group of missionary aspirants, so he 

considered that the moment to fulfill his wish had arrived, and chose the shrine of Notre-Dame de 

Fourvière. 

On December 8, 1856, when the Church celebrated the Immaculate Conception, titular feast of 

Fourvière, Bishop de Brésillac and his companions went up to the shrine and carried out this im-

portant ceremony. 

The Founder did not speak about this in his diary, or indicate the names of the participants, but 

he wrote in a letter to Cardinal Barnabò dated December 13 of the following year: 

“I think it would be good to let you know that on the feast of the Immaculate Conception, 

7 of us offered our enterprise to Mary at the feet of her venerated image on the hill of 

Fourvière. There we renewed the resolution to dedicate ourselves to the work of the African 

Missions, and we would like, if the Sacred Congregation allows us, to date the foundation of 

our Society as December 8, 1856.”794 

We do not know the details of this ceremony, which must have taken place with simplicity and 

discretion. However, the Gazette de Lyon published a note on the event: 

“In the midst of the compact crowd of clergy and faithful that hurried yesterday to the 

shrine of Notre-Dame de Fourvière, we spotted the members of the African Missions. Bishop 

de Marion-Brésillac, founder of this institution, celebrated the Mass at 8 o’clock. His Lordship 

was assisted by 2 priests, 3 young clerics, and a lay Brother, who have joined him in the great 

enterprise which they were placing under the Virgin’s protection. We are sure that such an in-

teresting, apostolic and French work will be protected and blessed by Heaven.”795 

After communicating the news about the ceremony of December 8th, Bishop de Brésillac went 

on writing to Cardinal Barnabò: “I have 2 priests, 3 young clergymen and a Brother with me.” 

So there were 7 members including himself, which could be the same group that gathered at 

Mary’s feet to consecrate their work. The 2 priests were Fr. Planque and Fr. Reymond; the three cler-

gymen were Alba, Genin, and Garnier or Régis796; the Brother was Jean-Baptiste. A subdeacon from 

the Seminary of Lyon had already been admitted and was about to arrive, after the Cardinal Archbish-

op had given him permission to leave the diocese. De Brésillac still expected the participation of the 3 

deacons from Grenoble. 

During his stay in Lyon, de Brésillac continued preaching in favor of the SMA. He took partic-

ular care of his relationship with the directors of the Works for the Propagation of the Faith. On De-

                                            
793  Cf. letter from Propaganda Fide, 29 February 1856. AMA 2 F 13, N° 29. 
794  Letter to Cardinal Barnabò, 13 December 1856. APF, Congressi, Etiopia, Arabia, Vol. 5, 1848-1857, 1166 ff. 

Copy: AMA 2 C 19, 19-20. 
795  « Gazette de Lyon » , 9 décembre 1856. 
796 In the month of December, Mgr de Brésillac spoke of the presence of Mr Régis in the house (letter of 28 De-

cember 1856) and of Mr Garnier (letter of 30 december 1856) : we do not know which of the two was at Fourvière 

on 8 December.Cf. Marion Brésillac, Diary 1856-1859…, op. cit., 57, 61. Letter to Fr. Planque, 28 December 1856. 

AMA 2 F 1, 274-275. 
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cember 3, feast of Saint Francis Xavier, he was invited to deliver a  sermon in favour of this institu-

tion. 

 

12.  Foundation year, 1856 

We arrive at the end of 1856, a time of foundation time for the SMA, considering the choices, 

activities, documents, events, and testimonies that made up this year. All this happened after Bishop 

de Brésillac went to Rome to speak with Propaganda Fide, and returned to France, with the meetings, 

journeys and preaching he undertook there. Based on the idea he had received from Propaganda Fide 

about forming a missionary society, he moved on to its actual organization, providing it with a clear 

nature, aim, style, and charism. He began by writing several foundational texts, such as the brochure, 

the Sermon for the SMA, and the Fundamental Articles, and then proceeded to look for official 

recognition and support. After engaging in his missionary animation tours, so tiring and full of un-

foreseen difficulties, he embarked on the adventure of acquiring a house, organizing a community, 

and looking for new members. After the reading of his personal mission experience he had discerned 

the possibility of founding a society of evangelical workers of quality. After an intelligent and far-

sighted search for human and material resources, he dedicated his work to Mary, Queen of the Apos-

tles, as a pledge for a society based on a steady and secure foundation. He did all this with great digni-

ty, always aware that he was following God’s will in favour of Africa, and Dahomey in particular. 



 225 

CHAPTER 14 

THE BEGINNING OF THE SMA  

AND WAITING FOR A MISSION 

(1857) 

 

I. THE FIRST JOURNEY IN 1857 

 

At the end of December 1856, Bishop de Brésillac began a new tour to publicize his work, try-

ing to find new members and raise funds for its development. Father Planque stayed in charge of the 

community and the 3 aspirants. 

Our Founder left Lyon together with Fr. Reymond on December 19. They arrived in Dijon and 

he preached at the cathedral on Sunday the 20th. He went on to Sense, where he officiated pontifically 

at the midnight Mass of Christmas. He preached in favor of his project the following day. 

 

1.  Arrival and sojourn in Paris 

1.1.  A welcoming family 

On Saturday 27, de Brésillac left for Paris, and stayed with Alphonse Blanchet’s family. He had 

met them in Rome, and always stayed with them when visiting Paris. Miss Blanchet left us an inter-

esting text about our Founder: 

“Monsignor used to stay at my parents’, 31 Rue de Londres, when he visited the neigh-

boring dioceses and on his way back. We got to know him there, in the intimacy of our family 

life. He usually said the Holy Mass at the parish of the Trinity. Monsignor was invited to offici-

ate pontifically several times in different churches when he stayed at Rue de Londres. That is 

how he presided over the titular feast of Saint Sulpice, namely the Holy Trinity, and he cele-

brated the Christmas Midnight Mass in this same parish in 1856 (…). 

He spent his time in Paris doing business and making contacts in favor of his project – 

with different degrees of success – in parishes, Ministries, or with private people. Monsignor 

also had relatives and friends in Paris. His time was really full, not free from problems and 

trouble, but his patience and kindness remained constant. 

When he found difficulties or hostility, he would softly say: Santa Pazienza!797  All that 

will be judged by God one day! 

We used to meet at the family table every evening in Rue de Londres and each of us, 

Monsignor the first, would narrate on how the day had gone. He took an interest in everything 

that interested us, and his conversation was rather fun, a little teasing with the women, who de-

fended themselves as best they could (…). 

Monsignor used to play a hand of piquet with my father in the evening, while we worked 

around the table, and his secretary, Father Reymond, kneeling at the corner of the piquet table, 

sculpted a piece of raw wood into a nice stoup or some other object with his knife, for he was 

really an artist. Monsignor watched him work as he played, and would offer some suggestion, 

praise, or criticism, always very kindly and with a smile (…). 

Young Father Riocreux, who accompanied Monsignor on his last visit, still had the looks 

and gaiety of a child, he engaged everything and laughed goodheartedly. Monsignor liked 

                                            
797  Italian, for Holy Patience (trans.). 
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young people and treated the young priest a little like a playful child. These two priests, so dif-

ferent in age and temperament, were both very kind, holy priests and were quite devoted to 

Monsignor and his work (…). 

He was nice and kind, simple and fun during our family gatherings, following the chil-

dren when they played, even joining the young in their little games, always keeping his dignity 

with a mild serenity that nothing could disturb. That is how he won every heart! 

His own heart was very sensitive to others. For the good, he was very grateful; for the 

unpleasant, after calling upon Santa Pazienza, he did not speak about it anymore. After a kind 

word, he would give advice, and he would draw a moral after telling a story (…). 

I will not mention what Monsignor meant for us when my father died in October 1857, 

taken away from us in just a few days; these memories are too personal. But I can say that this 

holy bishop was a friend without equal in times of pain.”798 

 

1.2  A shortened program 

The archbishop Sibour of Paris, was murdered on January 3, 1857, in the church of Saint-

Etienne du Mont. As soon as Bishop de Brésillac got the news, he went to the archdiocese to pray for 

him, and offered advice in the time of confusion that followed. This sad event affected his stay in Par-

is. He had planned to carry on promoting his work, but he did not get permission to preach in the city. 

So he simply delivered some sermons and was invited to take part in some feasts. 

On Sunday, January 4, 1857, the Founder preached in Versailles, and was very happy to meet 

again with the Capuchin Friars, who had welcomed him in a critical time of his life. 

On Wednesday 7, he celebrated the Mass and presided over  a Eucharistic ceremony for the 

community of the Blessed Sacrament Fathers. He had been invited by their founder, Pierre-Julian 

Eymard, for a triduum to inaugurate the solemn exposition of the Eucharist in their house.799 

Bishop de Brésillac and the parish priest of Saint-Sulpice, Fr. Hamon, became friends. He in-

vited our Founder several times to his church, and agreed to become a link person regarding the Afri-

can Missions. 

On January 18, while he was still in Paris, Bishop de Brésillac received a letter from Bishop de 

Bonnechose welcoming him to his diocese. A former bishop of Carcassonne, he had been appointed 

bishop of Evreux. They had met before, but initially the Founder had not introduced himself as a 

bishop: 

“Monsignor de Bonnechose thought he was dealing with a simple missionary. He said: 

- I do not know this Monsignor de Brésillac. He is founding a society for the Missions in 

Africa and belongs to my former diocese. People say he is a good man… and I would like to of-

fer him a donation, but where can I deliver it? 

- Right here and directly to him – answered the bishop of Prusa stretching out his hand. 

- I didn’t believe he was so young – said Monsignor de Bonnechose with a smile. Here 

you are, a thousand francs, and please come to preach in my cathedral – which he did.”800 

                                            
798   Miss Blanchet, Souvenirs de 1856 à 1859, AMA 2 F 8, 865-870. Also : Marion Brésillac, Mission Documents, op. 

cit., 277-280, notes n° 66 bis, 69 bis, 69 c, extracts. 
799   According the letter of Fr.Henri Evers, Postulator, to Fr. J. Guérin,  Procurator SMA, 24. February 1957. AMA 

180/57-11/012.3-1957. The author affirms : “This appears to indicate that the two Founders were friends ». Cf. 
also : « Semaine Religieuse de Paris », T VII, n. 164, 4 January 1857, 22.  

 
800   According Mgr de Brésillac to Mrs Blanchet. Text received by V. Ravoux SMA, in the home of Miss de Saint-

Germaine, a friend of miss Bathilde de Brésillac (+ 1909) who herself was a friend of Mrs Blanchet. AMA 440/77, 

11/012.5. 



 227 

1.3.  A support committee 

Bishop de Brésillac organized a support committee for his work while he was in Paris. He 

asked Mrs Blanchet and her daughters to help him, and also other ladies who were able to sponsor the 

African Missions. Mrs Ozanam, mother of Antoine-Frédéric Ozanam, was among them.801 

Our Founder wrote in his diary that Father Pététot from the Oratory, and Monsignor de Ségur 

“seemed to have some interest in my work, and wanted to get involved to a certain ex-

tent. May the Lord inspire them with a real zeal. I don’t dare to count much on their active co-

operation yet.”802 

Father Louis-Pierre Pététot (1801-1887), former parish priest of Saint-Roc in Paris – who was 

keen on forming the clergy and fostering reconciliation between science and religion – had founded, 

with other priests, the Oratory of the Immaculate Conception, in 1852. It was similar to the Oratories 

founded by Saint Philip Neri and Cardinal de Bérulle. He was the Superior of this new institution. 

Monsignor Louis-Gaston de Ségur (1820-1881), a prelate who had gone blind, was a great ap-

ostolic and spiritual personality of his time in Paris. Monsignor de Brésillac had met him at the Capu-

chin convent of Versailles. This prelate did not agree to actively preside over the ladies’ committee in 

Paris, but he became its honorary president and openly supported the Society of African Missions. 

Bishop de Brésillac followed the practice of the time regarding the ladies’ committee in Paris 

and other such associations he wished to organize in several big cities. In fact, the newspapers often 

publicized many charity sermons followed by collections, especially in the wintertime. 

 

1.4.  Contacts with the FMP 

Bishop de Brésillac paid a visit to four gentlemen of the Foreign Missions during his stay in 

Paris. They gave him some news from India, indicating a certain improvement in the situation he had 

left. 

He wrote to Bishop Bonnand at the beginning of February, telling him that he had been very 

happy to receive his letters, and to hear from India. He congratulated him on the meeting that was to 

be held in Hong Kong in 1860. He was sure that the meeting would be positive for missionary work 

and the Foreign Missions Society: 

“I am delighted to know that a meeting of the Vicars Apostolic – for which the biggest 

stone was cast at me – was finally recognized as necessary. And I am positive that, little by lit-

tle, everything that I suggested for the prosperity of the Foreign Missions and the development 

of our holy religion in India will be acknowledged as useful…”803 

Bishop de Brésillac then asked Bishop Bonnand to bless the enterprise he was undertaking, and 

specified: 

“I have tried to go about it in such a way as to avoid annoying any of the groups already 

founded for the great work of evangelization. Africa is so big and so scarcely Christian that un-

fortunately there is room for a lot of people, and by taking up the most abandoned places, I 

hope there will be no conflict of jurisdiction or other kind.”804 

 

2.  Father Adolf Papetard 

                                            
801  Antoine-Frederic Ozanam, born in Milan 1813, died Marseille 1853, a University professor, founder of the 

Society of St Vincent de Paul, was beatified by Pope John-Paul II in 1997. 
802  Marion Brésillac, Diary 1856-1859…, op. cit., 63. 
803   Letter to Mgr Bonnand, 4 February 1857. AMEP Vol. 1000 P, 975-982. 
804   Ibid. 
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In January, Fr. Papetard – well-known in Rome and competent in fundraising – volunteered to 

assist Bishop de Brésillac who already asked for his help, but he had been busy helping Augustin 

Blanchet, bishop of Nesqualy in Oregon, United States. 

Father Papetard was not interested in joining the SMA. He wanted to lend a hand as an affiliat-

ed member. He met de Brésillac in January and asked him for a presentation letter, in order to collect 

funds in northern Italy, Hungary and Poland.805 

Adolf Papetard, born in 1808 in Pierry, diocese of Chalons-sur-Marne, was the son of a Colo-

nel, and had initially followed his father’s career becoming a Lieutenant in 1834, and Captain in 1837. 

He was a nominal Catholic, but indifferent from a religious point of view. To please his mother, he 

had accepted to wear the Miraculous Medal of the Blessed Virgin. 

During the siege of Constantine in 1837, he was hit by a bullet on the chest and lost conscious-

ness. When he regained consciousness he realized that the bullet had torn his uniform, but had been 

stopped by the Miraculous Medal. The image of Our Lady was printed the flattened tip of the bullet. 

After the military campaign, Captain Papetard returned to Paris and went for a stroll one day. 

He entered the church of Notre-Dame-des-Victoires looking for shelter from the rain, and heard Fa-

ther Desgenettes – who was called the holy priest – preaching about the extraordinary facts related to 

the Miraculous Medal. He felt the need to tell the preacher about his experience in Constantine. Father 

Desgenettes seized the occasion and convinced him to change his life and ask for confession. 

Subsequently, Adolf Papetard took leave from the military in 1838 and entered the Roman 

Seminary in 1841. He was ordained as a priest in 1845 in Rome, and was granted to become Father 

Desgenettes’ curate in Notre-Dame-des-Victoires.806 

 

3.  With the Superior General of the Spiritans 

During his stay in Paris, Bishop de Brésillac got in touch with Father Schwindenhammer, Supe-

rior General of the Spiritan missionaries who were in charge of the Apostolic Vicariate of the Two 

Guineas. On December 28, the following day after his arrival in Paris, he paid him a visit to introduce 

himself and get some information concerning the projected mission in Dahomey. A subsequent ex-

change of letters specified some details about the missions in the Guinea Gulf, and the relationship be-

tween both Societies. 

Father Schwindenhammer informed Bishop de Brésillac about Bishop Kobès’ opinion concern-

ing his project in Dahomey. Kobès still had to answer the letter from Propaganda Fide dated January 

1856 regarding this matter. He had written to the Superior General in mid-March from Dakar, where 

he lived: 

“I won’t have the time to write the letter to Rome before the ship leaves. I will answer 

that it would be better if Bishop de Brésillac went to Sierra Leone, and that he should have reli-

gious missionaries to carry out a solid work.”807 

Bishop Kobès eventually expressed the same opinion in his letter to Propaganda Fide: 

“According to me, the mission of Sierra Leone would be the most interesting and the eas-

iest to begin. I get several requests for missionaries from this colony every day. I have just re-

ceived a new appeal from the Consul of Spain and Portugal residing there.”808 

 

4.  The end of the tour 

                                            
805   Letter to Fr.  Papetard, 20 January  1857. AMA 2 F 1, 292-293. 
806  Cf. Douau, N., Mission en Afrique. Biographies – Missions Africaines, 1963, Chanly, as manuscript. Cahier 2, 

187 ;  Gantly, P.,  For this cause, op. cit., 201-202. Fr Papetard remained at the service of the African Missions 
until his death, in 1877. His Miraculous Medal is kept among the souvenirs in AMA. 

807  Quoted in the Letter from Fr. Schwindenhammer to Mgr de Brésillac, 29 December 1856. AMA 2 F 8, 931.  
808  APF, Congressi, Etiopia, Arabia, 1848-1857, Vol. 5, 1060-1061. 
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On the whole, de Brésillac did not consider his stay in Paris very productive. He left the city by 

mid-February together with Father Reymond, and went to Pamiers, via Toulouse, to bless his cousin’s 

wedding. He accepted to go under the condition that they would pay for his trip.809 

After the wedding, which took place on Wednesday, February 18, de Brésillac seized the occa-

sion to visit his parents in Castelnaudary. On Saturday 21, he went to Carcassonne and then to Lyon, 

where he arrived safely. He missed his little community, even if he had been frequently in touch with 

Father Planque. 

                                            
809  Letter to  Fr. Planque, end of January 1857. AMA 2 F 1, 289-291. This was the marriage of Henri Pierre cousin 

of Meauvesin, of the family of the paternal grandmother, and Felicie Subra Duquier, daughter of Jacques and 

Victoire de Marion Gaja, sister of the mother of Mgr. 
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II. THE BEGINNINGS OF THE SMA IN LYON 

 

1.  The choice and formation of the aspirants 

Screening and forming the aspirants in Lyon, and those who were asking to join in, was a key 

concern for de Brésillac. 

Generally speaking, the Founder was not interested in big numbers, but in the quality of the fu-

ture missionaries – even though the SMA was just beginning and in spite of the need to present Prop-

aganda Fide with a solid society. For that reason, he tried to inquire about the people knocking at his 

door, to know them personally, and to exclude those without deep vocational motivation. He gave Fa-

ther Planque several indications on this point in his letters. 

In this sense, de Brésillac wrote to Fr. Arnal asking for information about Mr Alba, from the 

diocese of Carcassonne, since he had left the seminary and had been knocking at several doors. He 

feared in him a flighty attitude, or at least a certain lack of solidity.810 

De Brésillac also got in touch with two priests who were interested in joining the SMA, and he 

wrote to them asking for further personal information. He stated about them: 

“Some other priests have come forward, but they don’t appear to me as moved only by a 

supernatural vocation. I wrote asking them to examine themselves before God.”811 

Fr. Bresson, one of the priests in question, replied to the letter, so Bishop de Brésillac took an-

other step and asked the Major Seminary Superior of Fr. Bresson’s diocese about his background. 

Shortly after, the Founder updated Father Planque about Fr. Bresson, who was from the diocese 

of Autun, about whom they had already spoken. The information from the Major Seminary Superior 

was fairly positive, so he decided to admit him, in spite of his age, 42 years.812 

In June, de Brésillac notified Father Planque that Mr Courboulis, an Imperial Guard Officer, 

wanted to join the SMA. He wrote about him: “He appears to be intelligent and to have good will. 

Let’s hope that we will be happier with him than with the young Genin.”813 

The Founder also wanted to have a welcoming atmosphere in the house for the aspirants that 

came so that their induction could take place in the best conditions: 

“As for Fr. Lacôte and the other priest, I would like to take them in, but is it the right 

moment? If the atmosphere in the house were quieter and more regular, I would not hesitate. 

But should we proceed in the present state of things?”814 

De Brésillac also wanted to be sure that the aspirants in the house of Lyon would become good 

missionaries. In December 1856, he wrote in this regard: 

“Our family is still small, it is true, but it will grow with God’s grace, provided that we 

are faithful to it, and that we don’t give in to discouragement. Let’s bear in mind that we will 

have done something very pleasant forf God if we succeeded in opening a new mission in 10 

years time. What really matters is not that we are numerous at the beginning, but that our young 

members have a good spirit and a perfect dedication to our project.”815 

At the same time, when Mr Régis, one of the aspirants, adopted an inappropriate attitude, he 

wrote: 

                                            
810   Letter to Fr. Arnal, 29 August 1856. AMA, original at the beginning of the 2 F 1. 
811   Letter to Fr. Planque, 17 January 1857. AMA 2 F 1, 295-296. 
812   Letter to Fr. Planque, 3 February 1857. AMA 2 F 1, 301-303. 
813   Letter to Fr. Planque, 12 June 1857. AMA 2 F 1, 323-324. 
814   Letter to Fr. Planque, 29 June 1857. AMA 2 F 1, 329-332. 
815  Letter to Fr. Planque, 28 December 1856.  AMA 2 F 1, 274-275. 
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“If it seems likely after a while that he will not persevere, I think we should not keep 

him. In that case, we need to seize 2 or 3 occasions when he makes a mistake to tell him – in a 

very friendly way and without reproach – under what conditions he can stay with us.”816 

De Brésillac wrote about another aspirant two days later: 

“It seems obvious to me that Mr Garnier is not suitable for our life. If you also believe so 

– in such a way that there is no hope that he will change when he gets to know that we are very 

determined in keeping only the people who are fully devoted to our project – you can simply 

and naturally ask him to leave (…). I will say it again, the point is not that we are numerous 

from the beginning, but we do need only devoted men.”817 

In the same letter, regarding certain difficulties that could lead to discouragement, the Founder 

wrote to Father Planque: 

“As for us, very dear Fr. Planque, let’s keep ourselves away from discouragement. These 

are the challenges now regarding our initial organization, which are comparable to those of the 

burning tropical skies, and will not be, I hope, less meritorious.”818 

 

2.  Life in the first SMA house 

In his letter to Cardinal Barnabò informing him about the official launching of the SMA, de 

Brésillac had added some information about the life of his first community: 

“Our establishment is fully organized as a seminary. We live in community, with set 

prayer and study times, both for the young clerics and the priests. I found no difficulty in organ-

izing things this way, given that I appointed Fr. Planque as Director of the house. He used to be 

the Seminary Director and philosophy teacher at the Arras Seminary last year. Fr. Reymond, 

the other priest, has remarkable qualities and will become, I have no doubt, an excellent mis-

sionary.”819 

Father Planque kept the Founder updated about life in the house during his tours, and got from 

him the necessary instructions to keep things running smoothly. The Founder was pleased with the 

fact that Father Planque had assumed the 6:00 a.m. Mass at Saint Ireneus’ parish. He thought it was a 

good thing to be at the service of people. He was also happy with Father Planque’s letter dated Janu-

ary 14, 1857: 

“It makes me hope that from now on there will be unity of view and feeling among the 

companions of our enterprise. I bless Heaven for granting you the ability to grasp the sense of 

our work so deeply. Without you, I would still be asking myself if the Lord wanted the success 

of my enterprise. Everything could go wrong, but as long as God gives you and me the spirit of 

patience and perseverance, sooner or later we will succeed in creating some new missions in 

Africa, which is really worth a man’s life.”820 

These remarks about Father Planque were also motivated by the fact that he intended to start re-

search about the countries in Africa that were already evangelized. Monsignor de Brésillac wrote in 

this regard: 

“It will be difficult for you to gather all the necessary information right away, but you 

will be able to complete the statistical part little by little, and if you are patient, this work will 

become very useful. In due time, we could probably share it with the Sacred Congregation of 

Propaganda Fide. So I strongly encourage you to carry on this work.”821 

                                            
816  Ibid. 
817  Letter to Fr. Planque, 30 December 1856. AMA 2 F 1, 278-279. 
818  Ibid. 
819  Letter to cardinal Barnabò, 13 December 1856. APF, Congressi, Etiopia, Arabia, Vol. 5, 1848-1857, 1166 ff. 
820  Letter to Fr. Planque, 17 January 1857. AMA 2 F 1, 295-296. 
821  Ibid. 
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In the same letter, the Founder gave his opinion about the liturgical singing in the house: he be-

lieved it was difficult to sing the Office when there were only 4 people participating, including a 

Brother. He thought that lay Brothers should be taught to sing. 

Regarding the conferences or other formative interventions, de Brésillac told Planque to pro-

ceed as he thought best, but added: “Keep in mind that, being so few, you don’t need to tire your pu-

pils too much.”822 

When Planque spoke about the difficulties caused by some new aspirants, de Brésillac an-

swered: 

“I received your last two letters, my dear Fr. Planque, and I must say that it is absolutely 

necessary to aim at a spirit of more flexibility and simplicity in the house. It would be ruinous 

for the future of our work if each newcomer could openly say everything that goes through his 

head, judge, and decide without consideration for those who are in charge of certain activities 

(…). 

As you can see, we are of the same thought regarding this matter. I would just say that 

there should be much kindness and patience on our side, especially at the beginning, to smooth 

down what is imperfect, without overstraining those who show good will from the start and 

wish to contribute to the success of our project.”823 

Regarding an aspirant who had a difficult character, and found it difficult to change because of 

his age and habits, the Founder reminded Father Planque that they were dealing with a priest who had 

left his parish to become a missionary. Therefore “we must commit ourselves to stay close to him, un-

less in the case he is absolutely incorrigible.” He decided to write directly to the priest in question, 

and asked Father Planque to assess the effect of his letter together with Father Reymond 

“And if either of you seriously believes he is not suitable for our work, write me a joint 

letter. Do it before God, as in a council session, and send me the summary of your reasoning 

and opinions. But I’ll say it again, let us not despair regarding a man’s correction when he still 

has a possibility of conversion.”824 

A yearly retreat session was part of the program in the house, and the Founder reminded Father 

Planque about it in a way that indicated how interested he was in making shared decisions: 

“Please decide together, in an informal conversation, what would be the best time to car-

ry out our yearly retreat after I return.”825 

When he unexpectedly found the necessary money to cover the entire price of the house, de 

Brésillac was relieved and wrote to his first collaborator: 

“Now that, thanks to God, my very dear Mr Planque, we will be free from the biggest 

material problem, it is absolutely necessary that we work to create the spirit that must guide our 

Congregation. Let us start with ourselves by adopting a very patient attitude regarding people’s 

shortcomings, without being weak however, and without making them believe that kindness, 

which we always want to keep, compromises the principles that guarantee good order.”826 

 

3.  A picture of the African Missions project 

As a resource for his missionary animation in France, de Brésillac printed a Report on the Pre-

sent State of the African Missions Work.827 It was another brochure similar to the Note, in which he 

                                            
822  Ibid. 
823  Letter to Fr. Planque, 29 June 1857. AMA 2 F 1, 329-332. 
824  Ibid. 
825   Letter to Fr. Planque, 5 July 1857. AMA 2 F 1, 333-334. 
826   Letter to Fr.  Planque, 13 July 1857. AMA 2 F 1 335-336 
827   De Marion Brésillac, Exposé de l’état actuel de l’œuvre des Missions Africaines,  Printed by Girard et Josserand, 

Lyon, 1857, 4 p. Published in  « Gazette de Lyon » of 25 April 1857 and in  «L’Univers », of 26 April 1857. 
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summarized the history of his foundation that wanted to be an answer to the needs of the missions in 

Africa. The Lord had asked his disciples to go and instruct all nations, but the circumstances in Africa 

demanded that they go there without delay: 

“Leaving Islam aside – which gains influence every day, threatening to invade the entire 

indigenous population – we could be prejudiced by men who envision a merely natural civiliza-

tion, or by our poor brothers misled by heresy, to the detriment of the religious future of these 

nations.”828 

Then the Founder spoke about the presence of powerful companies that were getting organized 

to explore Central Africa in order to 

“…sell more and more of our products there settle colonists, organize new factories, 

while they strive to engage of good will from the black population and bring them to the colo-

nies, where farming and industry are lacking manpower.”829 

Bishop de Brésillac regretted that  good opportunities had been lost of reaching certain African 

regions by taking advantage of this commercial movement. There were already missionary societies, 

“but new needs required new enterprises. Africa is entering a new phase in its relation-

ship with Europe. It is then to be desired that a society of missionaries may always be ready to 

meet the needs of the moment.”830 

De Brésillac believed that the existing missionary societies of the time could not answer those 

needs, either because they had a restricted goal – like the Foreign Missions of Paris, established for 

the evangelization of the East Indies – or because they had to meet local needs in Europe – as in the 

case of religious congregations – and therefore were not always ready to open new missions. 

“Therefore we think that a missionary institution particularly dedicated to the most aban-

doned places in Africa, which certainly would not solve all the needs, would at least fill in part 

of this large gap.”831 

He went on saying that Africa was so huge that a single society of this kind could not be 

enough to supply for “the development that missions must necessarily undergo in these regions.” 

France had the Works for the Propagation of the Faith, which “politically speaking, is destined 

to carry out immense work in Africa.” This institution could not be indifferent to the need for evange-

lization in these nations. These considerations led de Brésillac to 

 “…make a resolution at the tomb of the Apostles to found the society of African Mis-

sions, named, he said, without pretending in any way to embrace Africa as a whole, but to con-

centrate our missionaries especially in Africa, particularly in the places where there are current-

ly no apostolic workers.”832 

Then the Founder addressed an objection concerning the support that the African Missions 

should be allegedly receiving from the Works for the Propagation of the Faith, which actually only 

helped the missions already in place, but not the foundations in Europe that were still preparing for 

what the missions needed. For that reason, he was asking for financial support. Then he wrote: 

“Summing up, the work of the African Missions is an answer to a need of the times. We 

will surely find devoted missionaries. A number of them have already joined; others are volun-

teering but we have to ask them to wait due to a lack of resources (…). The work of the Afri-

cans Mission is founded; it will certainly follow the development that God wishes, depending 

on how we correspond to his grace.”833 

                                            
828   Ibid., 1-2. 
829   Ibid., 2. 
830   Ibid. 
831   Ibid. 
832   De Marion Brésillac, Exposé…, op. cit., 3. 
833   Ibid., 4.  
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III. SECOND TOUR: WEST-CENTRAL FRANCE 

 

On April 30, Bishop de Brésillac left Lyon together with Father Reymond and started another 

tour of preaching and fundraising. He was able to visit many localities, and wrote in his diary a small 

report on his journeys and meetings. He usually evaluated the results according to the way in which 

the bishop and priests welcomed him, the level of organizational efficiency, the number of people at-

tending the sermon, and the amount of money collected. 

They first arrived in Mâcon, and went on to visit Beaune, Autun, Charolles, Paray-le-Monial, 

Moulins, Clermont-Ferrand, Riom, Nevers, Bourges, Issodun, Châteauroux, Argenton, Vierzon, and 

Orléans. The Founder arrived in Paris on June 2, and stopped there for some days. 

When he arrived in Clermont-Ferrand on May 12, he was pleased to learn that the sermon was 

taking place in the church of Notre Dame du Port because he had a particular reverence for the shrines 

and churches dedicated to Mary. He stayed at the Capuchin convent, where his friend Father 

Dominique was the Guardian: “The good fathers, as always, were very kind to us. The clergy, whom I 

briefly saw, pleased me very much.”834 

In Riom he was invited to receive the vows of a nun from the Monastery of the Visitation. She 

was Sister Marie-Helen Sahut and the ceremony took place on May 14, 1857. It was recorded in the 

documents of the monastery: 

“Monsignor de Marion-Brésillac, from the African Missions of Lyon, who was getting 

ready to leave for his diocese in Africa, came down to our parish of Notre-Dame du Marthuret 

on the eve of this big day. He was invited by our Chaplain that same evening to come the fol-

lowing day and preside at a ceremony at the Visitation; he accepted with holy willingness, and 

regarded the offering of this sweet victim to her God as a blessing on his work.”835 

When he arrived to Blois, de Brésillac found the bishop waiting for him at the boat dock: “He 

showed extreme benevolence and great charity.”836 He asked him to stay until the evening of May 31 

for the closing of the month of Mary; the Founder was very happy to agree: 

“It was a great pleasure for me to attend. I also owed it to Mary in recognition for what 

she had graciously done for me during the month dedicated to her.”837 

In Paris de Brésillac stayed with the Blanchet family, who were always willing to accommodate 

him. He stayed there until June 23 due to some problems regarding his visits in the region. 

He spent his time preaching to the pupils of the Ladies of Augustine of Roule, and to the dam-

sels of the Legion of Honor at Saint-Denis, who agreed to carry out some small collections for the Af-

rican Missions during their holidays.838 

He arrived in Chartres on June 23 – accompanied by Father Riocreux, who had been ordained 

priest on June 6 in Lyon – and preached at the cathedral on the feast of Saint John the Baptist.  

The tour went on to Nogent-le-Rotrou, Le Mans, La Flèche, Laval, Vitré, Rennes, Saint-Malo, 

Saint-Servant, Saint-Brieuc, Guinguamp, Lannion, Morlaix, Brest, Quimper, Lorient, Vannes, and 

Nantes. 

                                            
834   Marion Brésillac, Diary 1856-1859…, op. cit., 66. 
835   Circular letter of the Monastery of the Visitation of Riom 1901, Abrégé de la vie et des vertus de notre chère Sœur 

Marie-Hélène Sahut, décédée en ce monastère de la Visitation Sainte-Marie de Riom le 15 février 1900, 6. 
836   Marion Brésillac, Diary 1856-1859…, op. cit., 69. 
837   Ibid 
838  Cf. Sermon for engaging people to collect for the work of the African Missions, draft. AMA 2 F 10, 265-280. 

Cf. also:     Letter to Fr. Planque, 24 June 1857. AMA 2 F 1, 327-328. 

 



 235 

Sometimes the Founder was not able to carry out the collection in the church, but some sup-

porters would make private donations. Occasionally his audience consisted of poor people, like in La 

Flèche, near Mans, where a poor maid handed him a silver spoon, and two others a hundred francs 

each. 

He was not allowed to preach and raise funds in Nantes because the bishop said he was already 

committed to help the Works for the Propagation of the Faith. The Founder had to stay in the region, 

since the schedule for the rest of the tour was already fixed. So he spent 3 days at the seminary of 

Nantes in the countryside, and another 3 days, from 29 July to 1 August, at the neighboring Abbey of 

Melleraye, where “the good fathers welcomed us with charming charity.”839 The Abbey Annals rec-

orded Bishop de Brésillac’s visit in 1857: 

“In July of the same year, we had the visit of Monsignor Marion-Brésillac, bishop of 

Prusa, who stayed at Melleraye from July 22 until August the 1st. This holy bishop ‘edified the 

religious very much with his deep piety and through an interesting instruction he kindly ad-

dressed to the chapter‘.”840 

On August the 1st, our missionaries set out for Angers, where the Founder did not get permis-

sion to preach. The bishop was out, and being consistent with the way he had received other mission-

ary bishops passing through the diocese in the past, the Great Vicars did not give their consent: 

“So again, another of the great cities of fair Brittany and hinterland, where the clergy 

stopped me from appealing to people’s charity. It affected me a bit. But why should this amaze 

me? On the contrary, I should be surprised that so many other bishops made no or almost no 

difficulties at all.”841 

Bishop de Brésillac and Father Riocreux went on to Tours, where the Archbishop did not fully 

understand the African Missions project, 

“…and he began expressing the same objections that people repeat everywhere before 

they grasp the matter. I let him speak freely and then I dismantled his argument by developing 

the Notice. He had the rare patience to listen to all I had to say, and seemed touched by it.”842 

From August 3 to 7, de Brésillac and  Riocreux passed Orleans and arrived in Sully-On-Loire. 

They stayed at the Buissons chateau with the Blanchet family, who welcomed them “with all the af-

fection of their heart.” 

The Founder wished to go back to Lyon after this final stop, but he received an invitation from 

the bishop of Soissons to participate in the big feast of Notre Dame de Liesse. He decided to change 

his schedule because the bishop insisted, and also because it was an opportunity to meet many bishops 

and priests. 

So he extended his tour in the region and went to Noyon, where he preached on Sunday, Au-

gust 9. He participated in the final school day ceremony at the Minor Seminary there the next day, to-

gether with Monsignor Gignoux, bishop of Beauvais. Then he went to Chauny, where he met the 

bishop of Soissons, Monsignor de Garsignies. With him, he participated in another final school day 

ceremony at the Ecclesiastical College of Chauny. He finally arrived in Soissons, where he preached 

on Sunday morning, August 16. In the evening he preached in Laon. 

On Tuesday, August 18, Bishop de Brésillac participated in the coronation ceremony of Our 

Lady of Liesse together with many bishops, priests and faithful. 

The following day, the Founder set out for to Lyon, where he arrived on Thursday 20. He said: 

“I saw my small family again with great happiness.”843 

                                            
839   Marion Brésillac, Diary 1856-1859…, op.cit., 79. 
840  Annales of Melleraye, Tome 3, 1889, 147. It was probably in the transcription of this text that ’29 July’ became 

the ‘22’. 
841  Marion  Brésillac, Diary 1856-1859…, op. cit., 80. 
842  Ibid., 81. 
843   Ibid., 78. 
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IV. THE SMA AND ITS MISSION IN AFRICA 

 

1.  Letters to Propaganda asking for a mission 

 

Bishop de Brésillac did not lose contact with Propaganda Fide while he was busy organizing 

the life of his community in Lyon or traveling across France. His greatest concern was to obtain the 

assignment of a mission in the vast region of the Guinea Gulf as soon as possible. He still had Daho-

mey in mind, but given the delay and difficulties, he stated his readiness to go elsewhere, as he wrote 

to Cardinal Barnabò: 

“Please let me remind you, Eminence, how useful it would be for the success of our en-

terprise to get the assignment of a mission before long, albeit we still have to remain in France 

for some time before leaving, if you wish. An assignment would double our strength, and in-

spire more confidence in those who are interested in our work, the young clerics who want to 

join, and those who already have. 

We feel this need so strongly, Eminence, that if there are any obstacles to getting the as-

signment of the Dahomey mission soon, we would ask you to assign us another mission some-

place in Africa where there is a real need for missionaries, unless we may be in charge of Da-

homey later on, if you wish. However, we would prefer Dahomey above all, if it is possible, 

because that is the place we first had in mind, and because it seems more and more necessary 

that we wait no longer before evangelizing this country.”844 

A few weeks went by without getting an answer, so he wrote a special letter to Cardinal Barna-

bò, addressing himself more to the Cardinal than to the Prefect of the Sacred Congregation. In this in-

formal letter he requested, in all simplicity, an encouragement for himself and the priests who were 

with him. The fact of getting no answer to his last two letters had brought a certain sadness on all of 

them: 

“A letter assuring us that a mission will be entrusted to us soon, either in Dahomey or 

elsewhere, would reassure them about their future and renew their courage. Finally, we could 

count on the participation of many other priests, who are now holding back because they realize 

there is nothing clear yet about the place and time to start.”845 

This letter got no answer either. Four months later, when de Brésillac returned to Lyon after the 

second tour of the year, he wrote a fourth letter and began by saying: 

“Although I have not had the consolation of receiving an answer to my last letter yet, I 

thought I should write again informing you of  the state of my enterprise, and asking once again 

of the Sacred Congregation that we be soon allowed to open a mission in one of the most aban-

doned places of Africa, especially Dahomey, if you will kindly grant us permission.”846 

As for the news, de Brésillac stated that he had collected 39 thousand and 8 hundred francs, and 

he had completed payment for the house of Lyon. There were 8 associate members at the present, 4 of 

whom were priests. Bishops wished that the Society of African Missions had a concrete mission be-

fore they would allowing their priests and seminarians to join it.  

For that reason, the Founder insisted again with the Prefect of Propaganda Fide about the im-

portance of getting a mission in Africa without delay. He added that he was able to finance it, and ex-

pressed his full confidence that his seminary would develop in time in order to “meet the desires of 

the Sacred Congregation in several of the most abandoned parts of Africa.”847  He also mentioned 

                                            
844   Letter to cardinal Barnabò, 3 March 1857. APF, Congressi, Etiopia, Arabia, Vol. 5, 1238 ff. 
845   Letter to cardinal Barnabò, 28 April 1857. APF, Congressi, Etiopia, Arabia, 1848-1857, Vol. 5, 1267 ff. 
846   Letter to cardinal Barnabò, 28 August 1857. APF, Congressi, Etiopia, Arabia, 1848-1857, Vol. 5, 1341 ff. 
847   Ibid. 
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that, passing through Paris, he had briefly met Bishop Kobès, the Coadjutor Bishop of the Two Guin-

eas Vicariate, who resided in Dakar: 

“This prelate, whose apostolic heart you know, assured me that he viewed my work with 

greatest pleasure, and that it was a duty for him, even a consolation, to use all his means to as-

sist us in our enterprise.”848 

 

2.  The answer: Sierra Leone 

Cardinal Barnabò finally answered de Brésillac’s letters: 

“Since I have not received an answer to my letter dated April 27 of this year yet – in 

which I let you know the difficulties that currently render a mission in Dahomey impossible, 

and proposed Sierra Leone instead – I wonder if this letter reached you. Therefore, as an answer 

to your letter of August 28, I am sending you a copy of the aforementioned letter.”849 

The letter dated April 27, 1857, from Cardinal Barnabò to de Brésillac, read as follows: 

“After the unfavorable news about the situation of our men there, you cannot establish 

the requested mission at present. In fact, our missionaries in Dahomey would lack the protec-

tion of a Catholic power, and would be exposed to an evident danger of being sacrificed to the 

barbarity of the people there.”850 

Being aware of our missionary bishop’s desires and zeal, Cardinal Barnabò let him know that 

“the Sacred Congregation had decided to create an Apostolic Vicariate in Sierra Leone in 

1854, going from the Nunez River to the Republic of Liberia, if one of the Religious Orders ac-

cepted it.”851 

But that had not been the case, and therefore he added: 

“I would now like to tell you that you can easily fulfill your desires if you go there, 

which would be a great advantage for these tribes who have been urgently demanding Catholic 

missionaries for a long time.”852 

This letter from Propaganda Fide – dated September 12 and including a copy of their previous 

letter of April 27 – reached de Brésillac on September 23, 1857. He wrote back to Cardinal Barnabò 

two days later, saying that he had received his letter and had made it known to his associates. He add-

ed: 

“I have the pleasure to inform you that they unanimously joined in the spirit that, I hope, 

will always animate our Society, immediately letting go of the desire we had to start our work 

in Dahomey, in order to participate, purely and simply, in the goals of the Sacred Congregation 

of Propaganda Fide. We will accept therefore with joy the mission of Sierra Leone.”853 

In a second letter, the Founder asked Propaganda Fide to tell him about Sierra Leone. He real-

ized it was difficult to deal with the matter by letter, so he thought about going to Rome, not only to 

get information, but also to set the official bases for the Society together with the Prefect of the Prop-

aganda Fide. In the meantime, he asked several questions as he waited for the affair of  Sierra Leone 

to be concluded: 

1. “Where should we land first, in Freetown or Monrovia? 

                                            
848   Ibid. 
849   Letter from Propaganda Fide, 12 September 1857.  AMA 2 F 13, N° 36. 
850   Letter from Propaganda Fide 27 April 1857. AMA 2 F 13, N° 34. 
851   Ibid. 
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2. What is the approximate number of Catholics there? 

3. Are there any natives? Do they speak English or Portuguese? 

4. Do you think all missionaries should know English, or only some of them because of 

the British settlements? 

5. Is there any Catholic church there?”854 

The decision of Propaganda Fide about offering Sierra Leone instead of Dahomey to the SMA 

“…was in line with the opinion of the Holy Ghost missionaries, who were stationed in 

Senegambia and Dakar. Bishop Kobès in Dakar had stressed on the renowned bad reputation of 

Dahomey, and had recommended Sierra Leone instead, a country in which missionaries could 

start working without hindrance, and under the protection of the British Government. 

This decision was a bitter disappointment for Brésillac, since he had been attracted by 

Dahomey precisely because it was one of the most dangerous and neglected places in Africa. 

But he always took Rome’s wishes as commands, and he realized that the first significant act of 

the Society, of which he was the founder and spokesman, had to be an act of obedience, espe-

cially if it implied the sacrifice of his personal preferences.”855 

The day after he sent the letters to Propaganda Fide, de Brésillac wrote to the bishop 

Ginoulhiac, of Grenoble, regarding the members of his diocese who wished to become SMA mission-

aries, and who had been waiting for his permission for a long time. Now that a mission in Africa had 

been entrusted to the Society, he wanted to meet him and show him the letters from Propaganda 

Fide.856  

On September 28, the Founder left for Grenoble, met the bishop, and wrote in his diary: “He 

seemed quite ready to let them come later on, including a recently ordained deacon. Nevertheless, he 

did not grant anything yet.”857 

In the meantime, Cardinal Barnabò wrote back to de Brésillac saying that he had learned about his ac-

ceptance of Sierra Leone with pleasure. However, regarding the trip to Rome, he should wait for an 

invitation, because all the Dicasteries were closed at the time.858 

                                            
854   Ibid., Vol. 5, 1350. 
855   Gantly, P.-Thorp, H., For this cause,…op. cit., 213. 
856   Letter to the Bishop of Grenoble, 26 September 1857. AMA 2 F 1, 349 (proof). 
857   Marion Brésillac, Diary 1856-1859…, op. cit., 84. The only priest of Grenoble to join the SMA was  Fr. Noché 

in 1863. He departed for Dahomey and died at Porto Novo in 1864. 
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V. THE THIRD TOUR : TOWARDS THE EAST 

 

In the last months of 1857, after the news from Rome, Bishop de Brésillac was finally able to 

relax a bit regarding the future of his work: the house in Lyon had been entirely paid for; a mission in 

Africa would shortly be entrusted to him; the number of associates was enough to begin with, and the 

quality of some of the priests in his community was a source of satisfaction; his work was already 

known in many dioceses of France; and new vocations were getting ready to enter the SMA. 

He wrote to Father Dominique informing him about the mission in Sierra Leone and Liberia, 

and added: 

“We would need many devoted clergymen now. This would be more precious than a 

successful fundraising campaign, without excluding its value.”859 

He also wrote to the Major Seminary Superior in Nantes sharing the news about his work and 

its future. He needed a seminary 

“…which could do for Africa what the Foreign Missions Seminary in Paris is doing for 

the East Indies. Our Congregation is founded on the same principles and with the same spir-

it.”860 

He asked the Superior to speak to his pupils about the need for workers in that part of the 

Lord’s vineyard. There was not a single Catholic priest in Sierra Leone or Liberia. 

However, the Founder was not free of concern about the mission he was to assume. He spoke 

about the Holy See’s option for Sierra Leone and Liberia instead of Dahomey in a letter to his brother 

Henri: 

“It disappoints me, but what can I do? We are in this world to be disappointed. We will 

find there all the miseries of the European and British colonies, together with  the miseries of 

the barbarians, while in Dahomey there would have been only the savages, who could have 

made us “jump over the fence” very soon, but who could have also acknowledged the truth, 

whereas those to whom the Protestants are preaching heresy won’t cut our heads off, since they 

are under the English cannon, but will not listen to our words either, unless we give them some 

brandy and clothing.”861 

On October 31, 1857, de Brésillac left Lyon to start a tour in Eastern France, together with Fa-

ther Riocreux. 

The journey had several stages: Mâcon, where the circumstances were not favorable to his pro-

gram; Chalon-sur-Saône; Louhans, where he received a letter with the news of Mr Blanchet’s death; 

Lons-le-Saulnier, Saint-Claude, Poligny, Arbois, Salins-les-Bains, and Dôle. 

On Saturday, November 14, our missionaries arrived in Besançon and they stayed at the Major 

Seminary. Monsignor de Brésillac wrote about Cardinal Archbishop Matthieu: 

“He couldn’t have been kinder. He almost reproached me for not going directly to his 

house, and invited me for dinner the following day. The collection was good, without being in 

proportion to the importance of the city though, but the Cardinal rendered it really good when 

he came to visit me the following day and left me a five-hundred-franc note.”862 

During the week, the Founder and Father Riocreux visited Vesoul, Lure, Belfort, and Colmar, 

all in the diocese of Strasbourg. They arrived in Strasbourg the evening of Sunday 22, and went on to 

Saverne, Sarrebourg, Lunéville, and Nancy the following days. 
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860  Letter to the Superior of  the Major Seminary of Nantes, 27 October 1857. AMA 2 F 1 A. 
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In this last city, on Sunday, November 29, Bishop Menjaud authorized a collection for the Afri-

can Missions – which he attended himself – in spite of the fact that two other fundraising activities 

had already been announced. De Brésilllac wrote about this visit: 

“It was a difficult time due to an unpleasant affair between a parish priest from the city 

and the bishop, who must have been in moral and physical pain, because he had asked me in the 

morning to take his place at a general ordination ceremony at the seminary. I did so, and it was 

the first time that I ordained deacons and subdeacons.”863 

De Brésillac continued his journey visiting Toul, Commercy, Bar-le-Duc, and Verdun in the 

following days. Then he went to Chalons-sur-Marne to pick up his mail and meet Father Papetard, 

who then left for Pierry together with Father Riocreux. The Founder carried on to Paris and presented 

his condolences to the Blanchet family. 

He celebrated Mass at the convent of Roule in Paris on December 8, and received a thousand 

francs that had been collected by the pupils during their holidays. In the evening he went to Saint-

Denis and received 3 hundred francs. The following day he left for Pierry, close to Épernay, where he 

joined Father Papetard. He left for Arcis-sur-Aube on Friday to preach there in the evening. 

Our Bishop preached in Nogent-sur-Seine on Sunday, December 13, and in Troyes on Tuesday. 

Then he went to Bar-sur-Aube and Chaumont. On Sunday, December 20, he preached in Langres, 

where he was warmly welcomed by the local bishop, Monsignor Guerrin. He took the opportunity to 

visit Bishop Luquet’s mother and two of his sisters. He left Langres and arrived back in Lyon in the 

evening of December 23. 
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CHAPTER 15 

THE MISSION OF SIERRA LEONE 

(1858) 

 

      I. HISTORICAL OUTLINE OF MISSION IN THE GULF OF GUINEA  

 

 

1.  Before the 19th century 

1.1.  Missionary attempts by Portuguese, French and Spanish  

There were several attempts at evangelizing the African territories of the Gulf ofGuinea – now-

adays called West Africa – carried out by Portuguese missionaries during the modern era. 

The Portuguese were in fact the first Europeans to reach West Africa.864 In the 15th century they 

had already explored the entire gulf, from Senegal to Congo. In 1462, Pope Pius II appointed Father 

Alfonso de Bolano as Prefect Apostolic of Guinea and the Canary Islands. He lived in this archipelago 

together with several Franciscan missionaries. In 1462, Pedro da Cintra, a Portuguese explorer, 

stopped at the territory which  he would call Sierra Leone. 

In general terms, these expeditions intended to assure the development of Portuguese trade, 

contribute to the expansion of Christian religion and, to a certain extent, stop the expansion of Islam 

from North Africa to the southern territories. 

The presence of Portuguese missionaries in the region was encouraged by Pope Alexander VI 

with the bull Inter coetera in 1493, through which he distributed the mission territories between Spain 

and Portugal. The famous right of patronage started with this document, and for several centuries ac-

companied and conditioned the mission of the Catholic Church. 

Regarding ecclesiastical circumscriptions in the area, the bishopric of Funchal, a city situated 

on Madeira Island, was created in 1514. The  boundaries of this bishopric were Brazil to the West, 

and China to the East. The Episcopal seats of Cape Verde and Sao Tome were established in 1534. 

Regarding the region in question, Portuguese navigators and missionaries initiated a number of 

missions in certain localities of the Guinea Gulf during the 16th century, which did not last very long 

due to various difficulties, especially the weather, and the tropical illnesses that took many lives. 

Jesuit missionaries, among whom Father Baltasar Barreira, tried to evangelize the region at the 

beginning of the 17th century. Father Barreira alone to Sierra Leone in July 1605, and found a very re-

ceptive attitude towards Christian religion, to the point that even the king asked to be baptized. He 

was so touched by this welcoming attitude that he decided to stay and ask for other missionaries to 

help him.865 

Other Jesuit missionaries arrived in Sierra Leone, where they constructed churches and schools, 

they persevered until 1617 when they decided to leave the country and move to healthier places. 

Christians in Sierra Leone were not completely abandoned, since missionaries visited the Christian 

communities from time to time, traveling on commercial boats. 

In time, the political conflicts of Portugal in Europe had consequences on the West African 

missions. In addition, other European powers, such as France, Britain and Holland, became interested 

                                            
864   Cf. Caglioni, G., Sierra Leone. Quattro secoli di evangelizzazione, Bologna, 2002, 638 p., 30, especially the note N 

° 45. In this well documented work, the author presents this period in the first four chapters 
865   Cf. Bane, M., Catholics Pioneers in West Africa, Dublin, London, 1956, 74. Quoted in : Caglioni, G., op.cit., 55. 
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in the Guinea Gulf for commercial reasons, and the situation of the Catholic missions became more 

difficult. 

In 1634, Propaganda Fide entrusted the Guinea mission to French Capuchins from Brittany. It 

included a vast territory, but their attempt ended quickly. 

In 1645, Propaganda Fide assigned the territory to the Spanish Capuchins, who started working 

on the Guinea Gulf coasts. Some of them went to Sierra Leone and tried to settle there, but many died 

and others had to leave because of health problems, so the Catholic mission was never stable. The 

Spanish Capuchins eventually withdrew in 1685. 

 

1.2.  A place abandoned by the Church was occupied by others 

From the end of the 17th century, the Catholic mission in the region of  Sierra Leone began to 

be abandoned.  Some priests would go there by boat to visit Freetown from time to time, and adminis-

ter the sacraments to the Christians in the city. 

This situation lasted almost one and a half centuries, so the Muslims from North Africa occu-

pied the area, which had been practically neglected, and they rapidly developed their religion. 

In the 17th and 18th centuries, the slave trade was favored by European colonial powers and 

gained enormous importance. The Gulf of Guinea was called Slave Coast. But at the end of the 18th 

century, people in Britain and elsewhere in Europe started opposing this kind of commercial activity. 

The abolition of slavery rapidly gained more and more supporters. Slaves eventually gained their 

freedom in America, and many former slaves returned to their African countries of origin. 

Britain decided to free all the slaves living in its territories at the end of the 18th century. Slav-

ery was officially declared illegal in 1807. 

Thousands of former slaves in England were living in great poverty, so the government decided 

to send them back to their countries of origin in Africa. A first group of 350 freed slaves was taken to 

Sierra Leone; many of them died during the voyage and from tropical diseases. But other groups fol-

lowed, and the Sierra Leone Company was organized. The colony of Sierra Leone was soon estab-

lished; it gave birth to Freetown, as we shall see. 

This repatriation movement was organized by Protestant Christians, and the administration of 

Sierra Leone was often directed by Protestant pastors. Everything religious in Freetown was an ex-

pression of Protestantism in its different forms. 

Christianity re-emerged with the arrival of Protestantism among the natives who followed tradi-

tional religions or had become Muslims. Pastors were mainly devoted to their evangelization work, 

but also dedicated time and important resources to literacy, school instruction, and the development of 

health services. 

The Protestants belonged to several denominations, which often competed with each other and 

tried to develop separately. This was a problem particularly in the villages and districts of Freetown, 

where several Christian Churches shared a limited geographical space. In order to avoid conflict and 

cut down expenses, the different groups came to agree that the first Christian denomination arriving in 

a village would not be followed by other groups. Catholics were not there at the time, and this rule be-

came a problem for them when they eventually arrived. 

 

1.3.  A difficult return 

As regards the Catholic missions, the relation between Propaganda Fide and the Kingdoms of 

Spain and Portugal was sometimes difficult and contradictory, since both countries wanted to inter-

vene in ecclesiastical affairs. To avoid conflicts regarding, for instance, the nomination of Ordinaries, 

the Holy See instituted Apostolic Prefectures and Vicariates. Vicar Apostolic were bishops whose ac-
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tual diocese was in partibus infidelium866, a measure that circumvented conflicts with Spain and Por-

tugal. They administered the mission territory directly on behalf of the Pope and under Propaganda 

Fide’s authority. 

This legal solution allowed Propaganda Fide to support a number of evangelization attempts, 

especially during the 19th century. But staffing these missions was a big problem for the Holy See. Be-

tween 1700 and 1850, religious orders had serious problems with the political authorities in Europe, 

and could offer no staff for the missions. Portugal was still able to assure some priests for the Chris-

tian communities of Angola and the scarce European establishments along the Guinea Gulf. 

The Holy Ghost Congregation, founded in France in 1703, sent some priests to Senegal at the 

beginning of the 19th century. 

Blessed Anne-Marie Javouhey (1779-1851) founded the Congregation of Saint Joseph of Cluny 

in 1807. She sent some of her Sisters to Senegal in 1817, and they opened a school in Saint Louis. 

Mother Javouhey arrived in Senegal in 1822, and committed herself directly to the instruction of chil-

dren. She also sent some seminarians to France, since she was convinced of the importance of indige-

nous clergy. Three out of 8 of these young men were ordained priests by Monsignor Affre in 1840. 

They were Fathers Boilat, Fridoil and Moussa and de Marion-Brésillac, who was ordained in 1838, 

got to know them at the Carcassonne seminary, as we already mentioned. 

Mother Javouhey arrived in Sierra Leone in March 1823, invited by Governor Charles 

McCarty. She worked at the Freetown hospital, where many of the patients suffered from a yellow fe-

ver epidemic. Everybody respected her for her dedication and devotion. Mother Javouhey risked death 

because of the epidemic, and after 6 months she left Sierra Leone and went back to France. 

Regarding the evangelization of Black Africa, it is important to mention Venerable François 

Libermann in France (1802-1852), who was so touched by the information about the black slaves’ 

misery that, together with some friends, he founded the Congregation of the Holy Heart of Mary in 

1841 to evangelize the black population.867 

 

2.  The Apostolic Vicariate of the Two Guineas and Sierra Leone 

On January 22, 1842, the Holy See appointed Father Edward Barron – an Irish-American priest 

from the diocese of Philadelphia – as Prefect Apostolic of Upper Guinea. He was in charge of looking 

after the former Afro-American Catholic slaves who had started a new life mainly in Liberia. 

When Father Barron arrived in Africa he spent a few months traveling and studying the territo-

ry. Then he sent a report to Propaganda Fide about the situation, indicating the difficulties and per-

spectives for evangelization in this unknown part of the African continent.868 He even went to Rome 

to present the situation of his Prefecture personally. 

The lack of staff was the main difficulty for Father Barron. He urgently needed more collabora-

tors, so he asked Propaganda Fide to assist him. Rome in fact wrote to the archbishops of Chambéry, 

                                            
866    In the lands of the unbelievers (trans.). 
867   For this section of the chapter cf. : Histoire Universelle des Missions Catholiques, edited by Mgr Delacroix, op. 

cit.,Vol. III, Les missions contemporaines (1800-1950), 312-314 ; De Vaulx, B., Les Missions, leur histoire, Paris, 1960;  

Baur, J., 2000 Years of Christianity in Africa. An African Church History, Nairobi, 1998 ; Hasting, A., A History of Afri-

can Christianity 1450-1950, Oxford, 1994 ; Hogan, E., Catholic Missionaries and Liberia. A study of Christian Entreprise 

in West Africa, 1842-1950, Cork, 1981 ; Todd, J.M., African Missions. An Historical Study of the Society of African Mis-

sions, London, 1962; Caglioni, G., Sierra Leone. Quattro secoli di evangelizzazione, Bologna, 2002, 638 p. ;  Nkulu-

Butombe, J.I., Le Saint-Siège et les origines du vicariat apostolique des Deux-Guinées (1842-1846), in :  Coulon, P.,- 

Brasseur, P., and collaborators,  Libermann 1802-1852, Paris, 1988, 940 p., 335-381 ; Bonfils, J., La Mission Catholique 

en République du Bénin. Des origines à 1945, Paris, 1999, 11-26 ; Trichet, P., The Abiding Commitment of de Brésillac to 

Dahomey, in « Bulletin SMA », Rome, January, 2001, N° 111, 7-80. 
868   Cf. Fr. Barron to Propaganda Fide, 6 September 1842. APF, Congressi, Congo, Africa, Vol. VIII, 25-27. 
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Lyon, Toulouse, and to the bishops of Avignon, Annecy and Rodez, asking for priests for the Guinea 

missions, but without success.869 

In spite of the lack of personnel, Pope Gregory XVI, who was very interested in the Guinea 

Gulf mission, created this Apostolic Vicariate that, according to brief of October 3, 1842, included 

Upper and Lower Guinea, plus the region of Sierra Leone870, and entrusted it to Monsignor Barron.871 

 

3.  Missionaries for the new Vicariate 

As we have said, this Vicariate embraced a huge territory and there was great need for mission-

aries. Monsignor Barron was assisted only by a priest, John Kelly, and by a catechist, Dennis Pin-

dar.872 

He contacted the Capuchins, who promised to send him 5 Spanish friars. He also asked the 

Works for the Propagation of the Faith for funding, and got a favorable answer. Then he got in touch 

with Father Libermann in France, who was looking for a mission territory for his newly founded Con-

gregation of the Holy Heart of Mary, and got him to assign some missionaries for the Vicariate of the 

Two Guineas and Sierra Leone. 

The group of missionaries should have left Bordeaux in February 1843, but they had to delay 

the departure due to several problems, which eventually made the Capuchins Friars desist. 

Seven priests and 3 Brothers finally left France on September 13, 1843. When they arrived in 

the Vicariate, they should have split in to 2 groups, one going to Gorée Island and another to Cape 

Palmas, but a misunderstanding took the whole group to the second place. They had to face serious 

health problems when they arrived but somehow managed to survive. Monsignor Barron sent some 

missionaries to Grand Bassam and other French settlements on the coast. In a few months, most of 

them died from tropical diseases. Their decision to live and eat according to local standards and re-

sources had worn them out. 

Father Bessieux and Brother Grégoire had remained in Cape Palmas. They should have joined 

the missionaries on the coast, but were too ill and unable to travel. After the death of their confreres 

they decided to go to Gabon and found a mission there. On September 28, 1844, Father Bessieux 

founded the mission of Saint Mary of Gabon. It was the first permanent Catholic mission station in 

Africa in modern times.873 

After these events, when Father Kelly returned to the United States, Monsignor Barron found 

himself practically alone, so he asked Propaganda Fide’s permission to go back to the United States as 

a simple missionary.874 He went to Europe at the end of December 1844, and arrived in Rome in Jan-

uary 1845 to present a report on the situation of his territory. He thought that the best solution for the 

missions in that region of Africa was the formation of an indigenous clergy. 

Around that time, Father Libermann sent a group of his missionaries to Senegal. They spent 

some time on Gorée Island before finally settling in Dakar. They would travel around the region from 

time to time in order to become acquainted with the area, study Wolof – the main local language – 

and set up a school. 

                                            
869   APF, Lettere e Decreti…, Africa, Guinea, 13 August 1842, 654, 655. 
870   Africa Pontificia, seu de Africae Evangelisatione ex Documentis Pontificiis, edited by Savino Palermo, 2 Vol., 

I, 138, col. 206-207. 
871   APF, Lettere e Decreti…, Africa, Guinea, 3 October 1842, 859. 
872   Briault, M., La Reprise des missions d’Afrique au dix-neuvième siècle. Le Vénérable Père F.M.P. Libermann, Paris, 

1946, 112. 

 
873  According :  Baur, J., 2000 ans de christianisme en Afrique…op. cit., 140. 
874  APF, Scritture, Originali, 7 August 1844, Vol. 368, f. 838. Mgr Barron returned to the diocese of Philadelphia, 

in the United States and died at Savannah, 12 September 1854. He resigned officially as Vicar Apostolic of the 

Two Guinees and Sierra Leone, 12 November 1846. 
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The Holy See re-established the Apostolic Vicariate of the Two Guineas and Sierra Leone on 

November 17, 1846. 875 A new Vicar Apostolic, Monsignor Truffet, arrived in 1847. He imposed an 

austere and very African lifestyle on his missionaries, especially regarding food. Within a few 

months, all the missionaries got ill. The Vicar Apostolic himself died only six months after arriving in 

Senegal. 

 

4.  A new departure 

Father Libermann and the Holy Ghost Missionaries had a series of discussions in 1848 in order 

to overcome the difficulties they had in Senegal. They arrived a very good understanding, to the point 

that both groups eventually merged. The Superior of the Holy Ghost Missionaries gave his place to 

Father Libermann, and became the Vicar Apostolic of Madagascar. Father Libermann dissolved the 

Congregation of the Holy Heart of Mary, and his missionaries joined those of the Holy Ghost, who 

were already in charge of a seminary for the formation of colonial clergy.876 

That same year, the Holy See appointed Father Bessieux as Vicar Apostolic of the Two Guin-

eas and Sierra Leone, with residence in Libreville, Gabon. They also appointed Father Kobès as his 

coadjutor for the Senegambia region (which included Senegal and Gambia), with residence in Dakar. 

 

5.  Father Libermann’s leadership 

Knowing that the attempts at evangelizing the Vicariate of the Two Guineas and Sierra Leone 

had ended up with the illness and death of several missionaries, Father Libermann wrote a document 

entitled Project for salvation of the peoples of the coasts of Africa on October 23, 1844, and presented 

it to Cardinal Fransoni, Prefect of Propaganda Fide. He proposed to establish a formation center for 

young African men in Rome, some of whom might eventually become priests.877 

Then he finalized a long-term action plan aimed at overcoming the main difficulties of evange-

lization in the region, and submitted it to Propaganda Fide. This important document was entitled 

Memoir on the missions among the black people in general and among those in Guinea in particular. 

He presented it to Propaganda Fide on August 15, 1846, during one of his trips to Rome.878 

In his text Father Libermann spoke first about the general situation of the black population, 

their qualities and shortcomings, their difficult life conditions, the challenges for missionaries, and the 

efforts of Protestant groups. 

As a possible line of action he indicated the need to prioritize schools and education, in order to 

subsequently encourage priestly vocations. He considered the formation of an indigenous clergy as 

fundamental for successful evangelization in Africa. 

Father Libermann then offered some concrete proposals for the ecclesiastical circumscriptions 

of Guinea. He initially referred to the Upper Guinea territory, which went beyond Sierra Leone to 

Congo. He thought it would be useful to set up a mission in the settlement of Ouidah, Dahomey, a ter-

ritory protected by the French government. He spoke about the French traders who were ready to fa-

cilitate the arrival of missionaries in every way possible. 

                                            
875   After the departure of Mgr Barron for America in 1845, the Holy See confided the mission of Guinea to the 

congregation of the Holy Heart of Mary and its superior, Father Libermann who was given the powers of a 
Prefect apostolic, but it was only in 1846 that Mgr Barron officially gave up his responsibility. 

876   The congregation of the Holy Heart of Mary comprised of 34 priests and those of the congregation of the 
Holy Spirit were 13. The new « Congregation of the Holy Spirit under the protection of the Immaculate Heart 
of Mary” were then 47 members. (According : Baur, J., 2000 ans de Christianisme…op. cit., 140). 

 
877   Notes et Documents relatifs à la vie et à l’œuvre du Vénérable François-Marie-Paul Libermann, Paris, 1929-1941, VI, 

391-399. Cf. Coulon P.- Brasseur P., Libermann…op. cit., 211- 220. 
878   Notes et documents…, op. cit., VIII, 219-276. Cf. Coulon P. – Brasseur P., Libermann…, op. cit., 221-276. 
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Lower Guinea was sometimes called Congo, and included the kingdoms of Loango (after Cape 

Lopez), Congo, Angola, and Benguela, where the Portuguese had a number of colonies. 

Father Libermann proposed the formation of several Pro-vicariates in order to facilitate evange-

lization in the vast Vicariate of the Two Guineas and Sierra Leone: 

1. Pro-Vicariate of Gabon, based at the French settlement. 

2. Pro-Vicariate of Dahomey, based at Abomey. 

3. Pro-Vicariate for the Ashanti, up to Cavally. 

4. Pro-Vicariate of Sierra Leone, based at Freetown. 

 

6.  On the coast between Senegambia and Gabon 

The Spiritan Missionaries arrived in the Vicariate of the Two Guineas and Sierra Leone in 

1848. They established themselves in Senegambia and Gabon, but there was an immense territory be-

tween both areas without any missionaries.  

The French government wanted missionaries for the settlements of Assinie and Grand Bassam. 

In Ouidah, as we mentioned, some French tradesmen were also asking for missionaries. Mr Régis, the 

shipowner who had a factory in Ouidah, Dahomey, requested missionaries directly from Father 

Libermann who answered that he was not able to send any missionaries there without seriously affect-

ing the existing missionary communities. He knew that the French government was ready to pay for a 

missionary in Ouidah, but sending a missionary on his own was out of the question.879 

In 1849, the journey of Bishop Bessieux took place. He departed from Dakar, where he left 

Bishop Kobès his coadjutor, and he went to Gabon to reside there. 

The journey was important and useful, and included several stops along the coast. It was an op-

portunity to become acquainted with the situation of the different countries, and consider the creation 

of new missions. 

A statement from Bessieux in a letter to Kobès dated May 31, 1849 is particularly interesting 

for us: 

“It will be necessary to begin Sierra Leone before Casamance, because it is a very im-

portant place for the British because there are 50 thousand inhabitants, some of whom are 

Catholics, who insistently ask for a mission.”880 

Bishop Bessieux also stopped at Grand Bassam, Assinie, and Ouidah, and he found a welcom-

ing attitude towards missionaries everywhere he went. He asked Father Libermann to send missionar-

ies there, and the Superior did his best to meet the request. 

In August 1850, three Spiritan Missionaries arrived in Grand Bassam, Ivory Coast, but the mis-

sion was closed in November 1852. Here, as everywhere on the African coasts, illness and death pur-

sued the missionaries, whose presence nonetheless was well accepted both by the African chiefs and 

the colonial authorities. 

Local chiefs in the region would make war on each other from time to time, often in alliance 

with the colonial powers, which sometimes used such alliances in view of occupation,  and to control-

ling commercial activities in the region. 

King Guezo of Dahomey was a good example of this activitiy. In 1851 he had been beaten in 

battle at Abeokuta by an alliance  supported by the British; after the defeat, the same year, he declared 

himself ready to sign a treaty with France. This treaty was signed on July 1st, 1851, in Abomey. The 

signatory on the French side was the Navy Lieutenant Augustus Bouët. The talks were facilitated by 

                                            
879   Cf. Bonfils, J., La Mission catholique en République du Bénin…, op. cit., 39 ; Trichet, P., The Abiding Commitment 

of de Brésillac to Dahomey, in « Bulletin SMA », Rome, January, 2001, N° 111, 30 ff.  
880   Roques, R.P., Le pionnier du Gabon, J.-R. Bessieux, Paris, 1957, 255 p., 71, quoted by Trichet, P., ibid., 33.  
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Mr Régis, who had a very good relationship with the king. This document included 10 articles, the 

first of which stated: 

“The King of Dahomey will assure every protection and liberty of trade to the French cit-

izens that will settle in his kingdom; the French in turn will adapt themselves to the customs es-

tablished in this country.”881 

Other articles served to guarantee security for trade in palm oil and other local products. Article 

10 concerned the missionaries: 

“The king commits himself to offer protection to the French missionaries who will settle 

in his territories, allowing them entire freedom of cult, and encouraging their efforts to educate 

his citizens.”882 

 

7.  Monsignor Kobès and his report to Propaganda  

Bishop Kobès was Bishop Bessieux’s coadjutor and resided in Dakar, as we already mentioned. 

His missionary work took place in Senegambia, where he maintained the work begin in previous 

years, especially in Gorée Island and Dakar, and study the possibility of creating new missions along 

the Guinea coast. 

In this context, he embarked on an exploratory voyage going all the way to Gabon in July 1850, 

which brought forth the idea of opening the abovementioned mission in Grand Bassam. 

Some time later, using the knowledge he had acquired during the trip, Bishop Kobès wrote a 

report On the mission of the two Guineas and Senegambia presented to the Sacred Congregation of 

Propaganda Fide in 1853.883 It was a long, detailed, and important document. Let us take a look at its 

main elements. 

The author started by presenting some preliminary notions on the topography, religious beliefs, 

climate, and statistics of the territory. He spoke about the challenges that missionaries had to face, the 

work they had done, and its results. He stated that – for health reasons or death – the Vicariate had 

lost 41 out of the 75 European missionaries who had gone there between 1842 and 1853, 29 of whom 

were priests, and 12 were brothers. Twenty-four missionaries had died in Africa during that period. 

The others had died in Europe from illnesses contracted in Africa. In addition, 21 missionaries had 

left the mission for health reasons or because they were discouraged. There were 28 missionaries at 

the time, 17 of whom were priests, and 11 brothers. 

Having said that, Bishop Kobès tried to draw Propaganda Fide’s attention to the possibility of 

inviting other Religious Congregations to participate in the evangelization of that immense region, 

and particularly in the mission of the two Guineas and Senegambia: 

“Far from being against the sending of another congregation to these vaste shores, we are 

obliged, due to the numerous losses we have had, to ask the Sacred Congregation to reduce our 

immense mission and assign a part of it to others.”884 

At that point, Bishop Kobès presented a request for Jesuit missionaries from the inhabitants of 

Sierra Leone: “We would be glad to see the Society of Jesus taking charge of this important mission.” 

He added that, 4 years back, the Catholics of that region had started asking for missionaries, churches, 

schools, and medical Sisters, but he had not been able to answer their needs. 

                                            
881   Cornevin, R., Histoire du Dahomey, Paris, 1962, 538 p., 279-281, quoted by : Trichet, P., op. cit., 37. 
882   Ibid. 
883   This report of 46 pages is signed by Mgr Kobès, Rome, 1 October 1853, and was printed by Propaganda. This 
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B VI. 
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At that time, the Spanish Consul requested missionaries for Sierra Leone, and Monsignor 

Kobès attached a letter stating: 

“The importance of a Catholic mission in Sierra Leone is an incontestable truth. It is not 

only considered as the main English colony, but even as the most important of all the European 

and American possessions on the entire West Coast of Africa. It is the heart of Protestantism, 

and it seems accurate to say that the future of most peoples on this coast – namely, if they will 

be Catholics or Protestants – will depend on this mission. There are 50 dissident chapels be-

longing to 19 different sects in this colony, as I said in my report, and not a single Catholic al-

tar.”885 

The author then referred to the lack of European missionaries and the need for indigenous 

priests, who had the great advantage of being accustomed to the climate and knew the local lan-

guages. In order to establish the local clergy, the first step was to organize schools at different levels. 

In the second point of the conclusions, Bishop Kobès presented a Project to subdivide the Apos-

tolic Vicariate of the Two Guineas and Senegambia. He spoke about the conditions that any subdivi-

sion should follow, the different projects that had already been proposed, and he finally indicated 

what seemed convenient at the time. 

He made a statement after consulting the Superior General of his Congregation: “We would 

gladly cede part of the field we are responsible for to others.” 

However, for several reasons he asked that their community could keep Senegal, plus Sene-

gambia as a whole up to the Nunez River, and the parts of Guinea where the French settlements were 

located, namely Grand Bassam, Assinie and Gabon. 

The remaining territories could be assigned to missionaries from other Congregations. Bishop 

Kobès proposed the following subdivision of the region we are considering: 

 The Vicariate of Sierra Leone, “from the Nunez River including the Republic of Liberia.” 

 The Vicariate of Cape Palms, “from the Republic of Liberia up to Saint Andrew River, 

where the district corresponding to the settlements of Grand Bassam and Assinie should 

begin.” 

 Two or three Vicariates could be established from this district up to Gabon. 

In case several Congregations were available to work in the region, the author thought that one 

could take on the Vicariate of Sierra Leone, another the Vicariate of Palm Cape, and a third the Gulf 

of Benin. 

Bishop Kobès’ project included a suggestion concerning new missionaries, who according to 

him should not be sent directly to these missions. It would be better if they spent some time, probably 

during the bad season, in another mission of their Congregation to learn from their confreres’ experi-

ence. 

 

8.  The missionary situation in 1858 

8.1.  The colony of Sierra Leone 

From a political viewpoint, Sierra Leone became a British colony in 1810. Freetown was the 

capital city, where a Governor ruled with the help of a Consultative Council. The British Parliament 

declared the slave trade to be illegal in 1807, and Sierra Leone was designated as a place to welcome 

the slaves who had regained their freedom. 

In 1858, Freetown had around 17 thousand inhabitants, 13 thousand and one hundred baptized 

Christians from different Protestant denominations, 4 thousand students, some 30 chapels in the city 

and the suburbs, and 5 big churches in the city, plus the cathedral. Protestant missionaries relied on 

                                            
885  Ibid. 
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generous sponsorship from the United Sates and Europe, not to mention the local compulsory contri-

bution of the faithful. They were also involved in the publication of books, in particular grammars, 

and dictionaries of the local languages. 

 Faced with this strong presence of the Protestants there were only around a hundred Catholics 

amidst the large Protestant communities. Thirty of them were rather well-off Afro-American and Af-

ro-Spanish people living in the city, and some had arrived from Gorée Island and the surrounding ar-

ea. They were mainly traders who were in the city for work reasons, and a few consular agents. Chil-

dren and young Catholics attended Protestant schools, since there were no Catholic centers. For a long 

time, Catholics lacked a place of worship.886 There were a Spanish Consul and a French Vice-consul 

residing in Freetown. 

 

8.2.  The Republic of Liberia 

The territory of Liberia was part of the Vicariate of the Two Guineas and Sierra Leone, and had 

a particular place in the history of the 19th century.887 

Afro-American people in the United States, who were former slaves from African origin, 

wished to return to Africa, and eventually found the opportunity to do so. American authorities and 

former slave owners were much in favor of their departure, because they feared that their presence 

could cause social problems. The American Colonization Society assumed the responsibility of organ-

izing and directing this emigration movement from 1810 to 1848. A number of agents from this socie-

ty were Protestant pastors, and most of the Afro-American people returning to Africa were also 

Protestant. 

In 1820, directives from the American Colonization Society helped them when they arrived in 

the Guinea Gulf, and oriented the first significant group to Sherbro Island, East of Sierra Leone. Brit-

ish authorities did not consider this offshore territory as part of their colony. In a few months time, 

half of the Afro-American immigrants became ill and died, so they started looking for a less danger-

ous place. 

After a long and difficult series of negotiations, they got a territory next to Cape Mesurado, 

which eventually became the city of Monrovia, named after American President Monroe.888 From an 

administrative point of view, the government of the United States was not interested in the situation, 

and did not care for this territory as an American colony. The Colonization Society took charge, and 

encouraged the newcomers to organize themselves as a state in order to avoid problems with the Brit-

ish authorities. This is how the Republic of Liberia was born in 1847, the name meaning country of 

free people. It was the first independent country in Dark Africa in contemporary history. Their consti-

tution was based on that of the United States. 

Once they settled in, the newcomers wanted to go on with their American lifestyle, and had dif-

ficulty adapting to local customs, which often created a tense relationship with native Africans. They 

occupied a certain extension of land and acted as colonists. In addition, local kings were favorable to 

slavery, and were not at ease having former slaves close to their territories. 

                                            
886   Aujourd’hui le diocèse de Freetown, avec un territoire plus limité, de 20251 km2 , a 2.918.000 habitants, 

127.000 catholiques, 27 paroisses et 41 prêtres diocésains. (According : Annuario Pontificio, 2005, Città del 
Vaticano, 250). 
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Missionary survey of French, British, Spanish and Portuguese West Africa with Liberia, 277 p., London 1931; Bane, M.J., 

The Catholic story of Liberia, New York, 1950, 164 p. ; Hogan, E.M., Catholic Missionaries and Liberia. A study of Chris-

tian Enterprise in West Africa, 1842-1950,  Cork, 1981, 268 p.; Tickpor, R.G., Singulier Liberia. L’amour de la liberté 

nous a ramené ici,  special reportage in : «Vivant Univers », N° 278, January-February 1972, 1-35; Francis, M., Le 

Liberia, nation Chrétienne? Ibid., 36-42. 
888   James Monroe (1758-1831) est le cinquième  président des Etats Unis. Son mandat commence en 1817 et se 

termine en 1825. 
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Four Protestant missionary societies were present in Liberia in 1850: Baptist, Methodist, Pres-

byterian and Episcopalian. Schooling and health services were in their hands. In addition, protestant 

pastors often had important positions in the government.  

There were 12 thousand Afro-Americans and 150 thousand natives in Liberia in 1854, without 

a single Catholic mission in the country. 

 

8.3. Summing up 

This section was a brief outline of the history of Catholic missions in the Guinea Gulf and par-

ticularly in Sierra Leone. We can conclude that it was obviously a difficult area to establish a new 

Catholic mission for reasons such as the strong Protestant presence, the difficult cohabitation of Afro-

Americans and natives, the unhealthy weather, and the political problems in Europe, which had con-

sequences in Africa. 
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II. THE VICARIATE OF SIERRA LEONE 

AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE SMA 

 

1.  Official documents 

As we mentioned in the previous chapter, Propaganda Fide intended to entrust Bishop de 

Brésillac with the Vicariate of Sierra Leone. 

The new Vicar immediately began to gather information about his territory and how to get 

there, about life and conditions, the situation of the Catholic population, the presence of Protestants, 

and the local authorities. In the meantime, he was expecting the official letters from Rome regarding 

the new Vicariate and his nomination. The waiting caused him problems because he could have spent 

his time fundraising. After a long time without news, he started thinking about going to Rome. 

However, he eventually got a letter form Cardinal Barnabò dated January 8, 1858, asking him 

about the date of his departure for the Sierra Leone mission, and the number of missionaries that 

would accompany him. Cardinal Barnabò wanted to provide him with the necessary information and 

grant him the official powers.889 

The Founder of the SMA answered that, as soon as Sierra Leone would be officially entrusted 

to him, he would start preparing the departure. He would take 3 priests and a lay brother with him. He 

added that he wanted to visit Rome after receiving the official nomination, in order to get more de-

tailed information from Propaganda Fide, and establish the official basis for the Society of African 

Missions.890  

Two months later, Bishop de Brésillac wrote again to Cardinal Barnabò fearing that his previ-

ous letter had been lost. He asked him not to delay the official erection of the Sierra Leone mission, so 

that he could encourage his associates, and benefit from the subsidies of the Works for the Propaga-

tion of the Faith. He also informed him that he had collected a total of over 56 thousand francs, and 

that new aspirants had arrived at the house in Lyon. At the same time, he wanted to start preparing the 

construction of a seminary to accommodate 40 to 50 aspirants.891 

The Cardinal Prefect answered that on March 21 the Pope had approved his expedition to Sierra 

Leone and put him in charge of this mission, authorizing him to go there with the priests of the Afri-

can Missions Seminary.892 

On April 13, 1858, the Holy See published two briefs through which Pope Pius IX officially 

erected the Apostolic Vicariate of Sierra Leone, and appointed Bishop de Brésillac as its Vicar Apos-

tolic. 

The first document stated that the new circumscription came from the subdivision of the Vicar-

iate of Guinea, and went “from the Nunez River up to the Republic of Liberia inclusively, a territory 

called Sierra Leone.” 893 Some days after the official publication of these briefs, the Gazette de Lyon 

made them known to its readers. 894 

 

2.  Information and resources for the new mission 

                                            
889   Cf. Letter from Propaganda Fide, 8 January 1858. AMA 2 F 13, N° 37. 
890   Cf. Letter to Cardinal Barnabò, 20 January 1858. APF, Congressi, Congo, Sénégal, 1841-1860, 601. 
891   Cf. Letter to Cardinal Barnabò, 12 March 1858. APF, Congressi, Congo, Sénégal, 1841-1860, 605. The aspir-

ants are Mr Brossard and the brother Gratien Monnoyeur. 
892   Letter from Propaganda Fide, 31 March 1858. AMA 2 F 13, N°40. 
893  Brief  of erection of Apostolic Vicariate of Sierra Leone, 13 April 1858. AMA 2 F 13. Africa Pontificia, seu de 

Africae Evangelisatione ex Documentis Pontificiis, edited by Savino Palermo, scf, Rome 1993, 2 Vol., I, 144, col. 215: 

Universi Dominici. 
894  « La Gazette de Lyon », 17 and 18 April 1858. 
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After receiving the brief from the Holy See, de Brésillac immediately wrote to the President 

and Council of the Works for the Propagation of the Faith in Lyon and Paris, bringing them up to date 

and asking them for funding. He was not able to indicate precisely his expenses yet, but he stated that 

everything had to be started from nothing in the mission.895 

In the meantime, the new Vicar Apostolic went on gathering information about Sierra Leone. 

He wrote to Father Schwindenhammer, the Superior General of the Spiritan Fathers, asking for ad-

dresses, traveling information, and traditions he should take into account.896 He also wrote to the Ma-

jor Seminary Superior in Marseille as regards transportation to Sierra Leone. 

After getting some answers, he wrote again to the Works for the Propagation of the Faith pre-

senting a detailed list of his material needs, which mounted to a total of 46 thousand and 8 hundred 

francs. He declared his great surprise at the high cost of living in Sierra Leone in comparison with 

Dahomey: 

“I must admit, gentlemen, that I am taken aback by it, and if I was allowed to discuss the 

decisions from the Holy See, I would ask why they did not let us start in Dahomey, a new land 

in this regard, removed from contact with European people, where we could have settled in at a 

low cost, not to mention the offer to take us there without charge, at least for the first depar-

tures. But definitely, obedience must count more than anything else: we have been sent to Sier-

ra Leone and there we will go, knowing that God must have, without a shred of doubt, hidden 

plans we will understand in time.”897 

Regarding the date of their first departure, it became clear that after all the information he re-

ceived they should either leave immediately – which was impossible – or wait for a few months “be-

cause the rainy season is about to start in Sierra Leone during which we could not begin because we 

would almost certainly contract very dangerous fevers.” He prudently chose the second solution and 

informed  Cardinal Barnabò.898 

 

3.  A journey to Rome 

De Brésillac left for Rome together with Father Planque in May 1858. He wanted his first col-

laborator to become acquainted with Rome, Propaganda Fide, the people in charge, and their milieu. 

He left Lyon for his native region and paid a visit to his family, stopping in Castelnaudary, Lasserre 

de Monestrol, and Toulouse. Then he embarked at Marseille, and arrived in Rome on June the 2nd. 

 

3.1. Official documents       

During his stay in Rome, the Founder of the SMA asked for the official documents nominating 

him as Vicar Apostolic of Sierra Leone, and also of the acts from Propaganda Fide regarding the Afri-

can Missions Society, founded under his inspiration.899 Among these documents there was “an act of 

benevolence” of Propaganda Fide which, while waiting on formal recognition of his Society, declared 

that declaring that it took the Society under its protection, and encouraged those who wanted to be-

long to it. A second act was an approval of the Fundamental Articles as the basis for the Constitutions 

that would eventually govern the Society. There was also a declaration authorizing the Founder to set-

tle  

“…if necessary, outside the region between the Nunez River and the Republic of Liberia, pro-

vided that the area is not occupied by the Holy Ghost Missionaries or any other Catholic mission.”  

The Vicar Apostolic of Sierra Leone received his nomination bulls, certain powers900, and a let-

ter for the Nuncio in Paris. 

                                            
895  Letter to Works for the Propagation of the Faith, 15 April 1858. Arch.Prop.Foi Lyon, N° 29. 
896  Letter to superior general of the Spiritan Fathers, 16 April 1858. ACSSp, 658 A I. 
897  Letter to Works for the Propagation of the Faith, 29 April 1858. Arch.Prop. Foi, Lyon, N° 39 bis. 
898  Letter to Cardinal Barnabò, 29 April 1858. APF, Congressi, Congo, Sénégal, 1841-1860, 607. 
899   Letter to Propaganda Fide, June 1858. APF, Congressi, Africa Centrale, Etiopia, Arabia, Tome 6, 113-114.   
900   Personal Dossier. AMA 2 F 31. 
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3.2. Date of departure for Africa   

An important point of discussion between the Founder and Cardinal Barnabò was the departure 

date of the first missionaries for the Apostolic Vicariate of Sierra Leone. 

Bishop de Brésillac wanted to be one of the first group, but the Cardinal was not in agreement 

opinion. A straightforward discussion took place between him, the Cardinal and Father Planque, who 

also wished to go with of the first expedition. The outcome appeared indirectly in the correspondence 

between de Brésillac and Planque, who wrote later to the Cardinal regarding the matter: 

“You remember, Eminence, how strongly you insisted with Monsignor de Brésillac that 

he would not leave for the new mission, to the point that Monsignor eventually told me: Let us 

leave Rome quickly, for I can almost see the Cardinal forbidding me absolutely to go myself to 

the missions. I may as well have added my entreaties to so many others. Monsignor de Brésillac 

always believed he had to get the mission going himself.”901 

On his side, de Brésillac side wrote to the Works for the Propagation of the Faith: 

“His Eminence the Cardinal Prefect of Propaganda Fide wants me to make an explorato-

ry trip in order to see for myself, and hear from Monsignors Kobès and Bessieux, what are the 

points on the coastline currently without Catholic missionaries, where it would be possible to 

establish our operation centers. During that time, 2 of my missionaries and a lay Brother would 

be setting the bases for an establishment in Freetown. I will follow shortly with another mis-

sionary and a Brother, and will visit them briefly on the way to Gabon, in order not to alarm the 

Protestant ministers residing in this city too soon.”902 

De Brésillac wrote to Cardinal Barnabò a few months later: 

“As soon as possible, and following the plan we agreed on with your Eminence, I will go 

there to personally explore the country, see Monsignors Kobès and Bessieux, and examine the 

places where we could do some good, and establish ourselves without too much danger. Be-

cause in Freetown, as I learned from the Minister for Naval Affairs, there are only about a hun-

dred Catholics, and serious reports I received from different people assure me that the air is so 

bad that it is almost certain that European people would die there within 3 years. Those who 

must live in this city are forced to go out frequently for a change of air. That will force us, 

without a doubt, to look for a healthier place, from which our missionaries can come and go.”903 

The plan that de Brésillac referred to was a compromise that they had arrived at during his trip 

to Rome. According to the agreement, the first group of SMA missionaries would leave and take pos-

session of the Vicariate of Sierra Leone on behalf of the Vicar Apostolic. Then the Vicar himself 

would go there on his an expedition along the coast while looking for a place that could become the 

permanent center of his mission. 

 

3.3.  Father Francesco Borghero 

After taking care of his affairs in Rome, at the end of June, de Brésillac is preparing to leave for 

France. He will be accompanied by Father Francesco Borghero , an Italian aspirant. He was an 

Italian priest from the diocese of Genoa, born in 1830 in the parish of Ronco Scrivia. 

Father Borghero had successfully studied philosophy and theology in the seminary of his dio-

cese. People liked him and he was eager to dedicate himself to the missions. Thanks to the interven-

tion of Pier Francesco Casaretto – a Benedictine Abbot who had founded a Foreign Missions School 

in the Monastery of Albaro, Genoa – he had left his diocese at age 22 and had gone to the Monastery 

                                            
901   Letter of  Mr Planque to Cardinal Barnabò, 3 February 1872. AMA 2 B, Vol. V, (non paginated) 
902   Letter to Works of Propagation of the Faith, 29 July 1858. Sources Guizard, Arch. Prop. Foi, N° 56. 
903  Letter to Cardinal Barnabò, 20 November 1858. APF, Congressi, Congo, Sénégal, 1841-1860, 634. Copy. AMA 

2 C 19, 40-44. 
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of Subiaco, close to Rome, where he was preparing himself for the missions. He had been ordained 

priest under titulo missionis in 1854, but he had not been able to fulfill his desire to leave for the mis-

sions because Pier Francesco Casaretto had become the Abbot of Subiaco and wanted to keep him in 

the Monastery. Father Borghero met the Founder of the SMA in Rome, and decided to leave the mon-

astery in November 1857 to follow him.904 

Bishop de Brésillac and Fathers Planque and Borghero left Rome on July 3, and arrived in 

Lyon 2 days later. 

 

4.  Foundational landmarks of the SMA 

4.1.  The solemn resolution 

An important event for the new missionary society was the solemn resolution made by Bishop 

de Brésillac, Fathers Planque, Reymond, Riocreux, and Bresson, along with Brothers Pierre Guillet 

and Eugene Reynaud on July 24, 1858. 

They created a ceremony for this important moment. The aspirants who had been considered 

worthy of making the solemn resolution had to prepare themselves with a three-day retreat. On the 

third day each candidate recited the text of the resolution in the presence of the community after sing-

ing the Veni Creator. With this ceremony they became permanent members of the African Missions 

Society. This was the text: 

“I, (name, priest or lay brother) make the solemn resolution of working all my life for the 

missions within the pious Congregation of the African Missions. I commit myself to observe 

the Rule precisely, and when I get to the missions, I will not return to Europe without the order 

or express permission of my Superiors, except when the Rule entitles me to do so. I will per-

fectly submit myself to the decisions of the Holy See and the orders of the Sacred Congregation 

of Propaganda Fide, which I will always regard as the Sovereign Pontiff’s agency for every-

thing concerning the Missions. 

I now offer my life to God, and I accept beforehand with joy – for God’s greatest glory, 

the development of the Church, the salvation of my soul and that of the people entrusted to me 

– the sufferings, deprivations, difficult climates, the pain of persecution and even martyrdom, if 

God finds me worthy of dying as a witness to the faith. 

May God listen to this resolution and give me the strength to follow it, as also may these 

holy Gospels.”905 

After reciting the text, the Superior or his delegate answered: “Dear confrere, I admit you to the 

pious Congregation of the African Missions, in the name of Father, and of the Son, and the Holy Spir-

it.” He and the other confreres participating in the ceremony embraced the new member and sang the 

Te Deum. 

That same day, July 24, 1858, Bishop de Brésillac appointed Father Augustine Planque as Su-

perior of the SMA house in Lyon. 

 

4.2.  Reviewing the Fundamental Articles 

The Fundamental Articles of 1856, which intended to be the basis for the SMA Constitutions, 

had been reviewed for the solemn resolution ceremony that took place on July 24, 1858.906 

                                            
904  Cf.  Notizie biografiche in : Borghero, F., Diario del primo missionario del Dahomey 1860-1864, edited by 

Mandirola, R., Bologna 2002, 480 p., 7-9. 
905   Notice sur la Société des Missions Africaines, by Mgr de Marion Brésillac, Lyon, 1858, 76 p., 33-34. 
906   Marion Brésillac, Mission Documents …, op. cit., 220-232. AMA 2 A 100, 21-40, in Latin 60-75. 
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The resulting text was much longer, and included an appendix. The Founder took into account 

his experience after 1856, the meetings with people who were competent in the matter, the conversa-

tions with his confreres, particularly with Father Planque, whom he trusted very much. 

Regarding the structure of the document, it appeared as a series of rather uncoordinated instruc-

tions, developed little by little after certain events. 

Apart from the section on the goal and nature of the Society, all the other articles were longer 

than those of 1856. They included rules about aspirants, incorporation to the Society, government, 

administration, education of Africans in Europe, affiliation, and the coadjutor brothers. 

As we mentioned above, during his visit to Rome, Bishop de Brésillac had asked for the ap-

proval of the 1856 Fundamental Articles that would act as a basis for the Constitutions of the Society. 

But, following the usual procedure, Propaganda Fide did not intervene, given the SMA’s simple insti-

tutional nature at the time.907 

Regarding the structure and content of the 1858 version, it was rather a draft to be elaborated on 

according to the needs and developing customs of the Society.908 Let us take a look at the content: 

a) Regarding the aim of the SMA, the text followed the 1856 text, reiterating that its raison d'ê-

tre was “the evangelization of the African countries most in need of missionaries.” It was the initial 

choice to which de Brésillac had been led by his missionary experience in India. 

To achieve this goal, difficult because of its nature and implications, the SMA was willing to go 

to “any part of Africa” with its missionary personnel ready to answer the desires of Propaganda Fide, 

and prepared to assume whatever difficult or thankless missions the Sacred Congregation would pro-

pose. 

The SMA charism, as we say today, appeared as more specific when the text stated that, even 

though the SMA would have missions to direct, it was also committed “to prepare the way and reach 

the places in Africa where there are not yet any missionaries.” 

b) Concerning the SMA’s nature as a society, it is “essentially secular,” composed of by priests 

and lay brothers, a Society of Apostolic Life, according to the present Canon Law. 909The members of 

the Society, with headquarters in Lyon, could be “from every nation.” The bond uniting each member 

to the SMA was the “solemn resolution to persevere in the Society until the end of his days.” 

When they were together, the members of the SMA “would lead a common life.” We can trace 

the initial reason for the choice concerning the nature of the SMA in the Founder’s life. He did not 

want to be a Religious himself. He had chosen the FMP, who were not Religious missionaries, moved 

by his conviction that indigenous clergy was necessary, and by his urge to foster its development, 

which would have been more difficult in a religious order. But at the same time, he wished and liked 

the common life for missionaries, and when he had been Vicar Apostolic in India, he had required it 

whenever several missionaries worked together. 

c) The 1858 text of the Fundamental Articles considerably developed the section on authority 

and government in the SMA. We will emphasize only a few points: 

 The Superior General was elected for life and he need not reside in Europe. He was assist-

ed by a considerable number of councilors living in Europe and Africa. 

                                            
907   Cf. Marion Brésillac, Mission Documents…, op. cit., 169, note N°1 : « As far as we know, these fundamental 

articles were never officially approved by the S.C. of Propaganda. Neither were those of 1858, nor the first consti-

tutions of 1864. These were approved only by Cardinal de Bonald, archbishop of Lyons, to whom the S.C. of 

Propaganda had left this responsibility. The first pontifical approval (decretum laudis) is dated 1890 and is for 

the Constitutions presented at that time ». 
908   This text, in the handwriting of Fr Courdioux, seemingly not sent to the S.C. of Propaganda for approval. It is not found 

in their archives. (According to: Marion Brésillac, Mission Documents… , op. cit., 219, note N° 1). 
909   Code of Canon Law, 1983, canons 731-746. 
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 Only the ordained members who had persevered 20 years in the SMA could become coun-

cilors. Following the FMP model in Asia, each African mission had a representative among 

the councilors in Lyon. 

 The Superior General’s authority was specified by norms which took into account all the 

SMA members in a shared responsibility approach: he could not deal with serious matters 

without consulting his council, but he was not obliged to follow their advice. He had to 

communicate his decisions and was obliged to suspend them if two thirds of his councilors 

disagreed. 

 Before getting the SMA Constitutions approved by the Holy See, Bishop de Brésillac was 

considered as the Superior General. If he died, the eldest confrere would take his place and 

prepare the election of his successor. 

 The General Meetings, “in which the sovereign power resides,” were to be held every 10 

years, but also in 3 other cases: if the Superior General died, if three fourths of the Major 

Superiors requested it, or if Propaganda Fide demanded it 

 As soon as the members of the Society were sent in mission, falling under the authority of 

the local Major Superior 910, the Superior General “had no authority over them anymore.” 

On the contrary, he had full authority over the members residing in Europe, or in a situa-

tion abroad where there was no Major Superior. 

 The SMA Superior General sends a circular letter every year presenting the state of the So-

ciety to his confreres, such as the FMP Directors did. 

d) In the financial area, there was a rule according to which each mission ought to find local re-

sources and support itself. It also stated that “no mission expenses would be charged to the Mother 

House.” The Mother House had to live on its own income. 

e) An interesting rule indicated that missionary priests who had spent 30 years in the missions 

had the right to return to Europe and stay there for the rest of their life. But they could also stay in the 

missions if they wished to, where they should be “treated with all the respect their age and long years 

of service deserve.” The same applied for the lay brothers after 40 years in mission. 

f) The appendix of the Fundamental Articles stated that “the Society will make every effort to 

establish a local clergy in the countries it will be in charge of evangelizing.” 

g) Finally, the text spoke about the affiliate members, who were called to assists the Society 

spiritually and financially. Priest could become affiliate members of the Society at any age. If they 

went in mission, they were to be treated as members of the SMA, but could not participate in the in-

ternal affairs of the Society, such as the election of Superiors or delegates for the General Meetings. 

 

4.3.  The Rule in the house of Lyon 

De Brésillac wrote the Rule for the SMA house in Lyon, applicable during the new community 

and academic year. It was dated October 1st, 1858, and should function from that same day on.911 

This kind of Rule was customary in the priestly and formational communities of the time. It 

borrowed a considerable number of spiritual and ascetic elements from different religious groups, es-

pecially the Jesuits, and the most representative Congregations of the French School of Spirituality, 

such as the Eudists, Sulpicians, and Lazarists. This last group was in charge of the Carcassonne Semi-

nary when the Founder studied there. 

Besides the conferences dealing with moral theology and canon law “especially regarding the 

difficulties found in the missions,” the text did not include other elements specifically regarding a 

                                            
910  The major superiors are the heads of mission, such as Prefects and Vicars Apostolic. 
911   Marion Brésillac, Mission Documents …, op. cit., 235-239. AMA 2 A 100, 3-9 ; (Latin : 47-53). 
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missionary community. But that was no hindrance to orient every activity in the house towards mis-

sionary life, especially from the time the Sierra Leone Vicariate was assigned to the SMA. 

Prayer, study, and meditation on the New Testament required a silent atmosphere. The aspirants 

who were already priests were free to organize their own studies, except if they were called on to car-

ry out a particular work. However, they had to go over their moral and dogmatic theology, prepare 

some sermons and do “a small course on family instruction suitable for preaching in the countryside.” 

 

5.  Engagement in missionary animation 

At the end of July, the Founder printed in Lyon a new edition of the Note on the Society of Afri-

can Missions. It clearly indicated the origin and goal of the SMA, the requirements of joining, and in-

cluded the sermon he had delivered for the first time in Rome, in the church of Saint Louis of the 

French, on March 25, 1856, which he had subsequently used, with a few changes, in his tours in 

France. 

The Founder sent a copy of the Notice to the Seminary Superiors in France: he wanted to publi-

cize his work in a milieu that he considered very important for the future of the SMA and its missions 

abroad. 

In 1858, de Brésillac resumed his fundraising activities. Although his financial worries were 

less then, he wanted to make his project known in other dioceses and get more vocations; he wrote to 

Cardinal Barnabò: 

“At the moment I am busy trying to strengthen our foundation of the African Missions 

Seminary through fundraising and by preparing a long-term building project to accommodate 

40 or 50 aspirants, a number we think we can easily expect when our Congregation starts work-

ing in the missions.”912 

The first tour, together with Father Reymond, went from January 22 to February 26. He had to 

go to Paris, and stopped in Clermont and Moulins on the way. 

In Paris he met Fr. Papetard, his collaborator in the missionary animation work. He had planned 

visiting some families and  asking for funds with Fr. Papetard, but they could not get permission, so 

he spent the Sundays preaching in Rouen, Havre, and Pontoise. On the way back home he stopped in 

Joigny, Auxerre, and Tonnerre. He got back to Lyon on February 26. 

By then the Archbishop of Lyon had changed his mind and allowed Bishop de Brésillac to do 

some fundraising in the Archdiocese. The Founder was glad it because he wanted to be able to say 

that there was local support for the SMA house in Lyon. So he started preaching in different parishes 

from March 7 until April 12: Villefranche, Tarare, Boën, Montbrison, Sury, Comptal, Saint Genis de 

Terre Noire, Rive de Gier, Bourg Argental, and Saint Etienne. The collections in general were mod-

est, but the missionary bishop was happy to raise his voice in favor of the missions and the African 

continent. 

In the meantime, the Gazette de Lyon published a long article copied from the Journal de Ville-

franche, describing de Brésillac’s activity while visiting the parish. The author was moved by the im-

portance of this project presented by its own Founder. He included a biographical note and spoke 

about his ardent charity, which had taken him to Africa after being in India, 

“in spite of a thousand obstacles, dangers, and deaths that awaited him: this is the hero-

ism of apostolate (…). He does not lack dedication. Generous apostles present themselves, but 

it is necessary to initiate them in a work that is both delicate and dangerous. Therefore it is in-

dispensable for him to found a special seminary.”913 

                                            
912  Letter to Cardinal Barnabò, 12 March 1858. APF, Congressi, Congo, Sénégal, 1841-1860, 605. Copy : AMA 2 C 

19, 31-32. 
913  « Gazette de Lyon », 18 mars 1858. 
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The author went on presenting the situation in Africa, towards which de Brésillac was heading. 

His project did not arise 

“…from an ardent imagination, naive about foolish illusions. Just an instant looking at 

and listening to Monsignor de Marion-Brésillac is enough to convince you immediately about 

his holy wisdom and consummate prudence. Such calm reigns about this noble apostolic figure! 

How grave is his language! You would expect passionate words from a missionary, but he only 

makes use of right reason. Nothing moves him or shakes him. Difficulties, danger, he has cal-

culated and has anticipated everything.”914 

The Founder left Lyon with Father Reymond at the end of August. The first SMA missionaries, 

including himself, were getting ready to leave for Sierra Leone after a long time  of waiting. He want-

ed  spend some time with his family, but without clearly stating that he was leaving, his parents were 

quite elderly, and he did not wish to sadden them. 

                                            
914   Ibid. 
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CHAPTER 16 

FIRST DEPARTURES FOR AFRICA 

(1858) 

 

 

I. THE SMA AND ITS FIRST MISSIONARIES 

 

1.  The progress of the SMA 

On September 28, 1858, Bishop de Brésillac went back to Lyon together with Father Reymond 

after visiting his native region. In the meantime, 2 new candidates had been admitted to the communi-

ty, Messrs Gondin and Courdioux. Brother Pierre Guillet died on October 3. He was the first confrere 

to die in the SMA. 

The Founder participated in the feast of Saint Bruno at the Grande Charterhouse of Grenoble in 

October. One of the participants in this ceremony remembered him: 

“I can still see him, with his imposing appearance, dominating the assembly among ten 

other bishops, giving a charming talk, making everyone participate in the ardor and hope of his 

apostolic soul.“915 

By that time, de Brésillac gave some news concerning the development of the SMA in a letter 

to his friend Father Dominique. He updated him about his project of constructing a seminary, “an af-

fair of about a hundred thousand francs”, in which he was very engaged. 

The Works for the Propagation of the Faith had decided to grant him 40 thousand francs, which 

would be used entirely for the Vicariate of Sierra Leone. In the meantime, Fr. Papetard, who was in 

Spain, got excellent results in his fundraising campaign and gathered 50 thousand francs for the SMA. 

In the same letter to Fr. Dominique, de Brésillac spoke about the number of members in his 

community: he had 5 priests, 3 students, and 4 brothers. He was expecting 2 priests and a brother from 

Spain. In addition, two priests and a Brother were getting ready to leave for Africa, and he was plan-

ning on joining them shortly after. 

In the meantime, on October 25, Brother Gratien Monnoyeur made his solemn resolution. He 

would go to Africa instead of the late brother Pierre Guillet. 

 

2.  A letter about the foundation and mission of the SMA 

Bishop Bonnand wrote a letter to the Founder on September 11, 1858. The reply to this letter is 

quite important to understand the Founder’s thinking and concerns at the time. 

He let Bonnand know that the first group of SMA missionaries would shortly leave from Mar-

seille for Africa, and then he added: 

“We will initially try to settle in Freetown. However, there are no Catholic priests there, 

nor in the entire Vicariate, whereas Protestant ministers are well established, with their schools, 

printing houses, orphanages, and so forth. This compels us to be very prudent, and thus I will 

initially send only 2 priests to worm our way in gradually, as if we were just looking after the 

few Catholics living there. Then we will see. 

                                            
915  Discourse of Mgr Morel, Director of « Missions Catholiques », in the chapel of the seminary of the African 

Missions at Lyon on the occasion of the golden jubilee of Father Planque, 28 August 1900 in: Souvenir des noces 

d’or du T.R. P. Planque, Lyon, 1900, 21. AMA 2 B 25. 
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My project is to follow them from here for 2 or 3 months, and then pretend to be only 

passing by Freetown, as if I were just checking on how they have established themselves, like 

stopping on a trip, which in fact will be a sort of exploration I wish to carry out, going from the 

Nunez River up to Gabon, in order to spot the places where we could set up our centers of ac-

tion with some probability of success. From Gabon I will go back to Freetown, and according 

to the circumstances, I will stay there or fix my tent elsewhere.”916 

Then he asked Bishop Bonnand to pray God to preserve his collaborators from the big danger 

of the endemic fevers in that region of Africa, “because a disaster from the beginning could destroy 

all our hopes.” He placed his confidence in Mary, in Notre-Dame de Fourvière, “under whose protec-

tion we placed ourselves in Lyon.” He had the intention of taking her picture to Sierra Leone, and as 

soon as possible, to construct a chapel for her under the title of Mater Febricitantium917. 

In this interesting and little known text, he spoke about the constitution of his Society, indicat-

ing his intentions and methodology of foundation. A first criterion was: “as for our Constitutions, they 

are only in germ, as everything else, and will only develop in proportion to the rest.” About the nature 

of his Society, de Brésillac stated: 

“The general idea is the same as in the Foreign Missions, in such a way that, if God 

blesses our seminary, it will become for Africa what the Foreign Missions seminary is for the 

East Indies.” 

The text shows, once again, that in spite of having contested some aspects of the FMP statutes, 

especially in relation to the exercise of authority, he was convinced about the validity of the FMP So-

ciety and its mission with the non-Christians, but he wanted to carry it out in a particular way, espe-

cially in relation to the urgent need for an indigenous clergy. Our Founder went on, saying that: “I am 

only setting the base for a Rule that allow us more of a common life.” The Rule also had a financial 

point of view, according to which: 

“No petty cash, no fees, or any kind of payment would be at the personal disposition of 

the missionary. He can only dispose at will what he personally owns, if he has a family patri-

mony.” 

He also thought about the future of the SMA Seminary in Lyon, which should be equipped to 

welcome former missionaries, and those who were ill, so that they could stay there until death, “being 

useful, as far as possible, instead of receiving a pension and living outside the Society, so to speak.” 

He was in favor of establishing a Superior General “combining his authority with that of the 

Vicars Apostolic, so that they don’t come into conflict with one another. I believe it would be possi-

ble.” He thought it would be more difficult to hold General Meetings, 

“…which I would like very much, at least once every 10 years, in which the sovereign 

authority would reside, especially when it comes to modifying the Rule if time and circum-

stances so require.” 

The SMA would have brothers, at least for its house services. Circumstances later on would in-

dicate if they should undertake other activities in the missions, such as catechism, school teaching, 

and so on. Priests could come from different countries. 

But all the ideas mentioned in the letter, said the Founder, “are only initial thoughts that God 

will make beer fruit if they have been conceived in the Spirit, and if our sins do not oppose too much 

the effect of his grace.”918 

                                            
916   Letter to Mgr Bonnand, 1st November 1858. AMEP, Vol. 1000 P, 1131-1138. 
917    Mother of those suffering from fever (trans.). 
918    Regarding the correspondence between Mgr de Brésillac et Mgr Bonnad, we recall in passing that on 25 October 1858, 

the latter sent a letter to Mgr de Brésillac to tell him that he had just received a brief from Pope Pius IX nominating him 

Visitor Apostolic of all the missions in India. He added that, after the instructions received, this visit had been organized 

to fill in the council that it was impossible to hold. After having affirmed that he did not feel suitable for carrying out this 

mission, he requested to be discharged from it, but fearing that be probably was obliged to attempt it, he asked him: “I 

come then, Mgr, to beg you in the name of Religion, to be so good as to give we all your views on reform of the admin-

istration of the Christian areas of India under all aspects”. Letter from Mgr Bonnand, 25 October 1858. AMA 2 F 8, 

1089-1090. AMEP, Vol. 1000, 998-1001. 
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3.  Preparing the mission in Sierra Leone 

3.1.  Letters and formalities in a spirit of collaboration 

As soon as he received the bull of nomination, Bishop de Brésillac, Vicar Apostolic of Sierra 

Leone, wrote to Father Schwindenhammer, Superior General of the Spiritans, updating him and ex-

pressing his joy at being able to work with the members of his Congregation: “In my relationship with 

them, I have always witnessed their true spirit of zeal and charity.”919 

He wrote to Bishop Kobès in Dakar as well, bringing him up to date, and expressing the same 

joy about working side by side with him in the near future. He very much counted on Kobès’ experi-

ence, and wanted to meet him to ask for information and advice. He also informed him in advance 

about the departure of the first SMA missionaries.920 

In addition, he contacted Bishop Bessieux to inform him about his nomination for Sierra Leone, 

and commented: 

“This decision is only an experiment; we don’t know if Freetown is actually where we 

should establish our headquarters, and the Cardinal Prefect would like me to consider with you 

the best places where there would be a chance of succeeding.”921 

In the same letter, de Brésillac mentioned his intention of sending two missionary priests to 

Freetown before going himself to meet Bishop Kobès in Dakar, and Bishop Bessieux in Gabon. 

Father Schwindenhammer replied thanking de Brésillac for his letter, and stating that between 

the missionaries of the two communities there would be 

“mutual understanding and real brotherly unity; they are not jealous about the presence 

of your missionaries, on the contrary, they are thanking God for his mercy towards those peo-

ple; and for a long time, we wished and asked that things continue in this direction.”922 

Bishop Kobès answered that he would be happy to contribute somehow to the success of the 

SMA mission 

“by sharing with you, as well as your missionaries, the fruit of our experience regarding 

the particular climate of this country, and perhaps helping you to avoid therefore the numerous 

personnel losses that we faced at the beginning.”923 

Bessieux never answered the letter from Propaganda Fide dated January 1856 regarding the 

possibility of subdividing the Vicariate of the Two Guineas, and to our knowledge, he did not answer 

this letter from de Brésillac either. 

 

3.2.  Preparing the missionaries’ departure 

The first SMA missionaries to leave for Sierra Leone were to be Fathers Louis Reymond and 

Jean-Baptiste Bresson, and Brother Eugene Reynaud. 

De Brésillac scheduled the departure so that they could arrive in West Africa during the good 

weather season. He informed  Kobès that his missionaries were about to leave, and that they would 

take the Express from Marseille to Senegal. He entrusted them to his care, and was sure they would be 

welcomed by him. He added: 

“I would have liked to be part of the first group, and offer a little guidance to their inex-

perience, but according to the plan we agreed with His Eminence Cardinal Barnabò, I must 

have them leave first, in the hope of following them 2 or 3 months later.”924 

                                            
919   Letter to the Superior General of the Spiritans, 20 July 1858. ACSSp 658- B.I.  
920   Letter to Mgr Kobès, 20 July 1858. ACSSp, Dakar. 
921   Letter to  Mgr Bessieux, 20 July 1858. ACSSp, Dakar. 
922   Letter from Fr. Schwindenhammer, 9 August 1858. AMA 2 F 8, 1061. 
923   Letter from Mgr Kobès, 21 August 1858. AMA 2 F 8, 1068. 
924   Letter to Mgr Kobès, 20 October 1858. AMD. 
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De Brésillac also wrote to the French Consul in Freetown informing him about the arrival of the 

French Catholic missionaries. He asked him to help them find a healthy place to live, where they 

could welcome and gather the few Catholics in the city. He added: “I soon hope to see what this coun-

try looks like with my own eyes, but presumably I will only pass by Freetown and return later on if 

necessary.”925 

He wrote to the Bishop of Marseille, Eugene de Mazenod, asking for hospitality for the depart-

ing missionaries and himself. 

 Bishop de Mazenod was very happy with the success of the African Missions. Unfortunately, 

Monsignor Jeancard, who had been appointed Auxiliary Bishop of Marseille, was to be consecrated 

around those days, and he was unable to accommodate them. He suggested the Capuchin convent, and 

also invited them for dinner on the day of the celebration.926 

The Founder wanted to publicize the departure of his first missionaries by informing the press. 

The Gazette de Lyon published a long article, which was republished by the Univers, informing about 

the departure of the SMA missionaries, and the development of the SMA, an institution about which 

the city of Lyon should be proud. This international Society – the article went on – was sponsored by 

alms coming from all over in France and also from Spain. This funding would help the African Mis-

sions Seminary “which has so favorably started out, to develop, consolidate, and become a new glory 

for Lyon.”927 

In the days before the departure, de Brésillac and the two priests who were about to leave had 

some retreat time: 

“A short retreat so that Heaven may prepare the way for these two new apostles (…). The 

retreat finished this morning, after the first Mass. Then they went to celebrate their own Mass 

on Saint Ireneus’ tomb, and tomorrow they will do the same at Our Lady of Fourvière.”928 

Indeed, on October 26, 1858, the Gazette de Lyon gave this news: 

“Saint Ireneus’ crypt this morning was full of people eager to attend the Mass celebrated 

on the tomb of the apostle of Lyon by the two missionaries from the African Missions Semi-

nary who leave tomorrow for the Sierra Leone mission. Tomorrow morning they will celebrate 

their last Mass in our city at the pious sanctuary of Our Lady of Fourvière.”929 

 

3.3.  Heading for Sierra Leone 

The departure of the SMA missionaries from Lyon was scheduled for the evening of October 

27. The boat was to leave Marseille on the 30th or the 31st. 

A witness from the SMA community of Lyon at the time, Fr. Courdioux, wrote an account of 

this important event for the history of the SMA, in which he participated: 

“On October 27, 1858, at five o’clock in the evening, the pious Ursuline Sisters – whose 

house was neighboring ours on the hill of Saint Foy – served a small farewell dinner at the Af-

rican Missions Seminary. Mr Blanc, an excellent Christian, participated in this first celebration 

of the missionaries leaving for Africa. 

After the itinerary prayers – with the participation of Mr Meynis (secretary of the Works 

for the Propagation of the Faith), Mr Valadier (parish priest of Saint Ireneus), Mr Louis Marie 

Augustin Reymond (Monsignor de Marion-Brésillac’s Vicar General), Mr Bresson, priest, and 

                                            
925   Letter to the French Consul in Freetown, 20 October 1858. AMA 2 F 1, verso-405, proof. 
926   Cf. Letter from Mgr de Mazenod, 19 October 1858. AMA 2 F 8, 1085. Et :  Letter to the bishop of  Marseille, 

26 October 1858. AMA 2 F 1 A. 
927   « Gazette de Lyon » , 20 October 1858 ; « L’ Univers » , 27 October 1858. 
928   Letter to Mrs Blanchet, 26 October 1858. Partial copy in : Le Gallen, Vie de Mgr De Marion-Brésillac…, op.cit., 

539. 
929   « Gazette de Lyon », 26 October 1858. 
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Brother Eugene, together with Monsignor and several of the present members of the young So-

ciety – left the house and went to the station to take the train for Marseille. They had just been 

designated to take possession of the Apostolic Vicariate of Sierra Leone and Liberia. Mon-

signor wanted to accompany them all the way to the boat (…). 

The following day, Thursday, feast of the Holy Apostles Simon and Jude, they arrived in 

Marseille and received a blessing from the Bishops of Marseille and Grenoble, who were there 

for the consecration of the auxiliary bishop of Marseille. 

Bad weather prevented the loading of the ship, so they enjoyed the Capuchin Fathers’ 

hospitality until Wednesday morning, November 3, when they finally left. The previous Satur-

day, they had placed their trip under the protection of  Notre Dame de la Garde.930 

Fr. Reymond wrote the following words in his diary describing their admirable attitude: 

The day of our departure, I woke up at half past 3 to get ready for the celebration of the holy 

Mass on French soil one more time. I wanted to say goodbye to the people I love, and to all 

those who have loved me, entrusting the good Jesus – who is now my glory, my life and my 

hope – with this adieu from the bottom of my heart. May he listen to my prayer, so that we can 

meet again one day, if not on earth, at least in Heaven. 

They were at the harbor at 7 o’clock in the morning. Monsignor and good Father Cypri-

en, a Capuchin, came with them to the ship, had breakfast with them, and stayed with them un-

til half past 10, leaving on the pilot boat when they were close to the Frioul Islands. 

They were all on deck; after reciting the itinerary prayers, Monsignor started the Ave Ma-

ris Stella, and they went on praying while His Lordship blessed them, embraced them twice, 

and then got into the sailboat that would take him back to shore. 

The missionaries stayed on board, leaning against the mast, following with eyes and 

heart the white sail that moved into the harbor, which carried away the pious and good bishop, 

who had won much respect and esteem in the few hours he had remained on board. 

At 11 o’clock, they lost sight of the sailboat, and addressed themselves to Notre Dame de 

la Garde to recite the Ave Maris Stella once again, entrusting her with their mission. Facing 

then the open sea, they greeted the Angel of the barbaric land they were going to evangelize.”931 

At the beginning of November, de Brésillac wrote these few words in his diary: 

“I accompanied Fr. Reymond, Fr. Bresson, and Brother Eugene to Marseille, who em-

barked on the Express on November 4. I went as far as the open sea, and came back on the pi-

lot’s boat after giving them my blessing.”932 

After the departure of his missionaries, Bishop de Brésillac went back to the city and joined 

Bishop de Mazenod in a big dinner to celebrate the consecration of his auxiliary bishop, Jeancard. 

While the guests chatted happily, our Founder stayed aside appearing sad and worried. Father Jean-

Pierre Boyer – a young priest who became Cardinal and Archbishop of Bourges – mentioned later that 

a guest had approached Bishop de Brésillac to ask him discreetly if there was something wrong. He 

answered: “My children left… and I stayed.”933 

                                            
930     Our Lady of Care (trans.). 
931   Courdioux, P., Documents pour servir à l’histoire de la Société, manuscript.  AMA 2 E 11, 5-6. 
932   Marion Brésillac, Diary 1858-1859…, op. cit., 97. In this text the Founder speeks of 4 November as the date of 

departure of his missionaries, but when writing to Cardinal Barnabò on 20 November following, on this subi-
ect, he gave the date as 3 November. Father Reymond also spoke of 3 November in a letter of 19 March to Fr. 
Planque. AMA 2 F 8, 1210-1213. The same date is found in the text of Fr. Courdioux whom we have cited 

933   Le Gallen, L., Vie de Mgr de Marion Brésillac…, op. cit., 540 ;  Guilcher, R-F., Missions Africaines, Lyon, 1956, 
27 ;  A priest of African Missions (Ravoux V.), Vie abrégée du Noble prélat…, op. cit., 231. In note n° 2, the au-
thor affirm that this anecdote was told to him by ‘good’ Father Chautard himself, a SMA father, from Cler-
mont.. He repeated it often. Mgr Boyer was bishop of Clermont 1879 to 1892 : then was nominated archbishop 
of Bourges, where he died in 1896. 
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De Brésillac had bestowed part of the powers he had received from the Holy See regarding the 

Vicariate of Sierra Leone on Father Reymond, appointing him Vicar General.934 

                                            
934  Paper of the powers conceded to Fr Louis Reymond, 27 October 1858. AMA 2 F 1, 385-386 et 390. 
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II. LIFE OF THE SMA 

AND THE ARRIVAL OF ITS MISSIONARIES IN FREETOWN 

 

1.  The SMA in Spain 

Immediately after the departure of his missionaries for Africa, de Brésillac left Marseille for 

Lasserre de Monestrol, where he expected Fr. Papetard who was in San Sebastian, Spain, at the time. 

Henri de Brésillac, Bishop’s brother, lived in Lasserre de Monestrol. The Missionary Bishop 

was happy to visit Castelnaudary and greet his parents. His father was 86 years old by then. 

Fr. Papetard came to meet de Brésillac and discuss several matters: the future of the SMA; the 

project of a house in Spain for the instruction of young Africans; the possibility of 2 priests and a 

Brother from Spain joining the community in Lyon; and the 50 thousand francs he had been able to 

gather in his fundraising activities. 

After this meeting with Fr. Papetard, the Founder wrote a thank-you note to the Archbishop of 

Barcelona.935 He was the first Spanish bishop to support the SMA, to the point of sending a circular to 

his diocesan priests asking them to assist the Society. 

De Brésillac sent an article to the newspaper La Regeneración in Madrid, presenting the results 

of Fr. Papetard’s work, introducing the SMA and its mission in Africa, and thanking the Spanish peo-

ple from the 8 dioceses visited by the fundraiser for their generous response.936 

In a letter to Cardinal Barnabò informing him of latest events concerning the SMA, de Brésillac 

mentioned Fr. Papetard’s success in Spain: 

“I must tell you, Eminence, that my enterprise elicited real enthusiasm in Spain. I was far 

from expecting this, and I sent Fr. Papetard there almost by chance to make our work known, 

but God permitted the episcopate, the clergy and the faithful to take this so keenly that in the 

first 8 dioceses he visited over a six-month period, he collected more than 50 thousand francs, 

besides the fact that several clergymen volunteered to come with us to Africa. I thought it was 

prudent to admit only 2 of them for the time being.”937 

However, the 2 Spanish priests stayed with the SMA in Lyon only for 15 days, and the Brother 

followed them a few weeks later. 

Meanwhile, de Brésillac wrote a Rule for the Sponsors Association of the African Missions in 

Spain. It was a four-chapter text with 26 articles. The association was 

“…attached to the Congregation of the African Missions Priests, authorized by his Holi-

ness Pope Pius IX, happily reigning, on January 8, 1858, under the direction of the most illus-

trious Count de Marion-Brésillac, Bishop of Prusa, to evangelize the unfortunate non believers 

of the West Coast of Africa.”938 

The aim of this association was to find different ways of sponsoring the SMA missionaries. It 

was placed under the patronage of the Holy Family, “specially honoring the mystery of our Divine 

Savior’s Flight to Egypt,” with the protection of a number of saints born in Africa or who had worked 

there. 

                                            
935   Letter to the archbishop of Barcelona, November 1858. AMA 2 F 1, 402 recto et 403 verso, proof. 
936   Letter to the editor of  “La Regeneracion”, Madrid, November 1858. AMA 2 F 1, 416-417, proof. 
937   Letter to Cardinal Barnabò, 20 November 1858. APF, Congressi, Congo, Sénégal, 1841-1860, 634. 
938   Rule of the Association of the Sponsors of the African Missions AMA 2F 5, 44-47. The date, 8 January 1858,  

is that of the letter of the cardinal Barnabò to Mgr de Brésillac after he had expressed his willingness to accept the 

mission of Sierra Leone, it informed him that this mission, with the borders established by the S. Congregation, 

was confided to him . Cf. AMA 2 F 13, n° 37. 
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In the chapter concerning legal matters, it indicated that the Cardinal Archbishop of Toledo ac-

cepted the title of President General of the Association, under the condition that it was approved by 

the King. 

As regards the usual spiritual advantages, it mentioned the participation in the prayers, Masses, 

works and sufferings of the missionaries, the members of the Association, and the converted peoples. 

 

2.  In touch with Propaganda Fide 

Shortly after visiting his parents and meeting with Fr. Papetard, Bishop de Brésillac went back 

to Lyon on November 19. From then on, he started preparing his trip to Sierra Leone. He wrote about 

it to the Prefect of Propaganda Fide, and kept him regularly informed on his work and mission. 

He was glad to let him know about the departure of his first missionaries for Sierra Leone on 

November 3. They had not left earlier, he said, out of prudence. Several people indeed, including 

Bishop Kobès, had advised him not to send them before December for weather reasons. 

De Brésillac then spoke about his future trip that was to be scheduled according to the afore-

mentioned plan he had agreed with Cardinal Barnabò. 

Regarding Freetown, he knew there were about a hundred Catholics there, and as we already 

mentioned, several sources indicated that 

“…the air is so bad that it is almost certain that Europeans would die there within 3 

years. So those who must live in this city are forced to go out frequently for a change of air. 

That will force us, without a doubt, to look for a healthier place, from which our missionaries 

can come and go.”939 

Before ending his letter, our Founder briefly summarized in a few lines the positive situation of 

the SMA, which nevertheless had required long, demanding, and intelligent work: 

“Therefore, Eminence, from every point of view, our work seems to enjoy God’s bless-

ing. In our seminary at the moment there are priests who have already finished their novitiate, 

others who have not completed it yet, philosophy students, and brothers. And I am not only free 

of debts: I even have more than 70 thousand francs at the moment to finance it.”940 

But he always needed to count on the approval of the Sacred Congregation of Propaganda Fide. 

He hoped that “they would do everything possible to develop this seed as far as it can grow, so that it 

can render a real service to the Church.”941 

 

 

3.  Men of God for the mission 

More candidates turned up in Lyon wanting to become part of the SMA. Mr Fiallon was admit-

ted, and Mr Bebin from Reims asked to join the community shortly after. Bishop de Brésillac asked 

for information of several people about him, including the FMP Seminary Superior, since Mr Fiallon 

had spent some months there. Another candidate, Mr Maunoury from Rennes, had also been at the 

Foreign Missions’ Seminary. Before admitting him, he wanted to know why he had left Rue du Bac. 

The departure of the 2 priests and the brother from Spain, who had been contacted by Father 

Papetard, was a difficult situation for de Brésillac. He feared a negative effect on the promotion of his 

work in Spain. 

In the meantime however, Father Papetard got a very encouraging letter from the Archbishop of 

Valencia addressed to the parish priests of his diocese, asking them to support his program for the 

                                            
939   Letter to Cardinal Barnabò, 20 November 1858. APF, Congressi, Congo, Sénégal, 1841-1860, 634. 
940   Ibid. 
941   Ibid 
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SMA, which included the establishment of 2 houses in southern Spain to form the sons and daughters 

of African people who would convert to Catholicism.942 

The priests from Grenoble who had been asking to join the SMA for a long time never got their 

bishop’s permission, and this was another difficult situation for the Founder. Bishop Ginouilhac final-

ly asked him not to keep insisting.943 

De Brésillac expressed his opinion regarding candidates to missionary life in a letter to his 

friend, Father Vian, who had promised him some funding for his project: 

“We will receive very gratefully whatever you send us for the future building of the sem-

inary; what we mainly need at the moment, however, is men, solid and devoted men, men of 

God and full of zeal. Pray that God may send us such men, and that those that he is inspiring 

may not be stopped by the obstacles that people, and probably also the devil, are sowing in their 

path.”944 

 

4.  A Letter of Affiliation to the SMA 

In November 1858, de Brésillac wrote an official Letter of Affiliation to the Work of the  Socie-

ty of African Missions,  especially as a resource for Father Papetard’s work in Spain.945 

In the text, the Superior stated that he was touched by the recipient’s interest in the present and 

future success of the SMA, in order to collaborate with the salvation of the non-believers. 

The Superior through this letter, personally and on behalf of his colleagues, granted the affiliat-

ed member the participation “in all our prayers, desiring that you share the merits of our apostolate, as 

far as it is in our hands.” 

At the same time, the Superior asked the affiliate member to join his prayers to those of the 

SMA members “so that, in spite of our unworthiness, we may become partners in the work of redemp-

tion, and that after preaching to others, we may not fail ourselves.” 

After death, the affiliate member would also participate in the Society’s prayers for its late ben-

efactors and affiliated members. 

5.  Journey to Paris 

On December 14, 1858, Bishop de Brésillac and Father Riocreux went to Paris to ask the gov-

ernment for certain benefits regarding their future voyage to Africa. This regarded the trip itself, plus 

their sojourn in Africa, and their trip along the coast, Senegal, and Gabon. 

He stayed in touch with Father Planque, as he usually did when he was traveling. The two main 

leaders of the SMA shared news, feelings and worries. On January 1st, 1859, de Brésillac wrote the 

following lines to Planque: 

“Let me begin, very dear Fr. Planque, by offering you my New Year good wishes.  May 

God bless you, and bless our work, which is all his, for which we must be faithful instruments, 

in spite of being unworthy. Only he knows the pains and difficulties waiting for me this year, 

but I believe that, through his grace, I am ready to endure everything, the trial of physical and 

moral storms, and if the sea and its reefs want this year to be my last, you will stand in so that 

the work may not be wrecked.”946 

 

                                            
942   Cf. Letter from the archbishop of  Valencia, 15 December 1858. AMA 2 F 8, 1118-1119. 
943   Cf. Letter from Mgr Ginoulhiac, 20 December 1858. AMA 2 F 8, 1071. 
944   Letter to Mr Vian, 12 December 1858. AMA 2 F 1, 394-395. 
945   Letter of Affiliation to the Work of the  Society of African Missions, 1st text, November 1858. AMA 2 F 1, 402 

verso; 2nd  text, 21 Novembre 1858. AMA 2 F 5, 38. 
946   Letter to Fr Planque, 1st January 1859. Copy, ANDA, Rome, 2 A 1 03. 
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5.1.  Facilities for the trip to Africa 

In a letter to the Minister of Foreign Affairs, de Brésillac presented the aim of the Society he 

had just founded, and the trip to the Guinea Coast he intended to take. He had already sent two priests 

and a brother to Freetown, where he was to go himself. But he also wanted to make an exploratory 

tour 

“…in order to determine which are the places that have no Catholic missionaries are, 

where we could settle with some probability of success, from where we could hope to move in-

land later on.” 

Then he asked for: 

“Recommendation letters for the Consular Agents and Marine Officers at the service of 

France in this region; the facility of visiting the coast on the ships owned by the state, stopping 

over as many times as possible, from Saint-Louis or Gorée up to Gabon; a ticket for myself, a 

priest, and a brother, traveling on the ships owned by the state, both leaving France and making 

the aforementioned tour.”947 

Before getting a positive answer to this request, de Brésillac had to spend a lot of time in Paris, 

suffering the sluggishness of the system, and asking for help from several people who understood the 

bureaucratic requirements. Mr Régis provided him with some useful information, and also let him 

know that Bishop Bessieux was in Paris.948 The answer finally arrived. The Minister of Naval Affairs 

 “…will gladly give the orders for your admission, together with the people accompany-

ing you, on board of a ship leaving in about a month time for the West Coast of Africa. Admiral 

Hamelin is also willing to allow you to travel on the ships of the Division pf the West Coast 

Division of Africa, which as part of their service touch the various parts of the coast where you 

intend to explore.”949 

5.2.  Contacts with Bishop Bessieux 

As we already mentioned, Bishop Bessieux Vicar Apostolic of the Two Guineas, was in Paris 

at the same as Bishop de Brésillac. He had gone to France to settle different matters with the superiors 

of his Congregation, particularly regarding personnel, which was so necessary in his mission. Our 

Founder wanted to speak to him. They met on a Sunday, January 16, 1859; he wrote to Father Planque 

the next day: 

“Bishop Bessieux is here. I saw him yesterday. He seems to be in a very good mood, 

such as is Bishop Kobès, as you will see in Fr. Reymond’s letter. I invited him for breakfast this 

morning, he accepted, but finally didn’t come, giving the excuse that he was indisposed.”950 

Even if the second meeting did not take place, they had already spoken about the potential of 

the Sierra Leone mission the previous day. A month later, in fact, de Brésillac wrote to Cardinal Bar-

nabò letting him know about the first impressions of his missionaries in Freetown. He also mentioned 

all the good they could do in that region, quoting Bishop Bessieux in this regard, whom he had recent-

ly met in Paris.951 

 

5.3.  Working for the success of his project 

                                            
947   Letter to the Minister of Foreign Affairs, 26 December 1858. AMA 2 F 1, 396-397, proof. 
948   Letter from Mr Régis, 21 Decembre 1858. AMA 2 F 8, 1076. 
949   Letter from the Minister of Foreign Affairs, to Mgr de Marion Brésillac, Bishop of Prusa, Paris, 15 January 

1859. AMA 138/77 – 11/022 – 1859. 
 
950  Letter to Fr. Planque, 17 January 1859. AMA 2 F 1, 421-422. Also : Le Gallen, L., Vie de Mons. de Marion Brésil-

lac…op. cit., 557-558.  
951  Letter to Cardinal Barnabò, 17 February 1859. APF, Congressi, Congo, Sénégal, 1841-1860, 648 ff. 
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During his stay in Paris, de Brésillac got in touch with the directors of the Works for the Propa-

gation of the Faith and the Holy Childhood Society. In a letter to his brother Henri dated January 1st, 

1859, he stated that the only real achievement during his trip to Paris up to then had been improving 

relationships with these associations, “the two feeders of the missions.”952 

The first yearly assembly of the Paris diocesan council, directors, and collaborators of the Holy 

Childhood took place on January 13 in the chapel of the Lazarists. It was presided over by de Brésil-

lac, who celebrated the Mass and delivered a homily that really touched the people: 

“The words of the venerable Bishop, who has devoted his energy and work to the evan-

gelization of poor black people in Africa, are among the most instructive and consoling we 

have ever heard on such an occasion in this pious sanctuary.”953 

The Founder of the SMA also wanted to go abroad to preach about his work and collect funds. 

He had considered the possibility of visiting Ireland, but desisted because he was soon leaving for Af-

rica.954 He had also thought about going to London, but Cardinal Wiseman, Archbishop of Westmin-

ster, advised him not to because there were other similar projects in his territory and he could not 

guarantee any success.955 

While he was in Paris, as he waited for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to answer his request, de 

Brésillac decided to visit Belgium. He wanted to speak about his work in the seminaries. During the 

week he spent there, he managed to visit a different seminary each day. This tour took place from 

January 22 to 28: 

“Although it was a bit fast, my trip to Belgium went well, and I stopped in Cambrai for a 

while on the way back. Details later. Let’s hope I was able to sow some vocations for the fu-

ture.”956 

On January 21st, during his rushed to Belgium, de Brésillac stopped at Chemy (near to Arras), 

Father Planque’s hometown, to visit his mother and his family, who were all together for the occasion. 

Several parish priests from the region were also present. 

In the meantime, the SMA community in Lyon kept slowly developing. There were arrivals and 

departures, in views of suitability for enduring foreseen and unforeseen difficulties in the West Afri-

can missions. A record from 1859 indicated that the SMA had 15 members that year, including the 

aspirants and those who had left for Sierra Leone.957 

De Brésillac also endeavored to find some Religious Sisters who could collaborate with his 

missionaries in Sierra Leone. He contacted several Congregations during his tours in France but with-

out concrete results. 

Eventually he was counting on the Dames Trinitaires who had a house in Marseille. Father 

Papetard had suggested them because at a certain point they had “accommodated an entire colony of 

black boys and girls gathered by Father Olivier.”958 De Brésillac got in touch with them during one of 

his visits to Marseille. But in spite of a positive initial conversation with them, after a community 

triduum of prayers to discern God’s will they decided “that they had not been chosen to assist your 

zeal in the missions of Africa.”959 

                                            
952  Letter to his brother Henri, 1st  January 1859. AMA 2 F 1, 224-225. 
953  Extract from the “Annales de l’Oeuvre de la Sainte Enfance”, Tome 11, N° 56, February 1859, 1. 
954  Cf. Letter to Fr Planque, 26 December 1858. AMA 2 F 1, 398-399. 
955  Cf. Letter from Cardinal Wiseman, 11 June 1857. AMA 2F 8, 957-958. 
956   Letter to Fr Planque, 31 January 1859. AMA 2 F 1, 428. Also: Marion Brésillac, Diary 1856-1859…, op. cit., 90. 
957  The names are : de Marion Brésillac, Planque, Reymond, Bresson, Riocreux, Borghero, Courdioux, Fialon, 

Brossard, Edde, Sarra, Gondin, and the brothers Reynaud, Monnoyeur, Mallein. AMA 2 H 1. 
958   Letter from Fr. Papetard, 24 October 1858. AMA 2 F 8, 1088. 
959   Letter from Mr. Margalhan Ferrat, 29 December  1858. AMA 2 F 8, 1129. 
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After this disappointment, Bishop de Brésillac asked his brother Henri for the addresses of a 

nun whose order was doing a lot of good in Gabon and Dakar. He wanted to ask them if “they would 

agree to go to Sierra Leone, when the time arrived.”960 

 

5.4.  An interesting paraphrase 

Our Founder accepted a number of invitations to preside over different solemn ceremonies 

while he was in Paris. He was glad to help, and also to make his project known, besides the fact that 

he was fond of beautiful and solemn ceremonies. 

For instance he celebrated a solemn Mass on the feast of Saint Genevieve, patroness of Paris, 

on Monday, January 3, in the church of Saint-Etienne-du-Mont.961 

On Sunday, January 16, he presided over the celebration of the patron feast in the church of 

Saint Sulpice, and also the solemn celebration of vespers. Father Henri Perreyve happened to be pre-

sent in this ceremony. Bishop de Brésillac had met him in Rome, where they spent some time together 

visiting the different churches of the city. 

When they sang the psalm Memento Domine David962, the young priest was deeply touched by 

the imposing figure of the missionary bishop in the middle of the assembly. He left the ceremony and 

went to the sacristy where he was inspired to rephrase Psalm 132, applying the prophetic words to the 

bishop who was about to leave for Africa, and he sent the text to de Brésillac. Father Perreyve began 

his letter with these words: 

“Monsignor, I am sure this letter I am taking the liberty to write will seem very strange to 

you, but at least it will have the excuse of coming from a heart that is both deeply and respect-

fully devoted to you. 

I just came out from the vespers over which you were presiding in Saint Sulpice. My 

thoughts were carried to you with extraordinary attention during the psalm Memento Domine 

David, and as the choir sang the verses, the sacred poetry seemed to me like a prophecy of what 

you will be doing for God and the blessings that God will bestow on you. 

So let me send you as a goodbye present, Monsignor, the little rephrasing of this great 

psalm that took place in my heart, a psalm whose general sense is to sing the glory of Jesus 

Christ the eternal priest, but also the glory of his priests, and especially his bishops and apos-

tles.”963 

Let us take a look at Father Perreyve’s text. At the beginning, when the psalmist asks the Lord 

to remember David, he commented: 

“Remember his love! Remember his promises! Remember what he already endured for 

your glory, and what he is still willing to suffer! 

Behold, oh Lord, he swore it to you, he will take no rest, he will not attach himself to the 

joys of a secure life and to the peace he has earned, nor allow his heart to rest on the past or on 

the merits he has gathered; the hunger and thirst that devour him will never be fulfilled. 

He wants a new tabernacle for his Lord, a new house for the God of Jacob. He has found 

it in Ephrata: 

Distance, difficulty, and hardship will not stop him; he will cross the sea, he will face the 

unknown, he will enter the wild forest where your name is not adored. 

                                            
960   Letter to his brother Henri, 18 January 1859. AMA 2 F 1, 226-227. 
961   According the newspaper “L’Univers” of 5 January 1859. 
962    Lord, remember David, from Psalm 132:1 (trans.). 
963   Letter from Fr Perreyve, 16 January 1859. AMA 2 F 8, 1134-1137. Also: Perreyve, H.,  Memento Domine David, 

in : « Frères d’Armes », February 1921, 21-23. 
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In campis silvae964: Others will come after him, following his tracks, walking in his foot-

steps. 

Adorabimus in loco ubi steterunt pedes eius965: And you, Monsignor, you are indeed this 

generous David, whose gifts are rewarded by God with an everlasting promise. 

Juravit Dominus David veritatem966: He will grant you hereafter the grace of an immeas-

urable spiritual fecundity; he will bless the sons of your sufferings and works. 

De fructu ventris tui ponam super sedem tuam967: You will see the children of the chil-

dren you beget for Jesus Christ, and their generations will multiply themselves before you for 

his glory. 

Then Father Perreyve spoke about the country where the bishop was going. The land was like a 

sad widow who had lost everything, but 

“I will satiate the poor souls living there, prostrated in spiritual misery and in the shadow 

of death, with light, truth, and grace. 

Pauperes eius saturabo panibus968: I will multiply the bread of life to feed them. You 

will raise altars to me, my son, and there I will come down at the voice of your priests to 

strengthen the hearts of those who work with you. 

Sacerdotes eius induam salutari969: I can foresee the nation of saints that I will give you, 

trembling with joy in the future. 

Et sancti eius exsultatione exsultabunt970: I will finally glorify you, and faithful to my 

oath until the end, I will crown Christ, my chosen one, with light and glory. 

Inimicos eius induam confusione, super ipsum autem efflorebit sanctificatio mea971: Ho-

liness will blossom in your ways, and bear fruit in your hands; your missions will be rich, and 

your harvest will be heavy before the face of God.” 

 

6.  The SMA missionaries arrive in Sierra Leone 

After their departure from Marseille for Sierra Leone, mail by boat was the only means of 

communication between the first SMA missionaries and their Vicar Apostolic. Information about the 

different seaports and their timetables was important to establish this kind of contact. 

Thanks to the correspondence between de Brésillac and Father Reymond, leader of the group, 

we know about the missionaries’ trip, their arrival in Senegal and Sierra Leone, and Bishop’s reply 

from France. 

The Founder updated Father Reymond on the comings and goings at the SMA house in Lyon, 

and about Father Papetard’s activities in Spain. He also let him know the schedule regarding his de-

parture for Africa. 

It goes without saying that de Brésillac was eager to hear from his missionaries. He wanted to 

know especially if their first days traveling had been very difficult. He asked Father Reymond to send 

him “as soon as possible, a letter that can be published in the Annals of the Propagation of the Faith, 

and another for the newspapers in Spain.”972 

                                            
964    In the fields of the wood, verse 6 (trans.). 
965    Let us worship at his feet, verse 7 (trans.). 
966    The Lord made a faithful promise to David, verse 11 (trans.. 
967     I will place one of your own sons (the fruit of your womb) on your throne, verse 11 (trans.). 
968    I will satiate her poor with bread, verse 15 (trans.). 
969    I will clothe her priests with saving power, verse 17 (trans.). 
970   And her saints shall rejoice and sing, verse 17 (trans.). 
971    I will covers his enemies with shame, but the crown will flourish on him, verse 19 (trans.). 
972   Letter to Fr. Reymond, 20 November 1858. AMA 2 F 1, 382-384. 
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He advised his missionaries to be patient and prudent, and to be open to the other virtues “that 

the Virgin Mary will get for you in a degree, I hope, as eminent as you will need then according to the 

circumstances.”973 

 

6.1.  The voyage to Dakar 

Towards mid-January 1859, de Brésillac received the long-expected first letter from Father 

Reymond. It was a lengthy message, with a lot of information and good news.974 

The missionaries arrived in Gorée Island on December 3, and the next day in Dakar, where they 

were warmly welcomed by Bishop Kobès and his missionaries. 

There had been difficult and dangerous moments during the trip, including a heavy storm. The 

captain, 

“…gifted with rare energy and cool self-possession, after implementing every resource 

available, admitted he had never seen such bad weather before, and naively told us that the dev-

il was angry at us.”975 

Father Reymond visited the Dakar mission establishments with great interest, particularly the 

seminary. Besides the classrooms, he had found several workshops: printing, bookbinding, iron work, 

carpentry, shoemaking, and tailoring. He had the opportunity to appreciate two dictionaries they had 

printed in a two-column format, fearing one empty for the missionary’s use. There was a brief Wolof 

grammar written by the missionaries at the beginning of each dictionary. 

After some news about the activities of the mission, Father Reymond stated: 

“Everything I learn about this poor people, particularly in Sierra Leone, makes me hope 

that there will be great success for our mission, but also with many material hardships. Accord-

ing to Mr Bouët Willaumez, in Freetown – a town of 40 thousand inhabitants – the Protestants 

are furious about our future arrival. One of the Priests from Dakar, who just spent some days in 

this town, tells us that the newspapers are full of terrible accusations against the Roman priests, 

to the point that several Protestants were indignant about it. There are about 40 chapels there. 

Only the Catholics have none,  and  they are eager to have priests.”976 

Father Reymond also mentioned that there was a group of indigenous Religious Sisters founded 

by Bishop Kobès there, besides the Sisters of Castres977, who could help the Vicariates of Dakar and 

Sierra Leone. 

The SMA missionaries attended the solemn final school day at a center run by the Sisters, and 

another one run by the Fathers. They also paid a visit to the King of Dakar. 

Bishop Kobès was very kind to them and even shared his aforementioned report to Propaganda 

Fide, dated 1853, with Father Reymond. He also showed him a letter from the Consul of Spain asking 

him to send missionaries to Sierra Leone. 

 

6.2.  Arrival in Freetown 

A second letter from Father Reymond in Freetown, dated January 18, 1859, brought some news 

about the arrival of the SMA missionaries in Sierra Leone. 

                                            
973   Ibid. 
974   Letter from Fr. Reymond, 16 December 1858. AMA 2 F 8, 1120-1123. 
975    Ibid. 
976    Ibid. 
977    Congregation of the Immaculate Conception, dedicated to education, founded by the Servant of God 

Jeanne-Emilie de Villeneuve in 1836 in Castres, Tarn (France). 



 273 

They had left Dakar on December 21 and had stopped at Saint Marie in Gambia. They had 

stayed with Monsignor Kobès and celebrated Christmas with him. On Monday, January 10, they em-

barked on the Ethiopie for Freetown. They anchored in front of the town on Wednesday 12. 

On Thursday, January 13, 1859, the SMA missionaries disembarked “in the midst of a numer-

ous and curious crowd.” They visited the Spanish Consul, who put his house at their disposal. Father 

Reymond celebrated the Mass the following Sunday there, with the attendance of around 30 Catho-

lics, “most of them well off.” 

They were well received by the British Governor, who stated that he intended to grant them the 

same protection he offered to other denominations. He also told them that, “given the useless efforts 

of the Protestant missionaries in fostering moral standards in the colony,” he would be happy if they 

succeeded. 

They did not have a residence yet. They were staying in a small house owned by a certain Mr 

Porchat, but were looking for something more appropriate. Many people visited them mainly out of 

curiosity. 

Father Reymond also offered some data about the Protestants’ organization according to the 

Methodist Almanac of 1859: 

“There are 30 chapels, 2 extra preaching centres, 8 missionaries, 363 paid or unpaid 

agents, 6810 members, 3993 schoolchildren, 13.100 faithful Wesleyans. There are around 40 

other sects. Freetown and its suburbs have 40 thousand inhabitants. The Anglican church, dedi-

cated to Saint George, is as big as Saint Ireneus in Lyon.”978 

Father Reymond spent the first days welcoming visitors from the city, who were very curious to 

meet the Catholic missionaries. 

 

6.3.  Information and perspectives 

A third letter from Father Reymond a month later gave de Brésillac more information about the 

situation of his missionaries in Sierra Leone and the possibilities for their mission. The text exuded 

optimism, but also awareness of the risks for their health if they did not follow certain preventive 

rules: 

“Sierra Leone offers possibilities for the future of the mission, and a central station there 

would be very useful. Missions in the rest of the Vicariate would be difficult during the rainy 

season which lasts from May to October; but several points would offer opportunities of suc-

cess at the present. We only need workers: the harvest seems ready, and Islam makes fast pro-

gress every day.”979 

He added that if they took enough care of their health, they should not fear the climate. The 

colony used to have an unsanitary environment, but the government has improved public works, 

which make the place healthier: 

“Europeans who have been here for 5, 10, 15, and even 40 years, are unanimous on this 

point: ordered, sober, and a prudent life constitutes an almost infallible prevention of illness. In 

Gorée and Dakar, which are reputed to be the healthiest places in Africa, Bishop Kobès also 

told us that lack of prudence kills more Europeans than the climate.”980 

Among the Protestant’s gathering places in Freetown, Father Reymond referred to the cathedral 

“…decorated with a square crenellated tower and a small stone cross on the roof of the 

church. Three kilometers away, the Episcopal palace rises very close to the river, surrounded by 

a beautiful park, where his Excellency can take his wife and children for a ride in a horse-drawn 

                                            
978   Letter from Fr. Reymond, 18 January 1859. AMA 2 F 8, 1138-1139. 
979   Letter from Fr.  Reymond, 18 February 1859. AMA 2 F 8, 1170. 
980   Ibid. 
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carriage. Four other great stone churches rise in different areas of the city, and about 30 small 

chapels complete the houses of prayer in Freetown.”981 

Several people in the city have promised to participate with our missionaries as soon as they 

learned English and ran their own chapel. For the time being, they celebrated Mass in a room of their 

small house during the week, and at the Spanish Consul’s place on Sundays. According to Father 

Reymond, 

“…the population of the colony includes individuals from every race and language, who 

speak a sort of English that the British themselves hardly understand. There are people from 

Dahomey, Popo, Ibo, Loando, Caraba, and also Susus, Temnes, Achantis, Congolese, and so 

on.”982 

The Protestants had printed several books in England, including the Gospels of Matthew and 

John, and the Acts of the Apostles, all in Hausa, a language spoken “around the Niger, in a large part 

of the country.” These books belonged to the Protestant missionaries and Father Reymond wanted to 

get some copies, but he had not been able to find someone to get them for him. 

There were many schools but badly organized, according to some people. Religious Sisters 

could do a lot of good there, and everybody was asking for them. 

Father Reymond said he had become “the physician of the moment” because a lot of sick peo-

ple were asking for his advice. They had to pay and follow a diet if they visited the other 3 doctors in 

town, so obviously no one wanted to go to them. 

The missionaries were also busy learning English, which they needed for preaching and confes-

sion: “If we don’t learn it, our apostolate range will be very restricted.” 

 

6.4.  An initial assessment 

Father Reymond gave a quick picture of their initial situation: 

 “We have no complaints about people in authority, nor about those who are not in au-

thority. Difficulty in the mission will rather come from our insufficient resources and shortage 

of evangelical workers. We will always have to give without receiving, unless we imitate the 

Protestants, who cover their yearly expenses by asking for offerings that are almost compulsory 

…”983 

The next day after writing this letter, Father Reymond received Bishop de Brésillac’s message 

dated January 17 saying he would be arriving soon. He replied immediately, without adding much to 

his previous letter: 

 “Our situation is always the same: well regarded, respected, and not molested at all. It is 

true that the newspapers make a lot of fuss about us, and insult our faith. Since they have the 

talent to contradict themselves, I let them shout without worrying about it…”984 

Father Reymond confessed that his progress in English was too slow, and that speaking it was 

essential if they wanted to do some good. Then he added a down-to-earth comment, referring to the 

price of several products. 

 

6.5.  From Sierra Leone to the Christians of France 

                                            
981   Ibid. 
982   Ibid. 
983   Ibid. 
984   Letter from Fr. Reymond, 19 February 1859. AMA 2 F 8, 1179-1180. 
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As soon as he got Father Reymond’s first letter, Bishop de Brésillac sent a copy to the Council 

of the Works for the Propagation of the Faith in Lyon and Paris, asking them if they would publish it. 

He was happy to let them know that the mission of Sierra Leone had begun. He believed that the 

readers of the Annals, and all those who had contributed to the foundation of the African Missions 

Seminary, would find the letter interesting: 

“I ask the Lord that, more and more, we will understand how useful this foundation can 

be. If God continues blessing us, it can bring a lot of good for Africa.”985 

Then he briefly referred to the history of the missions in Africa, and added: 

“Think about this unfortunate continent with huge populations who have never been 

evangelized, and who will finally receive our missionaries with joy; and about other people 

there who were abandoned for centuries after receiving an initial evangelization, which the dif-

ficulties of history rendered insufficient; and even others who were reached by the ministers of 

heresy before us: every Catholic heart worthy of being called such would be moved by the hope 

that eventually the African Missions Seminary of Lyon may be able to be a powerful instru-

ment of Divine Mercy in favor of so many unfortunate people.”986 

                                            
985   Letter to Propagation of the Faith, 14 February 1859. Arch.Prop. Foi, Lyon, N ° 10. 
986   Ibid. 
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CHAPTER 17 

THE CALVARY OF FREETOWN 

(1859) 

 

I. THE VOYAGE OF THE VICAR APOSTOLIC 

 FROM LYON TO FREETOWN 

 

1.  Preparation for departure 

Bishop de Brésillac began the immediate preparation for his trip after coming back from Paris 

to Lyon. Father Louis Riocreux and Brother Gratien Monnoyeur would join him on board the frigate 

Danaé  sailing to Freetown. Their departure from Brest would take place between February 10 and 

15. 

From an administrative point of view, the Founder wanted to leave everything in order, and 

sign the documents granting Father Planque the necessary powers. 

At the beginning of February, de Brésillac got a letter from his father that was full of paternal 

feelings and best wishes for the success of his mission. Gaston de Brésillac was quite elderly, and he 

had the feeling that God could call him at any moment. His son had gently warned him against strong 

emotions regarding his departure. He thanked him for his kindness, and in turn opened his heart to his 

son leaving for Africa: 

“As I thank you for the kindness of warning me against a weakness that nature allows, 

which doesn’t actually offend Heaven, remaining calm without presumption and resigned with-

out ostentation, I tell you: go, my very dear son, go where your God is calling you, may he pro-

tect you in his mercy, so that my best wishes – brief but full of all the good I can wish you – 

may be fulfilled.”987 

Bishop de Brésillac took time to say goodbye to his friends in Lyon. On February 8 he orga-

nized a farewell dinner with Father Riocreux’ family and a few other people. 

On Wednesday, February 9, he celebrated a farewell Mass in Saint Ireneus’ parish, in which the 

SMA was located. On Thursday, February 17, he finally got a message from the Ministry of Naval 

Affairs saying that the Danaé would be authorized to depart at the beginning of the following week. 

On Saturday morning, February 19, the missionary bishop celebrated Mass at the Ursuline Sis-

ters’ house, which was close to the SMA. They had given a hand to the missionaries several times. 

Then the travelers took the train to Nantes at noon. 

Father Victor Ravoux SMA wrote about the Founder’s last moments in Lyon: 

“The great departure day for the Holy Bishop, Mr Riocreux, and Brother Gratien, finally 

arrived. It was February 19, 1859. 

In this regard, I remember with emotion a conversation with venerable Father Planque on 

the eve of my first tonsure, December 19, 1889. I was preparing the room containing Mon-

signor de Brésillac’s portrait for Monsignor Dubois’ visit, when Father Planque came in. I 

guilelessly told him that Monsignor had beautiful eyes. 

– Yes indeed, said Father, and I saw those beautiful eyes cry the night of February 18 / 

19, 1859. After balancing our accounts, Monsignor pulled out his watch: it was 11 o’clock. So 

in just a while we will say goodbye to each other, he said. Then, leaning on the table with his 

head in his hands, Monsignor de Brésillac wept at length. Then he blessed me and went to his 

                                            
987   Letter from his father, 3 February 1859. AMA 2 F 8, 1147-1148. 
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room. The following morning he celebrated Mass at 5 o’clock, embraced us, blessed us all, and 

then he left from Perrache for Brest, where the Danaé was waiting for him, and then Sierra Le-

one… and death… 

Father Planque glanced at the picture and said: make sure you return the key to me. Then 

he left. He seemed very moved.”988 

 

2.  A letter to Propaganda Fide 

Two days before his departure for Africa, de Brésillac sent a letter to Cardinal Barnabò, inform-

ing him about his trip and the situation of the SMA. He let him know about the arrival of his mission-

aries in Sierra Leone, who had been warmly welcomed, and he added: 

“So it is time to go myself to the mission that the Holy See entrusted to me, it will be-

come a powerful means of evangelization for the most abandoned countries of Africa, if God in 

his mercy blesses our African Missions Seminary in Lyon.”989 

He asked the Cardinal to promote the development of the African Missions Seminary, which 

could do a lot of good in Africa. Without his support, the missionaries could give their lives to the 

mission, but “this would be little compared to what the Church could expect from a society of priests 

devoted to the most difficult tasks the Holy See may wish to entrust them in Africa.”990 

Then he arrived at the important point concerning his departure. His position was clear: 

“I agree it would be very useful if I stayed longer in Lyon, but I believe that going to 

Freetown will be more useful, in the sense of seeing things directly, and trying to organize this 

new mission well, and taking the risk that after some time I will return to see what is going on 

in our dear seminary – which I leave under direction of the excellent Fr. Planque, whom you 

know – only after a while, to see how things are going.”991 

 

3.  The “most useful” choice 

During his stay in Rome and also afterwards, as we mentioned above, de Brésillac always 

thought he personally had to launch the Vicariate of which he was in charge. He was the Vicar Apos-

tolic of the new jurisdiction, and he was the only one among his confreres who had experienced mis-

sionary life and its problems. 

From the beginning, when the Holy See proposed the Vicariate of Sierra Leone to the African 

Missions in 1857, until its actual beginning in 1859, de Brésillac had deeply inquired about the territo-

ry, and recognized the difficulties and complications that missionaries could come across, which ren-

dered his presence even more useful, if not necessary. 

He was also convinced that if the mission started out on the wrong foot, many negative conse-

quences would follow both locally and for the seminary in Lyon, where the seminarians needed to 

know the real situation on the mission, and the formators needed clear orientation. 

The exploratory tour along the Gulf of Guinea that de Brésillac intended to carry out was also 

important and could have many implications for the future of the mission in the region. 

In addition, Sierra Leone and Liberia did not only have a strong Protestant communities, but 

almost the entire civil and social life in these countries was in Protestant hands. Therefore it was nec-

essary to have competent and experienced Catholic missionaries in the area. 

                                            
988  AMA, Sources Noël. Douau, Mgr de Marion Brésillac, LXIII, 4. Father Ravoux is the author of :  Vie abrégée du 

noble Prélat Mgr de Marion, Compte de Brésillac, Lyon, 1927, 302 p. Mgr Dubois (1817-1895) was bishop of Galves-

ton. 
989  Letter to Cardinal Barnabò, 17 February 1859. APF, Congressi, Congo, Sénégal, 1841-1860, 648 ff. 
990  Ibid. 
991  Ibid. 
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Finally, de Brésillac had real confidence in Father Planque. He knew him well, and realized that 

he had the necessary qualities to take over from him, as he explicitly said in his letter dated January 

1st, 1859. 

To conclude this point, we add that according to his personal plan, since 1855 de Brésillac was 

ready to go to Africa with one or two companions to reach the most abandoned people. He had kept  

to depart all this time the foundation of the SMA up to 1859. 

 

4.  A long and dangerous voyage 

After leaving Lyon on Saturday, February 19, de Brésillac and his confreres arrived in Tours, 

where they were kindly welcomed by the Archbishop, de Guibert. While he was there he ran into de 

Mazenod, Bishop of Marseille. The next day, Sunday, he celebrated Mass and set off for Nantes after 

lunch. From Nantes they went on to Lorient and arrived in the morning of February 21. After a three-

hour stop, they went on to Brest, where they arrived the next morning, where they were warmly wel-

comed by Father Mercier, the parish priest of Saint Louis. 

The Danaé was due to leave in 2 or 3 days, but some administrative difficulties delayed the de-

parture. Mr. Bosse, the commander who had just been appointed, had not yet arrived. Our missionar-

ies had the opportunity to visit and admire the frigate. They learned that she would have a crew of 400 

men, and would probably transport some troops. 

De Brésillac received and wrote a number of letters as they waited for the departure. He sent 

out some news and received best wishes for the trip from several people. He was a bit worried about 

the delay, since they could arrive in Sierra Leone during the rainy season, which would be a risk for 

their health. 

Finally, on Thursday, March 10, our missionaries embarked on the Danaé. They were able to 

leave the following day, Friday 11, but the weather was bad and the frigate could not take the usual 

course. On March 14, the weather dramatically deteriorated. A heavy storm broke and the Danaé was 

in danger of sinking. Not being able to make head way anymore, she was left to the wind in the hope 

of finding anchorage somewhere along the English coast. On March 15, she arrived at Tor Bay harbor 

near Dartmoor, where they were able to repair some damage. The following day, they returned to 

Cherbourg in France to do the essential repairs. 

According to the sailors, the Danaé had been in serious danger and “had barely escaped sinking 

and non of us would have been saved.”992 

The Danaé arrived in Cherbourg on March 17 and immediately received the necessary atten-

tion. Our missionaries found accommodation with the parish priest of Holy Trinity.993 Together with 

him, de Brésillac celebrated the solemnity of Saint Joseph at the Brothers of the Christian Schools on 

Saturday 19. He visited the city the following days. 

On Wednesday, March 23, the Danaé went back to sea fully repaired. Everything went normal-

ly during this part of the trip. 

On March 27, they arrived in Madeira, where they stopped to load some coal. De Brésillac 

stayed on board. He was glad to admire from afar the beautiful landscape surrounding the city of Fun-

chal. It was the second time he saw the Island of Madeira. The first time had been on April 19, 1842, 

when he was heading for India as a young missionary, and in hid diary  had enjoyed describing the 

trip.994 

                                            
992   Marion Brésillac, Diary 1856-1859…, op. cit., 94; cf. Letter to Fr Planque, 15 March 1859. AMA 2 F 1, 445-446 ;  

Letter to his brother Henri, 15 March 1859. AMA 2 F 1, 236-237. 
993  An African bas-relief image representing the 22 martyrs of Uganda was placed in the basilica of the Holy 

Trinity of Cherbourg 5/1/1986 in memory of Mgr de Brésillac who celebrated here his last Messes on French 
soil. Cf. « Famille Chrétienne » 26 January 1986 ; « La Presse de la Manche », 4 January 1986. 

994   Cf. Marion Brésillac, Souvenirs…, op. cit., I,  96. 
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The Danaé set out again on the 28th in good weather; and she arrived at Gorée on Wednesday 

evening, April 6. There was thick fog hiding the shore, so the frigate stayed on the open sea. They ar-

rived close to the island the following day in the afternoon. Because of the delay, our missionaries 

missed the connection with a British packet boat that could have taken them to Freetown around April 

10. 

De Brésillac and his confreres disembarked on Friday morning, April 8.995 The bishop celebrat-

ed Mass at the Sisters of Saint Joseph of Cluny, and then they were warmly welcomed by the parish 

priest of Gorée, Father Lossedat, of the Holy Ghost Missionaries. But they wanted to leave for Dakar 

right away. They found out that they could get there by rowboat from the Island of Gorée in only 20 

minutes. And so they did, accompanied by the parish Curate, Father Lacombe, a Spiritan Missionary. 

 

5.  Arrival and sojourn at Dakar 

Welcomed by Bishop Kobès996 and his confreres” Bishop de Brésillac and his two companions 

finally arrived in Dakar and were “perfectly: 

“The mission has a big establishment, with workshops, a secondary school, some Sisters 

of the Immaculate Conception of Castres, and a boarding school for girls. Time, patience, and 

great expense must have been necessary to get these results in a place as difficult as Africa .”997 

In this period, Dakar, which had been founded by Ship-of-the-Line Captain Protet, in 1857, was 

slowly beginning to develop. But competition from Saint Louis, administrative capital of the French 

colony of Senegal, was obstructing its economic expansion. 

During his stay in Dakar, de Brésillac tried to gather information about Sierra Leone, its life 

standards and cost of living, which everything seemed to indicate was quite expensive. This worried 

him greatly, since he counted on limited financial resources. 

He followed the situation of his confreres in Freetown, even though letters took 2 or 3 months 

to arrive. Father Reymond would send his news via Lyon, and Father Planque in turn would write to 

de Brésillac, who would get the letters only when he disembarked ayt the end of the voyage. 

On April 15, our bishop wrote to Father Planque from Dakar updating him on his activities and 

stating: “All circumstances seem to conspire to prolong our voyage.” 

Indeed, since they had missed the British packet boat for Sierra Leone, as we mentioned, they 

had to wait as they had done before in Brest and Cherbourg. The Danaé should have left for Sierra 

Leone after a few days, but there was a complication and the departure was postponed for a month: 

“A few days waiting would have been fine. They were useful to look and listen around, but a month is 

just too much.”998 He was particularly worried by the fact that they would arrive in Sierra Leone dur-

ing the rainy season. As for the rest, he very much appreciated that the Holy Ghost missionaries had 

welcomed them as confreres, and given them the opportunity of learning from their qualities and ex-

perience. 

During Holy Week 1859, Bishop de Brésillac celebrated a solemn Mass in Gorée on Holy 

Thursday, and on Easter Day, April 24. He delivered the sermon on the Lord’s Passion on Good Fri-

day, while Bishop Kobès celebrated in Dakar. 

                                            
995  In the first part of the 19th century, Gorée was an important French commercial factory. In 1830 it had 5,000 in-

habitants, 200 residences and  some 40 shops. Court and schools, municipal services and customs operated as in 

France. (Cf. : Delcourt, J., Gorée, in : “Historia”, May 1989, 78-80). 
996  Alois Kobès (1820-1872), born in Fesserheim (Bas-Rhin), went to the Major Seminary of Strasbourg and was orr-

dained priest in 1844. After two years in his diocese, in 1846, he joined the institute of the Holy Heart of Mary 
which Fr. Libermann direected. In 1848, he was consecrated bishop at Strasbourg and became the coadjutor of 
Mgr Bessieux the Vicar Apostolic of the Two Guinees. Only 28 years, he was the joungest Catholic bishop. In 
1849, he departed for Africa with Mgr Bessieux. He resided at Dakar. 

997   Marion Brésillac, Diary 1856-1859…, op. cit., 108. 
998   Letter to Fr Planque, 15 Aprill 1859. AMA 2 F 1, 452-453. 
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6.  News from Freetown 

Father Reymond wrote a letter from Freetown to Lyon mentioning the price of certain products, 

and the difficulty in finding others. He had found out that the Danaé was due to go from Gorée on up 

to Gabon, stopping along the coast. De Brésillac would be able to see the entire country. 

The following day, March 19, Father Reymond wrote another letter probably for publication. 

He told the story of his voyage, which had started in Marseille on November 3, 1858, and ended in 

Freetown on January 13, 1859. 

He described the native people with whom they were living as “good, kind, easy to lead and 

dominate.” They had been very welcoming when he had visited the village of Leicester on the plateau 

over looking Freetown. He had also received several invitations to visit places that were even 6 days 

away on foot. Several people he had met wanted to become Catholic. 

The following month, Father Reymond wrote again to Lyon saying that he had been expecting 

Bishop de Brésillac to arrive on the British packet boat around April 10. He was disappointed, but 

then he added: 

“It is probably better if Monsignor does not arrive, because we don’t have a big-enough 

house yet, and especially because it is the worst time of the year. The rains begins on Good Fri-

day, and the before this are really tiring. There is a heavy heat that dries your throat out, and if 

you get enough of it, even your brains.”999 

As soon as he learned that de Brésillac was in Dakar, Father Reymond wrote him a letter on 

April 19 letting him know that they were all in good health, but that the Spanish consul had died on 

April 7. He added: “the season is tough, the heat is heavy, and the weather is less favorable than a 

month ago.”1000 

A serious epidemic had broken out in Freetown during the second fortnight of April. It had dif-

ferent names, according to different people: vómito negro1001, bilious fever, or yellow fever1002. Euro-

peans were very vulnerable to this illness and several had already died. The natives were smitten  by 

smallpox. 

 

7.  Arrival in Sierra Leone 

Bishop de Brésillac had decided to unload his luggage from the Danaé to wait for the British 

packet boat that would go to Gorée on the first days of May. But then Mr. Bosse, the commander of 

the Danaé, let him know that the frigate would leave as soon as it got the mail package from France. 

So he decided to continue the trip to Freetown with the Danaé, following the original plan. 

Our missionaries finally left Dakar for Gorée on Saturday, May 7. When they got there, they 

found accommodation with Father Lossedat, the parish priest. During the Sunday vespers, de Brésil-

lac delivered a brief sermon to the people gathered for the Month of Mary. Our missionaries went 

back on board on Monday 9. On Wednesday morning, May 11, de Brésillac and his confreres went 

back to sea on the Danaé, after having waited for over a month. He described the arrival in Freetown 

as follows: 

“On Saturday, May 14, we saw the mountains of Sierra Leone as we got up in the morn-

ing. We entered the river around noon, dropped anchor at one in the afternoon, and then passed 

by the fort at 2 o’clock. Our dear confreres, Fr. Reymond, Fr. Bresson, and Brother Eugene, 

                                            
999    Letter from Fr. Reymond, 12 April 1859. AMA 2 F 8, 1214-1215 
1000   Letter from Fr. Reymond, 19 April 1859. AMA 2 F 8, 1228. 
1001    Spanish and Portuguese for black vomit: one of the symptoms of severe yellow fever is a dark vomit consisting of di-

gested blood (from hemorrhage of the gastrointestinal tract) and gastric contents (trans). 
1002    Liver failure associated with the disease causes increased levels of bilirubin in the blood, which gives the skin a yellow 

coloring (trans.). 
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came on board before 3 o’clock, and we all embraced. At 4 o’clock we set foot on this land so 

afflicted in every sense, which will be the theatre of our zeal from now on.”1003 

 

                                            
1003    Marion Brésillac, Diary 1856-1859…, op. cit., 111. 
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II.  IN A LAND SO DESOLATE  

 

1.  “Great sadness” 

Weather conditions were more difficult and dangerous than usual when Bishop de Brésillac and 

our two confreres arrived in Freetown, “to the point that the commander was advised not to let any of 

the crew leave the ship,” as our Founder wrote in his diary, which contains only 2 small pages about 

his stay in Sierra Leone.1004 

Several Europeans had died in the epidemic, the Spanish Consul and the Vice-consul among 

them. Many were ill. The small number of Catholics in the city decreased rapidly. 

A few weeks later, Father Reymond wrote that, according to locals, there had not been so many 

deaths in 27 years.1005 The day after they arrived, Sunday, May 15, only two people showed up at the 

Mass. Bishop de Brésillac wrote his first letter to Father Planque from Sierra Leone on May 19: 

“The country doesn’t look bad on the material side, but it’s a mess without equal regard-

ing morality. The oppressive heat just now, plus the fatigue of the trip, and the distress of step-

ping on each other’s toes in a small house with hardly one room, is getting on my nerves to the 

point that I’m unable to do anything. I can hardly hold the pen to write two words for you.”1006 

Then he gave some information about the situation they were going through, the deaths caused 

by the epidemic, the dissolute lifestyle of several Europeans, the enormous expenses that would be 

necessary to preserve the missionaries from health risks in the territory. He believed that, if people 

lived wisely and took the right preventive measures, there should not be more deaths in Sierra Leone 

than in other tropical countries. Nevertheless he wrote: 

“All this has led me to a certain inner sadness that I will overcome, hopefully, by God’s 

grace, but that makes me unable to write at length and talk business with you now. I’ll leave 

that for next month.”1007 

On May 19, de Brésillac also wrote to Mr. Ménis, Secretary General of the Works for the Prop-

agation of the Faith. He knew they were allocating their funds for the year of 1859, and  he wanted to 

present the situation of his Vicariate, where the needs by far exceeded what he had anticipated. But he 

was not in a condition to write a precise and orderly letter, so he sent them just a few lines saying: 

“I am frightened by the huge expenses that will be necessary here, without hoping to see 

any serious short-term results. It is really unbelievable. Without taking into account the trips 

that will be extremely difficult and expensive – which will be necessary in trying to establish 

our centers outside Freetown – I don’t think I’m exaggerating when I say that the yearly 

maintenance of a missionary, alone will amount to 3 thousand francs.”1008 

The third letter Bishop de Brésillac wrote on May 19 was addressed to Bishop Kobès, the bish-

op who was closest to him not just geographically. He updated him about his arrival in Sierra Leone, 

and thanked him again for the fraternal hospitality he had received in Dakar. He also spoke honestly 

about his first impressions: 

                                            
1004   Marion Brésillac, Diary 1856-1859…, op. cit., 111. For this last period of the life of Mgr de Brésillac and his 

confrers in Sierra Leone: cf. : Douau, N., SMA, Le séjour et la mort sur la Côte Occidentale d’Afrique de Monsei-
gneur de Marion Brésillac, in : « Les Missions Catholiques », October 1962, 209-252 ; Gantly, P., SMA – Thorp, 
H., For this cause…, op. cit., 226-245 ; Marion Brésillac, Documents de Mission et de Fondation…, op. cit., with 
many letters and a  biographical chronology ; Caglioni, G., SX, Sierra Leone. Quattro secoli di evangelizzazione…, 
op. cit., 258-262. 

1005   Cf. Letter from Fr. Reymond to Henri de Brésillac, 16 June 1859. AMA 2 F 8, 1242-1243. 
1006   Letter to Fr Planque, 19 May 1859. AMA 2 F 1, 454-455. 
1007   Ibid. 
1008  Letter to Mr. Menis, Secretary of General Council of the Works for the  Propagation of the Faith, Lyon, 19 

May, 1859. AMA 2 F 18/1859. 
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“Curiously they lead me to discouragement, and I’m finding it very difficult to overcome 

this great interior sadness. 

What can we do in this place where huge expenses will be necessary, without any short-

term results that could be of any interest to the faithful in Europe? The cost of simply maintain-

ing a missionary will be huge; trips and settlement away from Freetown will be almost impos-

sible, etc., etc.”1009 

He knew that God’s power was unlimited, and that everything would go smoothly if God so 

wished. He recalled sadly that nearly the entire coastline had been evangelized in the past, but almost 

all the work done by the evangelizers had been lost. He added: 

“In spite of these sad thoughts, I am fully resolved to do everything possible – and even 

to die from a broken heart, if God so desired – for the success of these Missions; but again, 

notwithstanding my hope in God’s unlimited power, I cannot state with the same hope that the 

time of mercy has arrived for these people.”1010 

 

2.  First days in the mission 

Father Reymond referred to the days following the arrival of Bishop de Brésillac and his two 

companions in a letter to Henri de Brésillac, the bishop’s brother, written some weeks after they ar-

rived. He said that he had initially looked forward to Bishop’s arrival with eagerness, but that he had 

changed his mind and would preferred a delay of several months because the rain season was much 

worse than the previous years. However, he stated: 

“I was happy to see Monsignor when he arrived, so I forgot the epidemic, the heat, the 

deprivations, and everything else. 

We spent some very happy days together; we laughed, chatted, and made some projects 

together; we hadn’t seen each other in 6 months! From May 14 to 26 we enjoyed great happi-

ness; we planned some outings, and Fr. Riocreux and I were getting ready for an expedition to a 

neighboring river, 3 days away by foot …”1011 

Housing was the first urgent problem that the Vicar Apostolic had to solve. The house in which 

the 6 missionaries were living was too small and they were stepping on each other, besides paying a 

high rent. After making inquiries for several days, the bishop rented the Spanish consul’s house for a 

year, since it was free after his death. Our missionaries moved there on Thursday, May 19. 

The new house was spacious and comfortable. They turned the largest room into a chapel, and 

celebrated Mass there for the first time on Friday, May 20. Very few people came to Mass the follow-

ing Sunday. According to the Vicar Apostolic, the reason was that there were very few Catholics in 

Freetown, besides the fact that several of them were ill, and that the Spanish and French Consuls were 

not in town at the time. 

On Saturday, May 21, Bishop de Brésillac went to see the English Governor, Colonel J. Hill, 

but he was also ill, so Monsignor visited him again after a few days. The Governor, who had kindly 

welcomed the first 3 SMA missionaries, renewed his offer of assuring them the same protection he 

was giving to the members of other denominations. 

Concerning the projects for their missionary service – according to a letter he wrote to Bishop 

Kobès1012 – our Founder had the intention to print a small English catechism in Dakar. He also wanted 

to open a school under Father Riocreux’ direction, because he “had a particular gift for children, who 

would eagerly tune up with him immediately.”1013 

                                            
1009  Letter to Mgr Kobès, 19 May 1859. AMD. AMA 2 F 18 – 1859. 
1010  Ibid. 
1011  Letter of  Fr. Reymond to Henri de Brésillac, 16 June 1859. AMA 2 F 8, 1242-1243. 
1012   Cf. Letter to Mgr Kobès, 14 June 1859. AMD. AMA 2 F 18, 1859. 
1013   Letter to the Propagation of the Faith, 9 June 1859. Arch. Prop. Foi, Lyon. AMA 2 F 18, 1859. 
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3.  “A great misfortune” 

3.1.  Father Louis Riocreux 

Father Riocreux fell ill in the morning of May 26. Father Reymond displayed all his “medical 

and consoling” talents, as he wrote later on: 

“I tried to local remedies when I realized that our efforts were useless. On June 2, Feast 

of the Ascension, he looked better, and we thought he was saved; the fever seemed to have tak-

en another turn. Unfortunately, it was too late; that same evening at 8 o’clock, he passed away, 

glad he had come to Africa, only regretting one thing: that he had not been able to render a bet-

ter service to the mission.”1014 

Father Riocreux was 26 years old. His death was a real shock for all, but especially for  de 

Brésillac, who liked him very much and had deep affection for him. He wrote: 

“Dear Fr. Riocreux had such a perfect character, and seemed to have all the qualities 

needed for the kind of service we wanted to carry out in this country (…). But it turns out that 

the Lord took him away from us only 15 days after his arrival. Let us adore his impenetrable 

designs, even if our heart is broken.”1015 

He also wrote in his diary: 

“It is a great misfortune which could have very unfortunate consequences for our work 

(…). He had a very peaceful and edifying death. I am afraid of the negative consequences this 

death may have for the success of the mission. God’s decrees are impenetrable: let us adore 

them in silence with our broken heart.”1016 

In a letter to his friend Fr. Vian, the Vicar Apostolic spoke about the death of the great man, Fr. 

Riocreux:  “He was so young, full of health, talents, and piety. I had placed my greatest hopes on 

him.”1017 

 

3.2.  Father Jean-Baptiste Bresson 

Father Bresson fell ill on May 29, not from a tropical disease but from a hernia, of which he 

had spoken up to then. It did not seem serious at all, so he spent some days resting. The Founder 

wrote: 

“He didn’t appear to suffer from Fr. Riocreux’s  disease, so we were not afraid he would 

die. But on Saturday, all of a sudden, his situation became more alarming. He died on Sunday, 

at 5 o’clock in the morning. It is another blow that has devastated me, but by God’s grace I sur-

render to his will without being able to grasp it.”1018 

Later on Father Reymond wrote that good Father Bresson had died of starvation not fever, be-

cause he was not able to eat. Without mentioning it to anyone, he had suffered from a chronic disease 

for a long time, which eventually took him away. Father Reymond got to know the problem when it 

was too late.1019 

                                            
1014   Letter of Fr. Reymond to Mr Henri de Brésillac, 16 June 1859. AMA 2 F 8, 1242-1243. Louis Riocreux was 

born in Saint-Genest Malifaux, Loire, in the diocese of Lyon, 25 October 1832. He was deacon when he joined the 

SMA on 31 December 1856. Ordained priest on 6 June 1857, he made his solemn resolution on 24 July 1858. He 

was the first member of the SMA to die in Africa.   
1015   Letter to the Propagation of the Faith, 9 June 1859. Arch. Prop. Foi, Lyon, Afrique, N° 4. AMA 2 F 18, 1859. 
1016   Marion Brésillac, Diary 1856-1859…, op. cit., 112-113. 
1017   Letter to Fr. Vian, 10 June 1859. AMA 2 F 1, 456-457. 
1018   Marion Brésillac, Diary 1856-1859…, op. cit., 113. 
1019   Letter of Fr. Reymond to Henri Brésillac. AMA 2 F 8, 1242-1243. 
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It was June 5, 1859. Father Bresson was 46 years old when he died. He had been ordained 

priest in the diocese of Autun and, following his missionary vocation, he had left the parish of Dettey, 

where he ministered and was liked by the  people because of all the good he did.1020 Bishop de Brésil-

lac had written about him: 

“Perhaps this priest doesn’t have as many talents as the others, but he seems to be very 

well disposed. He left his parish to join us, with the best references from his ecclesiastical supe-

riors.”1021 

 

3.3.  Consequences on the mission 

De Brésillac was really shocked by the death of his two priests. He did not know what to make 

of them or what to do next: 

“I cannot put into words for you the effect of this double blow to my soul. Moreover, the 

epidemic – which is the worst in 27 years, as far as people can recall – is not over yet, and al-

most all the Europeans are perishing. The Protestant bishop was buried some days ago. I have 

one of the Brothers in bed at the moment. It is not impossible that Fr. Reymond and myself will 

closely follow those we now cry for, and the Sierra Leone mission could be over as soon as it 

started (…). Whatever may happen, pray that God’s holy will may be accomplished in us, 

through us, and around us. Adieu ”.1022 

On June 10, de Brésillac wrote to his sister Félicie, adding a postscript on June 19, to let her 

know his feelings regarding the new mission: 

“I was full of hope that God would keep us alive, that he had not sent us here where the 

devil reigns as  master to have us perish without a struggle, that this was the reason why he had 

saved us from the dangers of the sea. But the ways of Providence are impenetrable, and it turns 

out to be that in only three days’ he has taken 2 out or 3 missionaries away from me, the good 

Fr. Bresson and the excellent Fr. Riocreux.”1023 

He added that Fr. Reymond was “still doing well enough, and also myself, although we are 

very tired.” They were busy with funerals. Catholics, who were already very few, were dying “one af-

ter the other, and their houses have become hospitals.” Brothers Eugene and Gratien were both ill. 

People were going from illness to death very rapidly. Father Reymond was very busy taking care of 

his confreres who were ill, and visiting the sick in town. 

On June 10, de Brésillac started suffering from strong headaches. He was still under shock after 

the illness and death of his two confreres, and feared negative consequences for the mission and the 

SMA itself. 

In spite of his physical and moral sufferings, he had the energy to write to the Works for the 

Propagation of the Faith updating them on the death of his two missionaries, and also speaking about 

the situation in Freetown. He stated: 

“Among the aberrations of the philanthropic works in favor of the black people who 

were liberated in Sierra Leone, one of the most absurd is wanting to suddenly raise them to the 

status of European civilization, and that following English customs. The result is the most gro-

                                            
1020   Jean Baptiste Bresson was born in 1812 at Thorey, Côte d’Or. He was ordained priest for the diocese of Au-

tun in 1835. He joined the SMA at the beginning of 1857 and made his solemn resolution on 24 July 1858.  
1021   Letter to Cardinal Barnabò, 28 April 1857. APF, Congressi, Congo, Etiopia, Arabia, 1848-1857, Vol. 5, 1267 

ff. 
1022     Letter to Fr. Vian, 10-18 June 1859. AMA 2 F 1, 456-457. He actually wrote A Dieu, playing on words to mean 

both goodbye and at God or to God (trans.). 
1023  Letter to his sister Félicie, 10-19 June 1859. AMA 2 F 18, 1859. In the numbering of his ‘missionaries’ Mgr de 

Brésillac only counted the priest missionaries. 
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tesque social situation under the misleading appearance of well-being and even wealth (some 

black people being richer than millionaires), but actually everything here is an awful mess.”1024 

 

4.  Arrival of the dispatch boat Dialmath 

On June 10, the steam-powered dispatch boat Dialmath, coming from Gabon, was forced to 

take refuge in the port of Freetown because of bad weather. She was commanded by Lieutenant Val-

lon. As they arrived, the Commander learned that the city had been hit by 

“…a violent epidemic of pernicious bilious fever. Europeans had perished there in big 

numbers and continued to die every day. Two French missionaries had died already; a brother 

had been very affected and was in a desperate situation, while a second brother was not feeling 

well.”1025 

The Commander remarked that Bishop de Brésillac and Father Reymond were facing the tragic 

situation alone. He thought there were no physicians in town, so he sent the ship’s doctor, Mr. 

Beauchef, and put the ship’s pharmacy at the disposal of those who were ill. 

Mr. Vallon also stated that the bishop was suffering from severe headaches “because he had 

stayed up at night and gone through much sorrow in the past days at the bedside of his dear patients.” 

 

5.  A terrible blow 

On Sunday, June 12, the Feast of Pentecost, de Brésillac celebrated the Mass and speaks to a 

small group of people. He wrote to his brother Henri and to Mrs Blanchet during the day. 

He told his brother Henri about the trials he had gone through regarding the death of his two 

priests. But hardships were not over. The two brothers were ill, and Fr. Reymond was exhausted: 

“I am half-dead with fatigue, sadness, and the dreadful influence of the weather, which 

people say has never been worse than this year.” 

Then he wondered: 

“Will God preserve me together with Fr. Reymond so that we can continue our work, or 

does he want this mission to end even as it begins? Only God knows. May his holy will be al-

ways done. Humanly speaking, in any case, the misfortune we are going through is a terrible 

blow for this mission.”1026 

He let his brother know that their only mail service came from England once a month. They had 

to wait for the English mail delivery 10 miles away from Freetown in order to receive and send their 

mail to France. 

De Brésillac started his letter to Mrs Blanchet by confessing why he had not written since he 

had arrived in Freetown: 

“I could not defend myself from the most painful feelings, and I didn’t know where they 

came from. Was it the effect of a long and sad trip? Was it a premonition of the misfortune that 

awaited me? There was no reason to anticipate it: we were doing perfectly well, and in spite of 

the terrifying epidemic that hit the city, we were full of confidence (…). 

What a terrible blow for our work! But let us adore the impenetrable ways of Providence. 

Pray for us and ask our friends to do so.”1027 

                                            
1024  Letter to Works for the Propagation of the Faith, 9 June 1859. Arch. Prop. Foi, Lyon, Afrique, N° 4. AMA 2 F 

18, 1859. 
1025  Letter  of A. Vallon to Fr Planque, 14 November 1859. AMA 2 F 8, 1254-1255. 

 
1026   Letter to his brother Henri, 12-18 June 1859. AMA 2 F 1, 240-241. 
1027   Letter to Mrs Blanchet, 12-18 June 1859. Cf. :  Le Gallen,  Vie de…, op. cit., 582-583. 
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Our Founder was exhausted with fatigue. On Sunday evening, June 12, he had the first attack of 

fever.1028 But according to Commander Vallon, the day after Pentecost, June 13, our bishop was doing 

well enough to visit the Dialmath, which had several ill people on board who were happy to see him. 

When he got back home, he was overcome by fever and had to lie down completely exhausted, 

showing the same symptoms that had taken away Father Riocreux. Commander Vallon recorded the 

events: 

“I immediately went to see him, bringing the doctor with me. Monsignor was lying in the 

living room fully conscious, but in speaking to him we understood with regret that he assumed 

his end was near. 

There were mainly two fears that besieged him, and he didn’t stop repeating them during 

the five days of the first fever attack: that God didn’t hold him responsible for the mistake he 

believed he had made by coming to Sierra Leone to establish the headquarters of his mission, 

since he had not shown him his holy will by taking away from him the means to continue his 

work. And that, if God suddenly called him in his presence, he should be deprived of the joy of 

receiving the Viaticum in his last moments.”1029 

Mr. Vallon also mentioned that during the benign phases of the disease, the bishop would ask 

him for information about the places he had visited on the coast, and that he seemed willing to try to 

carry out in Dahomey what he despaired of doing in Sierra Leone. But he feared that the tragedy they 

were going through would divert the candidates to missionary life, and have negative consequences 

on the work of the African Missions. 

The Commander and the doctor tried to distract “Monsignor’s mind from these exhausting and 

cruel thoughts,” which “too often took away the calm he needed for his physical recovery.” 

Another blow for the Vicar Apostolic was the death of brother Gratien Monnoyeur on the even-

ing of Monday, June 13, at 29 years of age. The bishop was “overwhelmed by it, and he had no ener-

gy left to cry or eat.”1030 

Brother Monnoyeur was assisted until the last moment by Father Reymond, who wrote after 

this death: “I was so exhausted by the last 20 days without sleep and regular meals that I almost had 

no energy to keep going.”1031 For that reason he asked the doctor from the Dialmath to give him a 

hand, visiting the bishop twice a day. 

 

6.  Momentary improvement 

On June 16, Father Raymond wrote that the bishop would have not resisted without the care of 

the good ship’s doctor. The bishop was feeling better at the moment: 

“I hope that Monsignor will be ready to go for a walk in a few days so that I can take him 

to the countryside property owned by Mr. Seignac de Lesseps (a provisional French consular 

agent from Bordeaux) to distract him and bring him back to fitness (…). He just eaten a good 

garlic soup with some appetite, which was very good for him. I hope he’ll be able to say Mass 

tomorrow.”1032 

Father Reymond had the impression that the disease was receding, and that their bishop was out 

of danger 

                                            
1028   Cf. Letter to Fr. Planque, 18 June 1859. AMA 2 F 1 A. 
1029   Letter of A. Vallon to Fr. Planque, 14 November 1859. AMA 2 F 8, 1254-1255. 
1030   Letter of  Fr.  Reymond to Henri de Brésillac, 16 June 1859. AMA 2  F 8, 1242-1243. Gratien Monnoyeur was born 

in the diocese of Saint-Claude in 1830. He joined the SMA on 2 mars 1858, and made his solemn resolution on 25 Octo-

ber 1858..  
1031   Ibid. 
1032   Ibid. Mr. Alphonse Seignac de Lesseps was the representative of the Franch business home of Malfilâtre. 
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People in Freetown were touched by the news of the bishop’s illness. Several came to visit him 

and ask about his health. Visitors made him feel better, even though they meant more work for Father 

Reymond. 

On June 15, de Brésillac made a special effort and wrote to Fr. de Gelis, his missionary in In-

dia, with whom he had family ties, besides a relationship full of friendship and affection. The follow-

ing day, he managed to write two letters, one to his cousin Louis de Brésillac, and another to Father 

Riocreux, uncle of his recently deceased missionary. 

The Founder felt better from June 16 to 18. He added postscripts to several letters he had al-

ready written, since the mail packet boat had not yet arrived. 

It began to rain again, and the temperature cooled down a bit, so Father Reymond thought about 

taking bishop out for a walk “in his Episcopal city, and environs where a population of some 70 thou-

sand souls or black bodies, swarms around.” Good Father Reymond said that Monsignor looked hap-

pier as he regained strength. At the end of his letter to the bishop’s brother he wrote: “Today, Satur-

day, Monsignor is doing well; he is writing some letters, walking around, and he will be able to say 

Mass tomorrow.”1033 The letter was dated Thursday, June 16. 

Having repaired damages, the Dialmath continued its journey. Commander Vallon invited 

bishop de Brésillac to come along with them to Gorée in order to get some rest and recuperate. 

The bishop initially seemed ready to leave Freetown, but he changed his mind when he felt bet-

ter and the alarming symptoms of his illness started to recede. According to the Commander, he also 

decided to stay because he was in charge of the community, and was afraid of leaving, even for a 

short time, the mission that had been entrusted to him. Mr. Vallon regretted later on not having insist-

ed further in bringing with him this “energetic Vicar, even confident about the future, and about his 

own strength.”1034 

Our Founder decided to send brother Eugene Reynaud back to France on the Dialmath. He was 

ill, but not seriously. Besides the danger of the epidemic, he had suffered from headaches for a long 

time, and his strange behavior had become a burden for the community.  

 

7.  Important contacts 

7.1.  With Bishop Kobès 

During the month of June, Bishop de Brésillac was eager to communicate with Bishop Kobès, 

and tried to keep him informed about the situation in his mission. 

On June 7, Bishop Kobès answered his letter dated May 19, encouraging him in the face of the 

trials he was facing. He was dealing with some problems himself: 

“Let us unite, Monsignor, our grief and our prayers, our efforts and sufferings in God’s 

love! And most of all, let us unite ourselves to Him: without his help we can do nothing, so 

let’s place ourselves in his hands like an instrument that is manipulated by the artisan (…). 

Let’s pray together, let’s suffer together, and let’s hope that the Lord will take into ac-

count our grieves and works, for our own sanctification and the conversion of the black peo-

ple.”1035 

On June 14, during the mild phase of the disease, Bishop de Brésillac wrote again to Bishop 

Kobès letting him know about the drama that was taking place in the mission of Freetown: 

“Out of the 6 of us a few days ago, only 3 remain, overwhelmed by pain and fatigue, and 

I myself have been devoured by fever for two days now. If God wants our mission to end it be-

                                            
1033   Ibid. 
1034   Letter of A. Vallon to Fr Planque, 14 November 1859. AMA 2 F 8, 1254-1255. 
1035   Letter from Mgr Kobès, 7 June 1859. AMA 2 F 8, 1240-1241. 
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gins, may his holy will be done (…). Pray for me, and ask God to grant us as soon as perfect 

submission to his holy will…”1036 

On Saturday, June 18, he wrote again to Bishop Kobès and handed the letter to brother Eugene, 

who was about to leave on the Dialmath for Gorée. The letter was about this same brother, who “had 

also been very ill, in addition to the problem that his mind has suffered from being in contact with the 

tropical sun.” He gave him some instructions about how to send the brother back to France from 

Gorée. He also informed him that only two of them were left in the mission, and added: 

“I nearly departed this life myself. I got out of bed only today, and I don’t think I’ll be 

able to say Mass tomorrow yet. May God’s holy will be accomplished.”1037 

 

7.2.  Writing to Propaganda Fide 

Bishop de Brésillac had written to Cardinal Barnabò on May 25. Since the mail was collected 

late, he had time to add postscripts on June 3, 6, and 18. 

He let the Cardinal know that several letters he had written to Propaganda Fide had received no 

answer, particularly the one of November announcing the departure of his missionaries for Sierra Le-

one, and the one of  February informing about his own departure. He hoped Propaganda Fide had re-

ceived the letters. 

He then briefly told the Cardinal about the situation in Freetown. He recalled the month he had 

spent in Dakar, and the long conversations with Bishop Kobès. He said he would let him know later 

on what were “his criteria and his hopes for the success of the missions that it would be necessary (…) 

to establish in several points of Africa.” He stated that the difficulties on the field were huge: the cli-

mate, the size of the country, the diversity of languages, the conditions set up by Protestant minis-

ters,1038 and the high cost of living. The conclusion was clear: “a lot of men and a lot of money” were 

necessary for have success. 

At that point, in the middle of serious difficulties and sufferings, Bishop de Brésillac opened his 

heart to the Cardinal Prefect and indicated, in all simplicity and kindness, his feeling about Propagan-

da Fide. He stated that his missionary congregation needed a powerful encouragement from the Holy 

See in order to accomplish its mission properly. He added: 

“Maybe I am the reason myself for the sort of coldness in our regard that I seem to per-

ceive in the Sacred Congregation. If that is the case, I beg you, Eminence, to forget my mis-

takes, and to think only about the unfortunate people of Africa, for whom Christ died on the 

cross, and for whose salvation I want to live and die, no matter how unworthy of joining the di-

vine sacrifice of Mount Calvary my own sacrifice may be.”1039 

De Brésillac wrote these words on May 25, when no SMA missionaries had yet died in Free-

town. 

Regarding the “coldness” from Propaganda Fide towards him, we cannot state that the lack of 

an answer to some of his letters was necessarily intended; but certainly, for a man and a bishop like 

him, so sensitive and attentive to the smallest signs of friendship – or politeness, at least – and so at-

tached to the Holy See, a letter of encouragement regarding the difficult beginning of the Sierra Leone 

mission would have made a big difference.  

In the postscript of June 3, de Brésillac informed the Propaganda Fide Prefect about the death 

of Father Riocreux: 

                                            
1036   Letter to Mgr Kobès, 14 June 1859. AMD. ACSSp, 658 I A. AMA 2 F 18, 1859. 
1037   Letter to Mgr Kobès, 18 June 1859. AMD. ACSSp, 658 I A. AMA 2 F 18, 1859. 
1038   Probably that concern the accord between the different Protestant confessions according to which, when one 

confession or group is the first in an area it will not followed there by another group. 
1039   Letter to Cardinal Barnabò, 25 May and 3, 6, 18 June 1859. APF, Congressi, Sénégal, 1841-1860, 599 ff ; for 

the P.S., 654-655. 
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“It broke my heart. He was a priest so full of health, talents, piety, zeal, and the Lord 

takes him away from us at the first hour, even before he could put his hand to the plow! His 

ways are impenetrable. Let us adore them.”1040 

On June 6 he added: 

“God’s heavy hand weighs upon us and apparently wants to annihilate all our plans. And 

yet it seems to me that our plans were only drawn up for his greater glory.” 

Then he informed him about Father Bresson’s death: 

“This last blow could have the most fatal consequences, not only because it becomes im-

possible to carry out what we had planned in Freetown and surroundings, but mainly because of 

the negative effect it could have on the spirits of the young candidates in the seminary of 

Lyon.”1041 

On June 18, the day before the mail was collected, he told the Cardinal about brother Gratien’s 

death and brother Eugene’s departure for France. He added: 

“I have been very ill myself. I was able to get out of bed only today, and they say the 

danger is over. I am overwhelmed with sadness, weariness and fever. There were 6 of us some 

days ago, now we are 2 now: the excellent Fr. Reymond and me. May God’s will be done.” 

He closed the letter with a question: “And now, if God keeps me alive, what shall we do? I’ll 

wait for your advice.”1042 

 

7.3.  With Father Planque 

On Saturday, June 18, de Brésillac was feeling better, so he wrote to Father Planque. This letter 

shows us how our Founder experienced, both from a human and a spiritual perspective, the drama that 

was taking place in Freetown: 

“May God’s holy name be blessed! His ways are impenetrable: let us adore them, and 

fully surrender ourselves. As for the suffering brought about by the difficulties his hand is send-

ing us – I hope he will not take offense, given that it goes without bitterness – I can say that it 

knows no limits.”1043 

Then he gave him the terrible news: only 3 remained out of the 6 they were. Soon they would 

be only 2, since he was sending brother Eugene back to France. Himself had also contracted the fever, 

and thought he would die, because he suffered from the same symptoms that had killed Father Ri-

ocreux and Brother Monnoyeur. Father Bresson had also died. Our Founder left the details of the 

events to Father Reymond, because he had no energy to go on writing. “What a terrible blow for a be-

ginning!”, was his closing line. 

Even though everybody knew that such a death rate had been unheard of for a long time in the 

country, the Founder still feared that the SMA missionaries’ deaths could discourage the aspirants in 

Lyon. 

However, the bishop went on thinking about the future of his mission. All his plans had been 

reversed. He needed more companions. In theory, two missionaries were due to leave France for Sier-

ra Leone around November to join the first group of six. The Founder mentioned the missionaries 

Borghero and Brossard in his letter, and stated that they would be of great help if they could join them 

in the mission. He was also considering the possibility of going to Dahomey “to check out if it 

wouldn’t be better to open a center there.” 

                                            
1040  Ibid. 
1041  Ibid. 
1042  Ibid. 
1043  Letter to Fr  Planque, 18 June 1859. AMA 2 F 1 A 
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Regarding the brothers, de Brésillac was impressed by the case of brother Eugene. He remarked 

that the SMA brothers should be “perfectly solid.” In the very difficult situation of the Sierra Leone 

mission he needed obedient men, ready to do what they were asked. Otherwise they became a burden 

instead of a helping hand. 

He concluded the letter because he was feeling weak. He had been taking medicine  after medi-

cine for 8 days: “I can’t take any more.” His last line was: “I am overwhelmed with sadness and fa-

tigue!” 

 

8.  The supreme sacrifice 

8.1.  Moving to another house 

On Monday, June 20, the Dialmath, fully repaired, left Freetown for Gorée. Commander Vallon 

left Bishop de Brésillac and Father Reymond in the hands of Mr. Seignac de Lesseps, interim French 

Vice-consul, who had already devoted himself to the missionaries. 

The day following the departure of the Dialmath, Tuesday 21, the bishop fell seriously ill again, 

and was assailed by fever. 

Mr. Charles Brémond – a French trader living in the city who had just lost his wife to the epi-

demic – had visited the bishop several times. He was able to persuade him to leave the Spanish Con-

sul’s house, together with Father Reymond, where too many things recalled the death of their other 

confreres. 

Brémond proposed to move the bishop to Seignac de Lesseps’ house, and Father Reymond to 

his own house, so that both missionaries could get better attention. Father Reymond was exhausted, 

and also had the initial symptoms of the fever. The bishop agreed to both proposals. 

 

8.2.  The bishop’s last moments 

There are two testimonies regarding the final dramatic moments of both confreres: one from 

Alphonse Seignac de Lesseps – who was also ill at the time of the events, his brother Ferdinand hav-

ing taken his place – and another from Brémond. 

According to Seignac de Lesseps, who had accommodated Bishop de Brésillac in his house, the 

illness progressively deteriorated: 

“The 24th in the evening, I thought it was my duty to inform Father Reymond that Mon-

signor wanted to receive the last sacraments. Although he was suffering from strong fever and 

extreme weakness, Father Reymond didn’t hesitate for a moment: he came to my house and, 

assisted by two people while he was sitting down, he gave the Extreme Unction to this noble 

Prelate, whose only regret – which escaped him 2 or 3 times – was to die so young without hav-

ing done anything for this land of Africa, and to have brought here so many noble lives that 

were taken by this horrible epidemic, without the least consolation of having accomplished 

something for the greater glory of the Lord. 

 The following day, June 25, at half past noon, Bishop de Marion-Brésillac gave up his 

beautiful soul to God, in the presence of our small Catholic community, all of whom had has-

tened to offer him the care that his great and beautiful virtues deserved.”1044 

Brémond in turn stated that on Saturday morning, June 25, he was called to Seignac de Les-

seps’ house: 

                                            
1044   Letter of  Mr. Seignac de Lesseps to Mgr Kobès, 18 August 1859. AMD. ACSSp I A 658. In the same letter, at 

the end when reiterating the dates of the deaths of the French missionaries, the author put 25 June at 1 p.m. for 

the death of  Mgr. de Brésillac. 
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“I found Monsignor very agitated. He had been and was still vomiting black coagulated 

blood, a sad premonition that death was near. With his usual kindness, he asked me about my 

young children’s and Father Reymond’s health, and then he very calmly said to me: 

My dear son, what I was dreading is now happening: the disaster will in fact take place. 

Do you think Father Reymond could come to see me? 

My answer was clear and concise: 

No, I replied, in soul and conscience I believe that telling Father Reymond about the sit-

uation in which you think you are would be a deathblow for him. 

Fiat voluntas tua1045, he replied, but it will be really hard to die without having a priest 

at my side me and without receiving the Sacrament of Extreme Unction.”1046 

Brémond was stricken by the dying bishop’s words and hesitated, not knowing if he had the 

right to conceal from a missionary his Superior’s condition, and to deprive a bishop of the presence of 

a priest in the last moments of his life. 

 

8.3.  “A touching scene” 

After consulting with the doctor who was following the case, he decided to inform Father Rey-

mond, who immediately left his bed, put on his liturgical vestments, and asked to be taken to the bish-

op: 

“A touching scene took place there in my presence and that of two other people from the 

city. Monsignor and Father Reymond embraced each other religiously for a moment, and 

shared their last adieu on this earth… 

I heard Monsignor de Brésillac saying to Father Reymond: If you have the joy of over-

coming your illness, write to Rome and tell the Sacred Congregation of Propaganda Fide what 

has happened.”1047 

They asked the bishop if there was anything in particular he wanted his family to know. He 

simply gestured to say no. Then the people were asked to leave the room, and the bishop and his mis-

sionary stayed alone for a moment. 

 

8.4.  “Faith, hope and ch…” 

Father Reymond then administered the Sacrament of the Sick to his bishop in the presence of 

Mr Brémond, Mr Quin – an Irish trader – and Mr Ferdinand Seignac de Lesseps – brother of Al-

phonse, who had also fallen ill, as we mentioned above. Father Reymond was taken to Brémond’s 

house immediately after, since the bishop had asked him to take care of Father Reymond until the end. 

Mr. Brémond described the last events: 

“From that moment on – it must have been 11 o’clock – the disease progressed very rap-

idly and all the signs of an imminent death were drawn on the illustrious patient’s face. He be-

came very agitated but remained fully conscious until half an hour before dying. 

Then he raised his eyes to Heaven, and with a sweetness I will never forget, he said: 

faith, hope and ch… I completed the phrase myself: and charity! Thank you!, he said to me 

very softly. 

He passed away at 20 past one in the afternoon, in perfect peace, but after a terrifying 

agony of nearly half an hour.”1048 

                                            
1045     Latin for Your will be done (trans). 
1046   Letter of  Brémond, C., to Propaganda Fide, October 1859. APF, Congressi, Congo, Sénégal, Vol. VII, ff. 660-

665.  
1047   Ibid.  
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Melchior de Marion-Brésillac, Titular Bishop of Prusa, Vicar Apostolic of Sierra Leone and 

Founder of the Society of African Missions, died on Saturday, June 25, 1859, at 46 years of age. More 

precisely, he was 45 years, 6 months and 22 days old. His mission in Sierra Leone lasted 42 days. He 

had been in charge of this Vicariate since April 13, 1858. 

After his death, they dressed Melchior de Brésillac in his episcopal vestments. The funeral took 

place the following day, June 26, at 9 o’clock. 

The Protestant bishop had died the previous month, and had been buried with all the honors. 

According to Brémond, our bishop received the same tribute: 

“The Governor and the General Staff, a detachment of troops, the French and the Ameri-

can consuls, plus all the traders and the distinguished inhabitants of the region, accompanied 

our poor Bishop – who had attracted everyone respect in such short time – to his last dwelling! 

The Protestant Minister in charge of the Sierra Leone bishopric delivered a few noble 

words at the tomb out of a Christian heart, to which we all listened with deep emotion.”1049 

Mr. Seignac de Lesseps then wrote to Bishop Kobès about Bishop de Brésillac’s death: 

“I did everything I could, I assure you, Monsignor, to bury Monsignor de Marion-

Brésillac with all the honors due to his rank. The Governor and all the authorities of the Colony 

accompanied the body to its last dwelling.”1050 

8.5.  Qualified testimonies 

Mr. Seignac de Lesseps also wrote to the Minister of Foreign Affairs about Bishop de Brésil-

lac’s death: 

“This worthy Prelate was the second last to die, he was stricken more by the pain of see-

ing his priests die before his eyes then by his own illness. 

(…) There has been sincere regret for these worthy and courageous missionaries, not on-

ly from the Catholic faithful of Sierra Leone, but also from a large part of the indigenous popu-

lation not belonging to any kind of religion. Their house had become quickly a shelter for the 

poor grieving people, who found in them all the help and consolation they were able to give, 

both regarding spiritual suffering and bodily illness.”1051 

Mr. Vallon – the aforementioned commander of the Dialmath – was also one of the main actors 

in the drama that took place in Freetown, and his opinion, recorded in a letter to Father Planque, is 

worth mentioning. 

When he had left Freetown after repairing his ship, he was rather confident about Bishop de 

Brésillac and Father Reymond: 

“Knowing that Mr. Seignac de Lesseps, our Vice-consul in Sierra Leone, would continue 

being for these two holy victims of their zeal and faith what he had been until then – a constant 

and devoted support for the exiles who needed assistance, in a foreign country that was indeed 

much more inhospitable for them than for the Europeans, who understandably frightened, fled 

for their lives – I left Sierra Leone for Gorée, carrying with me the memories of Monsignor’s 

character and virtues, and of Father Reymond’s courageous self-sacrifice, which will never fade 

away from my memory.”1052 

8.6.  Father Reymond: the last in the catastrophe 

                                                                                                                                        
1048   Ibid. 
1049   Ibid. 
1050   Letter of  Mr. Seignac de Lesseps to Mgr Kobès, 20 July 1859. AMA 2 F 8, 1244. 
 
1051  Letter of the interim French Vice-consul to the Minister of Foreign Affairs, 20 July 1859. AMA 11/032, n° 

143/77, 1859.  
1052  Letter of  Mr. Vallon to Fr. Planque, 14 November 1859. AMA 2 F 8, 1254-1255.   
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Father Reymond got worse after his bishop’s death. He thought that he would not survive the 

catastrophe. He spent the days of the 26th and the 27th in peace. Mr. Brémond wrote about his last 

moments: 

“My servant called me at 3 o’clock in the morning, on the night from the 27th to the 28th, I 

found Father Reymond unconscious and agonizing. Everything was useless, we couldn’t make 

him open his eyes or say a word… He breathed his last at precisely 6 o’clock! 

The evening of the same day, at 5 o’clock, his mortal remains, accompanied by a lot of 

people, were returned to the earth, next to his brothers and his worthy and venerable Bishop, 

who had preceded him.”1053 

It was June 28, 1859. Father Louis Reymond was 36 years old. He had been in Sierra Leone 

since January 13, 1859.1054 

Mr. Seignac de Lesseps wrote about Father Reymond’s last moments: 

“The day before his death I spent the evening with him, and I found him having fun with 

Mr Brémond’s young children. Around 9 o’clock he went to sleep, and the following day at 6 

o’clock in the morning, he breathed his last breath. 

He had spent the evening of the 27th in prayer until midnight, suffering from a very 

strong fever, feeling that his end was near, and firmly convinced than very soon he would re-

ceive the prize for his commitment to the noble mission he had undertaken.”1055 

                                            
1053  Letter of  Mr. Brémond  to Propaganda Fide, October 1859. APF, Congressi, Congo, Sénégal, Vol. VII, 660-

665. 
1054  Louis Reymond was born in 1823, at Grande Combe, Châteleu, in the diocèse of Bésançon. He made his sol-

emn resolution on the 24th  of July 1858. Before joining the SMA, he published : Flore utile de France…by Abbé 
M.L.A. Reymond, Paris, Guyot frères, 1856, 597 p.    

1055  Letter of  Mr. Seignac de Lesseps, French Vice-consul in Sierra Leone, to Mgr Kobès, 18 August 1859. AMD. 

ACSSp I A 658. 
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CONCLUSION 

A GIFT FOR THE CHURCH AND THE WORLD 

 

I. SKETCH OF A PORTRAIT 

 

1.  Life reaching an end                  

The life of the Servant of God Bishop de Brésillac, which we have followed from the begin-

ning, reached an end on June 25, 1859, in Freetown. From Castelnaudary to Carcassonne; from Car-

cassonne to Castelnaudary and from there to Paris; from Paris to India, and more than eleven years 

later, from India to Rome. Then back to France, moving between Castelnaudary, Paris, Versailles, and 

Lyon. From there, to more than a hundred dioceses for the promotion of “his work,” the SMA, of 

which he is unquestionably the founder. Still from there, to assure its existence and the accomplish-

ment of its mission, to Rome and Paris. And finally, from Lyon to Freetown, where his pilgrimage 

reached an end after 40 days of slow martyrdom, in obedience to God’s incomprehensible designs. 

We can summarize his life in just a few lines, but he followed a very unpredictable itinerary, 

obviously unforeseen by himself, it was certainly a very unusual life, remarkable, and rich in experi-

ences. Let us take a final objective and synthetic look at it, witnessing the difficulties and constraints 

of the different milieus in which de Brésillac lived, and in which he had to measure himself: this will 

surely give us a better understanding of our Founder, who is not well known, and even sometimes 

misjudged. 

 

2.  An eminent personality with responsibilities at a young age 

Bishop de Brésillac was a man with many human qualities, some of them quite exceptional. Let 

us recall his remarkable intelligence, united to an extraordinary analytical skill; the deep and eager in-

terest he took in all things; his fearless lucidity in assessing the present and foreseeing the future; cou-

rageous honesty, with straightforward thinking and moving in  different situations; deep sensitivity, 

together with the impetuosity of the people of his region; a finesse of spirit, constant but not formalist; 

a courage that made him stand firm in the face of any risk; a hardworking attitude, ready to endure 

sacrifice; a frankness to all trials which wish was sometimes irritating. All of it was supported by a 

vast culture in the liberal and ecclesiastical sciences. 

If we look at de Brésillac’s life as a whole, we can easily realize that he was asked to assume a 

number of difficult and complex responsibilities when he was still very young precisely because of his 

great qualities. That is also the reason why he was exposed to the risk of erring in manner and timing 

in presenting and carrying out his ideas. He acknowledged this in his letters and his diary several 

times, and was able to apologize for the uneasiness he created. 

In addition, his important commitments, very early on, compelled him to develop a true and 

sometimes surprising capacity for human and spiritual discernment. He would take retreat time in or-

der to understand deeply the questions and problems he faced, and to choose what was truly good for 

himself and others. He always cared to avoid discussions and conflicts, which his very delicate spirit 

feared enormously. 

 

3.  Some important points on missionary spirituality 

De Brésillac’s personality, as we just described it, was permeated by God’s grace, in which he 

strongly believed; he tried to welcome it through the practice of Christian asceticism, as a constant re-

turn to what is essential. 
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3.1.  Jesus Christ as the center of everything 

We already mentioned some spiritual aspects of our Founder’s life. Let us add that everything 

for him was at the service of the Lord Jesus and his mission. He understood and carried out this mis-

sion as an expression of the Mystery of Christ, incarnate, dead, and resurrected. According to him, the 

missionary’s adaptability – his inculturation, as we say today – finds its sense and power in the Incar-

nation of the Word of God. The suffering and the  sacrifice of the mission always look towards the 

mystery of the Cross, towards the “divine philosophy of the Cross,” according to one of his expres-

sion. The zeal of the missionary, his commitment, are inspired every day by Christ’s self-giving to the 

world. The consolation and joy of the mission and of its fruits come from the Mystery of Christ’s 

Resurrection, and from the Glory of God which reveals itself in the world. He used to tell his mission-

aries: 

 “I propose to you and to myself that we remain constantly united to Jesus through a gen-

tle and continual conversation with him, with a perfect willingness to listen to his word, and to 

put it into practice.”1056 

 

3.2.  Devoting our entire existence to “God’s work” 

Bishop de Brésillac considered himself as called by God, and as an instrument of his glory in 

the world. For that reason, he acted, spoke, suffered, and committed himself to the best of his abilities, 

without keeping anything for himself, ready to let go of everything, including his own life. Because he 

experienced this calling, he tried to understand its concrete implications, and used the necessary 

means to discern God’s will. 

In the missions, he always tried to understand and pursue what the Lord wanted. He followed 

his vocation to the missions in a missionary, intelligent, courageous, disinterested, and full-hearted 

way. “To be a missionary from the bottom of the heart,” was his first resolution as he left for the mis-

sions. He also told his missionaries: 

“We need to be part of God’s work, we need to fully involve ourselves in it, plunging in-

to it, like identifying ourselves with it, and humbly losing ourselves in its accomplishment; we 

need this work to become our life, our reason for being.”1057 

 

3.3.  “Oh Church, my mother” 

This is how de Brésillac began one of his prayers in My thoughts about the missions, a compila-

tion of 99 interesting reflections on the missions and missionary life.1058 He loved the Church, which 

he perceived as mother, both in its universal and local expressions. 

Our Founder had a very strong sense of belonging to the Church, and he always acted on behalf 

of the Church. The proof is that a few moments before dying he asked Father Reymond, if he sur-

vived, to inform Propaganda Fide about the tragedy that was taking place in Freetown. 

His voluminous correspondence with the Holy See, the meetings with the Pope and the persons 

in charge of Propaganda Fide, the many letters he exchanged with other Vicars Apostolic, the frequent 

and personal sharing with Monsignor Bonnand, and later on, the different contacts with the bishops in 

France, the missionary animation he carried out in over a hundred dioceses, all these elements indicate 

that our Founder’s vision of the Church was in keeping with his time, but that he was also that of one 

who was able to listen to the Church, obey its guidelines, love her, and confront himself with her in an 

honest, consistent, participative, and completely disinterested way. He founded a Society that should 

carry on this orientation, serving the Church in its mission to the most abandoned people of Africa. 

                                            
1056   Marion Brésillac, Retreat to Missionaries…, op. cit., 20. 
1057   Ibid, 39. 
1058   One can find this document in: Marion Brésillac, Mission Documents…, op. cit., 79-106. It is a text non-dated 

and we do not known where the author wrote it. 
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In his Vicariate of Coimbatore, de Brésillac promoted meetings with his missionaries and be-

tween them. Those who had good will and accepted his authority were able to express themselves 

freely with him, without pretending to have the last word; and those who did not, found an enduring 

patience in him. 

After reading this biography, we have probably realized our Founder’s commitment to indige-

nous clergy. He envisioned and promoted a truly local Church, with autochthonous bishops and 

priests, who could be self-sufficient in every way. 

Regarding the issue of the Malabar Rites, de Brésillac remained faithful to the Church even in 

the most difficult and painful circumstances, open to creativity, suppleness, and looking for what 

seemed best for all, especially for Indian people. He took the risk of appearing vague, indecisive, and 

contradictory. His fidelity to the Church became evident when, on the one hand, he wanted to keep 

the Holy See fully informed about the local missionary practice, expecting the last word to come from 

Rome, and on the other hand, he wanted to proceed in agreement with the other Vicars Apostolic and 

the most competent missionaries, so that the Roman authorities, who had to decide, would 

acknowledge the elements of their previous decisions that could be reviewed, improved, adapted to 

the requirements of the times, and envision a more successful future for the mission in India. 

Jesuit Father Pierre Charles, the famous missiology professor, made the following statement 

about Monsignor de Brésillac in his speech at the commemorative celebration of 1928 in Lyon: 

“God’s bewildering Providence placed this sensitive and tender man in the middle of a 

tough battle, and granted him the inflexibility that goes with holy obstinacy (…). He never bar-

gained with what appeared to him to be the supreme interest of the Church, and the raison 

d’être of the missions.”1059 

 

3.4.  The life of a man called by God 

The call from God that Melchior de Brésillac heard at the beginning of his life, and to which he 

tried to answer in a total way throughout his life, is a fundamental element in understanding his life 

and work as a whole. Actually, his first answer to this call entailed answering anew every day in many 

places and times, and in the most different events, everything converged for him in this light. He was 

able to follow his vocation because he learned to listen to the voice of God when he was young, which 

required willingness, choice, action, challenge, and risk. 

Our Founder was primarily a man of action. That is why he was always looking for the neces-

sary criteria and lucidity to go undertake in the best possible way “God’s work.” To find this lucidity, 

he would take his time and ask competent people for advice; he would go on retreat, and study the 

matter, sometimes taking even 4 or 5 years to decide; he would pray to the Lord about the problems 

he faced, and go on pilgrimage, especially to Marian shrines; he would ask religious communities for 

prayers, especially the contemplative groups. 

De Brésillac gave himself fully to the missionary vocation. Thanks to the formation he received 

and to his personal studies, plus the demanding tasks he undertook and the experience he thus ac-

quired, he was able to answer God’s call with full mind and heart, with his great intelligence and 

strong will, and with a temperament driving him to show clearly his best traits and his shortcomings, 

his certainties and his doubts. 

De Brésillac would judge other people and himself according to his missionary vision. He 

could even be provocative, but it was in order to achieve a better answer to missionary requirements, 

both in India and in Africa. His zeal and commitment were constant and took no breaks: “To avoid 

neglecting anything that could make the work of God move forward,” was his resolution before leav-

ing for India, and when he asked to go to Africa in 1855, he wrote: “My desire would be to abandon 

                                            
1059   Charles, P., S.J., Discours prononcé à Lyon aux fêtes commémoratives à la mémoire de Mgr de Brésillac et du Père 

Planque, in : « Echo des Missions Africaines », May-June 1928, 107-111, 110. 



 298 

myself blindly in the hands of Divine Providence, and go straight to these people in a completely ap-

ostolic way.” 

 

4.  Elements for a missionary method 

Regarding the way of carrying out his missionary duties, in addition to what we already said, 

we can add some human elements which could be useful to develop a valid work method for all times 

and for any pastoral mission. 

Throughout his missionary life, de Brésillac committed himself to the mission with great pas-

sion, fully involving himself and including every aspect of his personality. But this passion was not 

only an effect of his great generosity and love for God and for souls, as we used to say some time ago: 

it also had to do with the intelligence and expertise he developed after an orderly and serious study of 

everything that regarded mission in general, and specifically in the country where he lived. The study 

of local history and culture was at the forefront of this commitment. Accordingly, he kept himself in-

formed about publications regarding the topics he urgently needed to understand. 

When he faced a problem, our Founder would study and analyze it, looking at the trees without 

forgetting the forest; he would look for its causes, and consider the advantages and the limitations of 

every possible solution, both in the short and long run. All this had to do with his search for objective 

truth which, however, should not hinder justice and missionary charity. 

In this regard, we can recall the practical instructions he gave to his missionaries in Coimbatore 

about the way to conceive a pastoral council and organize its meetings, in order to make them produc-

tive and bring progress to the work of evangelization. We find the same orientations at a more general 

level in his report to Propaganda Fide of June 1854, in which he proposed a procedure of working to-

gether on the different questions with a democratic spirit. 

In his unfinished biography of our Founder, Father Lucien Reyser wrote: 

“Dealing with matters like pastoral ministry, formation of the indigenous clergy, and 

conversion of the nonbelievers, Monsignor de Brésillac proved to have deep perception, and an 

extraordinary sense of the future. He had profound knowledge of the concrete data regarding 

the place where he lived (…). Some of his confreres did not have this gift of integrating the fu-

ture which the present and vice versa in the same measure as he, whereas the bishop was not 

able to take into account the human obstacles well enough.”1060 

In his missionary life, our Founder did not pursue immediate goals – which often satisfy an in-

dividual’s personal demands – but enduring achievements, which build the future and assure what is 

good for the community, and for the true promotion of a nation. This was sometimes a bit difficult for 

him regarding the acceptance of present reality, with all its implications in relating to other people. 

However, de Brésillac was engaged in finding concrete solutions for the mission, and he got in-

volved with the difficulties that the people were facing, both in India and in Freetown. He assigned 

missionaries to help the sick in times of epidemic, and also helped himself. He tried to reduce the ef-

fects of unemployment among Indian workers. He personally participated in carrying out new build-

ings, like the seminaries of Pondicherry and Coimbatore, and several churches, particularly the Ca-

thedral of Coimbatore, which he designed himself and supervised when it was under construction. 

Regarding the SMA, he became the Founder and acted as such after a three -and-a-half  year 

organizational period. He tried to establish strong foundations for the Society, including a special 

bond with the Holy See, particularly with Propaganda Fide. The option for the most abandoned people 

of Africa that he clearly formulated became the typical characteristic of the SMA as a missionary so-

ciety. He wrote the statutes that were to guide the first steps of the community under the form of an 

initial sketch, because he wanted the foundation to take place over time, as the experience of its mem-

bers unfolded. He made the SMA known in more than a hundred dioceses of France. He set up a con-

                                            
1060   Reyser,L., Vie de Mgr de Brésillac, unfinished ;it stops in 1853. AMA 2 F 52, 369. 
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siderable financial basis that allowed Father Planque, his successor, to purchase a piece of land to 

construct the new SMA seminary in Lyon just a few months after his death. 
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II. UNLESS A GRAIN OF WHEAT FALLS TO THE GROUND AND DIES… 

 

1.  The SMA and the drama of Freetown 

On July 12, Father Planque received de Brésillac’s letter letting him know that Fathers Ri-

ocreux and Bresson, and Brother Monnoyeur had died. The letter also mentioned that Brother Eugene 

was returning to France. 

Father Planque became very worried about the Founder and Father Reymond. He feared the 

worst for both. The news of their death eventually arrived in Lyon through several letters: one from 

Father Schwindenhammer, Superior General of the Spiritan Missionaries, on August 111061; another 

from Bishop Kobès in Dakar, on the 20th; and finally one from the Ministry for Foreign Affairs, some 

days later.1062 

The community of Lyon was at the time consisted of  Fr. Planque, Fr. Borghero and Edde, 

(who had recently arrived), two brothers, and four or five seminarians according to different sources. 

We must add Father Papetard as an affiliate member. 

Father Planque got to know that Bishop Bessieux was in Paris, so he left Lyon on August 18 to 

meet him. He wanted to speak to him about the situation of the Vicariate of Sierra Leone and its fu-

ture prospects. Even though several people, including Cardinal de Bonald of Lyon, counselled Father 

Planque to give up the SMA project, he believed that only the Congregation of Propaganda Fide was 

entitled to dissolve a society founded to answer its needs.  

Back in Lyon, Father Planque wrote to Cardinal Barnabò to let him know that Bishop de Brésil-

lac and Father Reymond had died, and asked him if he could come to Rome to get his advice. He had 

talked Bishop Bessieux at length in Paris, and he wished to go on with the Sierra Leone mission, 

sending new missionaries there in November. He added: 

“Moreover, God did not leave us without consolation in the midst of such great pain; our 

candidates are firmer than ever in their resolution, and already I received 5 new requests for 

admission, 3 of which come from priests.”1063 

Father Planque gave the same news to the Works for the Propagation of the Faith in a letter 

written a few days later; he stated: 

“We lost our Father and our elder brothers, but I have the sweet confidence that we have 

gained them as intercessors in Heaven, and that they will plead our cause with much more suc-

cess now, since they are closer to God. They will protect the work they founded with so much 

energy that the new missionaries who hopefully will leave before long to receive their inher-

itance, will find efficacious support in those who, from now on, will be watching over us and 

our Missions from on high in Heaven, with more solicitude than if they were on earth.”1064 

Father Planque also wrote to Bishop Kobès thanking him for his good wishes regarding the 

survival of the Society of African Missions, and made an important statement in his letter: 

“Our small Society is organized in such a way that its existence was not dependant on 

Monsignor de Marion-Brésillac to the point of not being able to carry on without him. There is 

now a great empty space among us, without a doubt, the kind of  space a father leaves when he 

                                            
1061 This date is probable. Fr. Planque replied on 11 August requesting him to sent a second letter with the same message. 

Meanwhile, he would be free to see to certain material affairs concerning the goods of the work kept in the banks in the 

name of Mgr de Brésillac. Cf. ACSSp Boite 658, MAL, Sierra Leone. Fr. Schwindenhamer wrote a second letter on the 

13th  August. Cf. AMA 2 F 8, 1247-1248. 
1062  The news of the death of the missionaries of the SMA at Freetown was published in the « Gazertte de 

Lyon » and in the « L’Univers », 19 August 1859. 
1063  Letter of Fr  Planque to Cardinal Barnabò, 26 August 1859. Proof : AMA 2 F 8, 1252 ; 2 B, Vol. I. 
1064  Letter of Fr Planque to Works for  Propagation of the Faith, 29 August 1859. Proof : AMA 2 F 8, 1249. 
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dies. We will miss him and weep for him for a long time. However, this beloved Father was 

able to think about the future and endeavored not to become indispensable, in such a way that 

the Society, was collated with its own dynamics and its own life.”1065 

2.  Back to Africa 

Father Planque left for Rome on September 18, 1859. He met  Cardinal Barnabò several times, 

and stated that he and his confreres intended to carry on with the Society. The Cardinal mentioned 

their intention to Pope Pius IX, who blessed God for it: “Dio sia benedetto1066,” he exclaimed. After 

the conversations, Father Planque was asked to present a report on the Vicariate of Sierra Leone. 

Father Planque’s report, dated September 27, 1859, recalled the background of the situation in 

the Vicariate of Sierra Leone, indicating the dangers for the future, and their readiness to assume the 

mission of Dahomey, which Bishop de Brésillac had requested several times.1067 

After a series of consultations, the Holy See created the Apostolic Vicariate of Dahomey on 

August 28, 1860, including the vast territory between the Rivers Volta and Niger. This territory was 

assigned to the Society of African Missions, and Father Borghero was appointed superior ad interim 

on December 2 of the same year. The Vicariate of Sierra Leone was reassigned to the Spiritan mis-

sionaries.1068 

On January 5, 1861, Fathers Borghero, Edde and Fernandez, left Toulon for Africa. Father Ed-

de unfortunately died in Freetown during the trip, while the other two arrived in Dahomey on April 

18, 1861. And this is how the mission of the SMA in Africa started again after the disaster of Free-

town. The mission still goes on today. 

The SMA arrived in the present territory of Nigeria in 1868, and new SMA missions have been 

established in different African countries since then: Egypt in 1877, Ghana in 1880, Ivory Coast in 

1895, Liberia in 1906, Togo in 1918, and Niger in 1931. After the war of 1939-45, the SMA founded 

other missions in Africa: Congo-Zaire in 1951, Zambia in 1973, Central Africa and Tanzania in 1977. 

They went back to South Africa in 1984, where they had been from 1873 to 1882. The mission in 

Kenya was founded in 1989. Some SMA priests arrived in Angola and Morocco in 1998. 

This expansion is a concrete sign of the SMA’s constant commitment to the proclamation of the 

Gospel in Africa, and of its contribution to the birth and development of different local Churches in 

this continent. This commitment required a high cost in human lives. The initial sacrifice of Freetown 

was followed by a great number of missionaries who died from tropical diseases. The SMA suffered 

about 175 deaths for this reason between 1859 and 1914. Several missionaries died before completing 

a year in Africa. 

3.  Many fruits 

Since 1856, the SMA has developed thanks to the candidates to missionary life coming from 

different countries and continents. Several groups have been set up in different places: Ireland in 

1912, Holland in 1923, the two French provinces in 1927, the USA in 1941, and the UK, Spain, Can-

ada, and Italy in 1968. Other groups have been organized more recently in Africa, India, the Philip-

pines, Poland and Argentina. At present the SMA has 935 members (including permanent and tempo-

rary), 6 associate priests, 33 associate laypersons, and 108 students. 

                                            
1065   Letter of Fr. Planque to Mgr Kobès, 17 September 1859. AMA 2 B, Vol. I. AMD. 
1066   Italian for Blessed be God (trans.. This affirmation of the Pope is found in : Assemblée Générale de la SMA de 

Lyon 1893, Procès verbaux, 13. AMA 11/301.1893 – 4689/78 ; Chautard, E., SMA (1851-1915), La Société des Mis-

sions Africaines de Lyon, enclosed in : Gorju, J., La Côte d’Ivoire chrétienne, Lyon 1915, 260 p., 241-259. Subse-

quently, the affirmation was repeated by several authors. 
1067   Report of Fr Planque to Propaganda Fide 27 September 1859. AMA 2 B, Vol. I. 
1068   Concerning the leadership of the SMA, the Holy See regarded Fr. Planque as the superior of the seminary 

of the African Mission of Lyon, following the nomination made by Mgr de Brésillac in 1858. He was also the 
superior general of the SMA up to his death in 1907. 
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The life and death of Bishop de Brésillac and his companions has borne many fruits over the 

years. A great fruitfulness has come from the Calvary of Freetown. At this point, how can we not re-

call the inspired rephrasing of Psalm 131 that Father Perreyve wrote on January 16, 1859, when he at-

tended the Vespers presided over by Bishop de Brésillac in the church of Saint Sulpice in Paris? 

 “(The Lord) will grant you hereafter the grace of an immeasurable spiritual fecundity; he 

will bless the sons of your sufferings and works (…). Holiness will blossom in your ways, and 

bear fruit in your hands; your missions will be rich, and your harvest will be heavy before the 

face of God.”1069 

 

4.  “An Order engendered by death” 

From the events of Freetown until today, those who got to know the history of the SMA, be it 

members of the Institute or not, have considered its development and its contribution to the birth of 

the local Churches in West Africa as a fruit of death, as the life flowing from the sacrifice of Bishop 

de Brésillac and his missionaries, who shed their lives in obedience to God’s designs, for the good of 

the African people. As a matter of fact, someone called the SMA “An Order engendered by death.”1070 

All the SMA missionaries stopping briefly at Freetown when traveling to Africa or returning 

from there by boat went to pray over the tomb of the Founder and his first companions. It was a tradi-

tion that taught our missionaries how to live and die for the Lord’s mission.1071 

At the end of Le Gallen’s biography of the Founder, after recalling the development of the 

SMA and its work in Africa, the author wondered: 

“Who could have foreseen these results the day Monsignor de Marion-Brésillac left this 

earth? I will say it again, if the Society of African Missions now spreads its vigorous branches 

in Africa like a beneficial tree offering fruits of life to the unfortunate peoples of Guinea, it is 

because it germinated on the ever-blessed tomb of Sierra Leone (…). I believe that those who 

will read Monsignor de Marion-Brésillac’s Memoirs will be delighted to get to know this holy 

missionary, this great Bishop who was undervalued while he lived, and who must no longer 

remain unknown for all those who love the missions.”1072 

In his book on the African Missions of 1956, René Guilcher recalled Father Planque’s trip to 

Rome and his return to Lyon with the official support from the Holy See to continue the mission in 

Africa. He wrote: 

“There is something bewildering and at the same time admirable in the development of 

the African Missions. It would have to face terrible blows, like the one that took place at the 

beginning, which could have hindered its growth. But that was not the case.”1073 

De Brésillac’s biography by Patrick Gantly ends with a brief presentation of the SMA’s work in 

Africa after his death. The author concluded: 

“Thanks to his life and death, and thanks to the life and death of many of his disciples, 

the modern history of the Guinea Coast today contains certain pages offering some of that ‘holy 

madness’ of the Christian faith.”1074 

                                            
1069   Letter of  Perreyve, 16 January 1859. AMA 2 F 8, 1134-1137. We presented this document in chapter 16. 
1070   Léloir, L., Marion Brésillac. Un ordre qu’engendra la mort,  A study first given on Catholic radio as a discourse 

on     17 January 1939, Namur, 1939, 48 p. 
1071    In the month of April 1927 the exhumation of the remains of Mgr de Brésillac took place. Afterwards the 

remains were taken to Lyon where they arrived the following 11 May. They rest in a funerary monument erected 

in the entrance hall of the SMA house on Cours Gambetta . 
1072   Le Gallen, L., Vie de Mgr de Marion Brésillac…, op.cit., 602. 
1073   Guilcher, R.-F., La Société des Missions Africaines, Lyon, 1956, 188 p., 52. 
1074   Gantly, P. – Thorpe H. For this cause, op.cit., 270. 
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From 1859 to our days, several SMA missionaries have expressed in writing their admiration 

for the heroic life and death of the Founder and several of his disciples in Africa.  In this regard, Fa-

ther Jean-Marie Chabert, Superior General of the SMA from 1919 to 1933, stated that de Brésillac 

 “…transformed and fused his life into the life of Christ (…). He culminated his apostolic 

life like the Master did, with a total self-giving through a heroic act of love, trust, and submis-

sion to God’s will.”1075 

This act of love was the expression and the fulfillment of an entire life imbued with faith, hope 

and charity, answering every day to the Lord’s call to mission, in a pilgrimage guided by “the divine 

philosophy of the Cross.” It was a path that drove him, in God’s time, to an abundant and lasting har-

vest: “Unless a grain of wheat falls to the ground and dies…” 

When his resignation to the Vicariate of Coimbatore was accepted, Bishop de Brésillac wrote: 

“Who knows if God will grant to my sacrifice what he did not grant to my action.”1076 

In his sermon in favor of the African Missions, the Founder of the SMA mentioned that the 

Lord one day put before his eyes all the kingdoms of this world, in order to: 

“…make me consider all the spiritual miseries, showing me also the pains, sacrifices, 

tribulations, and crosses that he usually hands over to those who serve him. Beyond these tribu-

lations and crosses, I saw an abundant harvest of merits; and further beyond, the eternal glory 

that Jesus Christ has promised to those who have the courage to take up their cross resolutely 

and follow him.”1077 

                                            
1075   Chabert, J-M., L’Esprit de la Société des Missions Africaines et des Petites Servantes du Sacré-Cœur est un esprit de 

Charité et d’Amour, Lyon, 1926, 13, 17. 
1076   Letter to Fr.  Métral, 19 April 1855. AMEP Vol. 1000 J, 1131. AMA 2 F 11, 473-474. 
1077   Sermon for the Works of the African Missions. AMA 2 F 5, 62-97. Et : Notice…, op. cit., 51-52. 


