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v

			                �                   Feast of St. John of God 
March 8, 2012

Dear Reader,

When Conor Gallagher, Vice President of Saint Benedict Press, first 
came to me and shared that the Lord had put it on his heart to assist 
the Poor Clares in the building of their new monastery, we had a heart-
to-heart discussion. In my rather straightforward manner, I told him 
that I knew there were people whom the Lord had called to be a part 
of this work—this building up of His Church in the South by laying a 
foundation for a life of adoration and thanksgiving. I also told him that 
there were those whom God had not chosen, and that I was perfectly 
capable of returning donations to people who had their own agenda 
in mind. I think he might have been a little shocked at that point. 
However, there is a restlessness of the spirit when God is commanding 
a soul to engage in His work—and that spirit was actively working in 
the soul of our dear friend.

In our discussions on what would be an appropriate means to use 
to raise funds for the building of a monastery, the guiding light was 
that it would be of benefit to souls. With this in mind, we narrowed it 
down to a selection of time-tested classics that have been written by the 
saints and read by the saints. In other words: saint-makers.

In our world today, we are pulled in so many directions and we 
have become people of ceaseless activity. It seems we have forgotten 
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that the Gospel mandate is to pray without ceasing, not to work 
without ceasing.

These books are a call from the Lord to our weary souls to “come 
away with Me for a while”; to step aside from the hectic pace of our 
daily routine, and to ponder the purpose of possessing immortal souls: 
that we may spend eternity in the embrace of God.

Each soul is called to holiness. We all have different paths, but the 
same goal. These books are a compelling force that will direct our sight 
to the “one thing necessary.”

May each page enkindle in the hearts of those who read them, a 
love for God and a desire for heaven that will give them the strength to 
fight the good fight and to gain the joy of heaven.

—�Mother Dolores Marie of the  
    Wounded Heart of Mary, PCPA 
Abbess 
Saint Joseph Adoration Monastery
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“But even as Josue and Caleb declared that  
the Land of Promise was good and fair,  

and that the possession of it would be easy and pleasant;  
so the Holy Spirit, speaking by all the Saints,  
and our blessed Lord Himself assure us that  

a devout life is a lovely, a pleasant, and a happy life.”
—St. Francis de Sales
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xix

 Preface

You hold in your hands a deluxe edition of one of the greatest spiri- 
  tual books of all time: Introduction to the Devout Life by St. Francis 

de Sales. I write this preface with great joy as a priest and Church his-
torian who years ago put together a “Catholic Lifetime Reading Plan” 
that thousands of laypeople have used to grow in holiness in the midst 
of their busy lives. When I am asked to name my favorite spiritual read-
ing book among the hundred or so on my list, I single out Introduction 
to the Devout Life.

Who was its author? Francis de Sales (1567-1622) came from an 
aristocratic French family, studied both law and theology in Paris and 
Padua, and then practiced law with great success. Over time he dis-
cerned a priestly vocation, but not without strong anguish and with 
various personal conversions. His decision to become a priest provoked 
strong family opposition that he overcame and he was ordained.

He was a key figure in France’s Counter-Reformation, bringing 
hundreds of thousands of French and Swiss Calvinists back to the 
Catholic Church at the risk of his own life. He also co-founded (along 
with one of his spiritual directees, St. Jane Frances de Chantal) an order 
of nuns, the Order of the Visitation, where his spirituality can be seen 
lived most intensely up to the present. 

After serving as bishop of Geneva, he died on December 28, 
1622 and was canonized in 1665. His prolific writings and powerful 
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preaching led the Church to name him the patron saint of authors 
and journalists (hence my own personal devotion). Readers wishing 
to know more about his life and works can spend some time with the 
1911 Catholic Encyclopedia (available online) or search out a sound 
(probably out of print) biography of his fascinating life. 

 What makes Introduction to the Devout Life of such continuing 
and compelling interest? Well, it has been said that the definition of a 
classic book is one that has never gone out of print. And that is the case 
with the Introduction. It achieved immediate popularity throughout 
the European world with those Catholics (and not a few Protestants 
who read edited versions) thirsting for help in nurturing religious devo-
tion and virtue in the midst of a sinful world.

St. Francis bypassed common practice by directly addressing the 
layperson who lives in the world. Up to his time, spiritual books were 
generally written for professed religious or priests, since they were con-
sidered to have a higher calling to holiness than the baptized layperson. 
The Church never denied, of course, that laypeople could be saved, but 
the general assumption was that canonizable sanctity, except in the case 
of martyrdom, was unlikely to be within their grasp.

St. Francis, on the other hand, addresses all Christians in any state 
of life. The book in fact began as a series of letters to an ambassador’s 
wife seeking to grow in holiness in the midst of her daily duties. The 
letters are turned in chapters that gradually lead the reader, addressed 
by St. Francis as Philothea, up the steep incline towards holiness. 
The means he advises are of course nothing new: prayer, reading of 
Scripture, frequenting the sacraments, self-denial, etc. However, what 
is new is the Saint’s concrete advice on how to behave in the midst of 
an alluring world. What is most attractive to me and most Christlike 
in the saint is his plentiful use of metaphors drawn from nature—ani-
mals, flowers, weather, etc.—that recall Our Lord’s use of parables to 
proclaim the kingdom.

 We could call the book a preached retreat or a year’s worth of 
practical spiritual advice from a director to his directee. In any case, the 
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advice is given with love and gentleness and great attractiveness, as you 
will see when you pick it up for your own spiritual reading.

  I would like to emphasize the historical achievement of this book. 
De Sales’ teachings are an important historical step in the rediscov-
ery of the universal call for holiness that was the principal teaching of 
the Second Vatican Council. This realization that the layperson too 
is called to be a saint may take some decades before it is fully under-
stood by Catholics and acted upon, but when that takes place, it may 
work a revolution in the world as great as that of the anonymous first 
Christians did in their time.

 St. Francis de Sales’ trailblazing attentiveness to the spiritual needs 
and potential of laypeople was succeeded in later centuries by such 
great spiritual writers and founders as Bl. John Henry Newman of the 
Oratory and St. Josemaria Escriva, the founder of Opus Dei, who in 
the decades leading up to the Second Vatican Council coupled the 
universal call to holiness with the universal call to be apostles and evan-
gelizers in everyday life.

Fr. C. John McCloskey III

Fr. C. John McCloskey III is a Church Historian and writer. He is a Research 
Fellow at the Faith and Reason Institute in Washington, D.C. His website is 
www.frmccloskey.com
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xxiii

INTRODUCTION

The “Introduction à la Vie Dévote,” is here offered plus the title  
  of Philothea, the name under which the original French of the 

work was published, by its author, St. Francis de Sales, in 1608. It first 
saw the light, just about the time Shakespeare was giving to the world 
“Antony and Cleopatra,” Captain John Smith his “True Relation,” 
Middleton “A Mad World.” In the year of its publication John Milton 
was born and Quebec founded. It is not likely that at any time dur-
ing his life the saintly Bishop of Geneva ever heard of the plays of 
the greatest of English poets, nor can we imagine, that, man of taste 
and lover of letters though he was, he would have much relished the 
tempest and turbulence of passion as painted by the Elizabethan dra-
matist. Yet, like Shakespeare, the writer of the Philothea was an admi-
rable psychologist and could read and analyze character with unerring 
instinct. But Shakespeare did not move on the same plane of thought 
and vision. Francis lived in a world of supernatural ideas, and there 
is much, we imagine, in the world of the creator of Falstaff and the 
Merry Wives of Windsor, in the philosophy even of “Hamlet” and 
the crudities of “Timon of Athens,” that would have shocked him. 
But long before Shakespeare’s name had met with anything like gen-
eral recognition, either from his own countrymen, or, more especially 
from circles abroad, before any foreign translations of his plays existed, 
“L’Introduction à la Vie Dévote” had been done into almost every lan-
guage of cultured Europe, and the Saint’s name and work were better 
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known among Frenchmen and foreigners than those of the Englishman, 
in Cumberland or Lincolnshire.

The Philothea wears well, like all great classics. It is now more than 
three hundred years old, and though everything has changed around 
us, the very language in which it was written, the styles, fashions and 
manners, the politics, the social fabrics of the times, it has still the fresh-
ness and vigor of its first youth. For the Saints, who seem to be so clois-
tered from the world and to look out upon it, as might some holy nun 
through the iron grille of a Carmelite chapel, with ethereal gaze and as 
in a waking trance, really understand the world better than the world-
ling. They unerringly chart its course and accurately take the soundings 
of its treacherous waters, they plummet its depths far better than those 
whose bark is tossing on their restlessness. Their vision is clearer, their 
compass is more accurately set. Hence it is that any really great spiritual 
book has, of its nature, one of the first qualities required for a world-
classic. It deals in truth and power with the vital questions that affect 
the lives of men, it enters into the sanctuary of the heart, it brings light, 
the sometimes blinding light of God’s truth into the neglected shrine of 
inner consciousness and sends the echoes of forgotten principles ring-
ing through the awakened soul.

Hence the immortality of such a book as the Confessions of St. 
Augustine. Its author had sounded all the depths and shoals of human 
pleasure and triumph. The African rhetorician knew the world, he had 
tasted its emptiness. An honored, petted and rose-garlanded guest, he 
had sat at its banquet table, amidst wine and song. But, with what 
Libyan, almost uncontrolled and fiercely burning passion, he bewails 
his follies and sins, his pride, the world’s evil fascination! What lyric 
raptures over the goodness of a merciful God who saved him from its 
snares! The author of the Imitation of Christ, the Flemish recluse of the 
fifteenth century, is the very antithesis of St. Augustine. In him, the 
style, the thought do not pour forth like molten lava from the panting 
heart. He is uniformly serene, calm, self-poised and he writes like a her-
mit venturing abroad into the haunts of men, with hands thrust into 
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the long sleeves of his habit, his head covered with enfolding cowl, with 
apparently unseeing eyes, with slow and rhythmic step, a hieratic figure 
of meditation and solitude. But how he too knows the world! How well 
he reads the heart! What a diagnostician of the maladies of the soul! 
How gently, yet how ruthlessly he places his finger on the wound, hid-
den perhaps to ourselves, and with infinite tenderness and the sternness 
and unflinching sincerity of true love tells us, almost with a smile, as 
if we were told something we already but too well suspected: “Here, 
brother, thou ailest. Friend, here thou art dangerously ill. Here—be 
brave my son—thou shalt have to apply the knife, to cut and to burn, 
for thy very life is at stake.” Wisest of monitors and kindliest of friends! 
What treasures of heavenly lore, yea even of true worldly wisdom hast 
thou stored in the pages of thy little book.

To the Imitation we must add another little volume dear to St. 
Francis de Sales, and which he is said even to have preferred to it, The 
Spiritual Combat of the Theatine, Lorenzo Scupoli. Nor must we forget 
The Sinner’s Guide by the Venerable Louis de Granada, the Names of 
Christ of the Venerable Louis de Leon, nor the drill-book of the soldier 
of Christ, The Spiritual Exercises of Saint Ignatius, that made as many 
Saints, as Francis de Sales used to say, as it contained letters, nor the 
Christian Perfection of Alphonso Rodriguez, the manual on whose solid 
precepts so many seculars and religious have been trained.

At no time in the history of the Church have masters of the ascetic 
life failed to point out its principles, its end and the practical methods 
by which it must be attained. In the very age which saw the germs 
of wide-spread spiritual decay, in the lives of Catholics, while Voltaire 
was undermining so many things sacred by his sarcasms and sneer, 
St. Alphonsus de Liguori was writing those masterpieces of asceticism 
which still guide thousands in the pursuit of holiness.

The spiritual book, the Philothea, now given to our readers is from 
the pen of one of the greatest men of the seventeenth century in France, 
and one of the noblest and most lovable Saints in the Church of God. 
Francis de Sales was born at Thorens in Savoie, August 21, 1567, of a 
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noble family, illustrious in the annals of his native province. His father 
and mother brought him up in the strictest principles of the Catholic 
Faith, the more so, as nearby Geneva, where the family counted many 
friends, was the central stronghold of Calvinism. The boy had for daily 
spectacle, and almost for playfellows, the snow-clad Alps, theme of 
Guiraud’s, Byron’s and Coleridge’s song, ever sublime, ever fascinating, 
whether the bridal veil of the mists garlands their brows, or their bas-
tions bear the burden of everlasting snows.

The young nobleman’s education was that of the youths of his class 
in the last years of the sixteenth century. His mother taught him his 
prayers and catechism. He made his first studies near his native place at 
the college of Annecy in Savoie; later, under the Jesuits in Paris. To the 
study of rhetoric and philosophy, he added that of theology, Scripture 
and Hebrew. At the age of twenty, the young man, handsome, cultured, 
and courtly, the perfect type of the gentleman of his time, went to Italy 
and heard the lectures of the famous Pancirola, in the law school of the 
University of Padua. The world smiled before him, pleasure beckoned 
him on, the highest honors of the State were dangled before his eyes. 
He made hosts of friends by his refined manners, his kindly humor, his 
eloquence, his wit, his unfailing kindness and his all-winning gentle-
ness and sweetness. He made enemies, alas, by his uncompromising 
fidelity to the principles of his faith, his scorn of all that was base, 
his loyalty to the standards of honor and purity he had learnt in the 
ancestral home. His enemies, thinking no doubt they might terrify him 
from the paths of virtue from which they could not wheedle him, set 
upon him to cow him into submission. But the gentle Francis de Sales 
was not to be cowed by threat or blow, and when attacked by a band 
of assailants he whipped out his rapier and drove his enemies in head-
long flight through the tortuous streets of old Padua. Gentle Francis 
de Sales! Yes, in truth. But he won the right to be so called because he 
had disciplined a naturally fiery temperament with the curb and bit of 
Christian self-control.

The degree of Doctor utriusque juris, of civil and canon law, crowned 
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the career of Francis in dreamy Padua. Yielding for the moment to his 
father’s wish, he accepted office before the local Senate of his native 
province at Chambéry. Twice he refused the senatorial dignity. In 1593 
he was named, while still a layman, Provost of the Episcopal Chapter 
of Geneva, and the same year was ordained priest. His heart was now 
satisfied.

If ever there was a priestly soul, it was that of Francis de Sales. His 
life was stainless. His character was balanced. His intellectual gifts were 
of a high order, his mental vision clear, his fancy playful, his imagi-
nation creative, his learning extensive. His love of God burned like a 
poetic flame; it was tender and childlike; it was the very breath of his 
apostolate. With an almost feminine tenderness, he loved all men and 
because he loved them he wished all to know and to love God. But 
he was strong. In his strength, he was tolerant of men’s weaknesses, of 
their peculiarities, their narrow views, their whims, their oddities, their 
ill-founded judgments, their inconsistencies and their faults, provided 
only, these did not essentially interfere with their solemn obligations 
towards God. He taught that a courtier might be a faithful attendant 
on his prince and yet serve God; that a woman might keep her social 
rank and defer to its reasonable demands and conventions, and at the 
same time preserve the grace of God in her heart.

When he first preached to the mountain villages of the Chablais, 
his simple popular eloquence, full of parables, homely allusions and 
illustrations, won all hearts. He spoke to the people and for their needs. 
They listened to him with rapt attention and heard the “Provost’s” ser
mons with something like amazement. Never had the mountain folk 
of the Chablais ever suspected even that they could be spoken to in 
such homely yet truly priestly and dignified phrase. Conversions from 
Calvinism became numerous and the name of the young apostle was 
soon known throughout the length and breadth of France.

Francis, although disliking controversy, held several conferences 
with the Calvinist Théodore de Bèze, but as they seemed to lead 
nowhere, they were soon abandoned. In 1602 he was appointed Bishop 
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of Geneva. But the Calvinist capital offered but a cold welcome and 
limited opportunities for the evangelization of his immediate Catholic 
flock, and he transferred the main theater of his labors to Annecy, 
where he lived like any poor priest and where he has left up to this day 
a lasting and fragrant memory.

His work as Bishop, as founder with St. Jane Frances de Chantal 
of the Order of the Visitation, his labors as reformer of ecclesiastical 
discipline in Savoie and in France, his influence at court with Henry 
IV and his son Louis XIII, his unbounded charity, his zeal for souls, 
his gentleness and at the same time the heroism which he displayed in 
the most trying tasks, his unswerving fidelity to the Chair of Peter, his 
contempt for the honors of the world, his constant refusal to accept 
from Henry IV and Louis XIII of France far greater honors than the 
Dukes of Savoie could offer him—all this belongs to the history of the 
Church in the seventeenth century. They need not be recounted here. 
But they soon wore out the brave champion of Christ who scaled the 
snow-clad Alps to seek out his erring sheep. Obedient to the orders of 
his sovereign, the Duke of Savoie, who had sent him on a confidential 
mission to Avignon, he stopped on his return at Lyons. There he saw 
Madame de Chantal, whom he had long directed in the secrets of the 
spiritual life and led to the heights of sanctity. Worn out by his labors 
and suffering intense pains, which he bore without a murmur, he here 
passed away, December 28, 1622. The body of the Saint rests in his 
beloved Convent of the Visitation at Annecy. The Lyonnese kept his 
heart in their city for over a century and a half, but at the time of the 
French Revolution it was carried to Venice, where it is venerated today. 
Francis was beatified in 1661 and canonized by Pope Alexander VII in 
1665. In 1877 he was proclaimed by Pius IX, Doctor of the Universal 
Church.

Among the Saint’s principal works are the Controversies, first 
printed as hand-bills and leaflets and scattered among the inhabitants 
of the Chablais mountains who either could not or would not come to 
hear him preach. The Saint was one of the first in modern times to use 
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this peculiarly twentieth-century publicity device for mission purposes. 
The Controversies form a popular treatise on the fundamental articles 
of the Catholic Faith. The authority of the Church and the Primacy 
of Peter are particularly insisted on. “The Defense of the Standard of 
the Cross” exposes the reasons for the devotion to the Cross and the 
meaning of the Sign of the Cross; it is a simple exposition of one of the 
most popular of Catholic practices. The Treatise on the Love of God is 
with the “Philothea” the one masterpiece which fully reflects the mind 
and heart of the Bishop of Geneva as those of a great genius and a great 
Saint. The first four of its twelve books explain the theory of Divine 
Love, its birth, growth, perfection in the soul, and how it may be lost 
there; the fifth defines what is meant by the love of complacency and 
the love of benevolence; the sixth and seventh treat of affective love; the 
eighth and ninth of effective love, which is naught else but submission 
and conformity in practice to the will of God. The last three books 
resume this teaching and suggest practical methods for its application 
to daily life. If, in the first part of the work, there is a little dryness 
when the Saint enters into the explanation of the faculties of the soul, 
as the work proceeds, it rises into the realms of true mystic poetry, and 
its pages are clothed in language of the purest lyricism, which caused 
it to be compared by Sainte-Beuve to the finest passages of Lamartine. 
The Philothea (1608) may not in vastness of conception be the equal 
of the Treatise on the Love of God, but it is perhaps better suited to the 
average reader, and as a spiritual book stands in the very first rank of 
great religious treatises.

In order that the memory and example of the saintly Bishop of 
Geneva might be still more honored than in the past, Pope Pius XI, on 
the occasion of the tercentenary of the Saint’s death, issued a special 
Encyclical Letter, dated January 26, 1923. In that Encyclical Rerum 
Omnium, he solemnly designated St. Francis de Sales, heavenly patron 
of Catholic writers and journalists. In the course of his Letter the Holy 
Father refers to the book now edited, the Philothea or Introduction to 
the Devout Life, and counsels the men and women of our day to read 
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its simple, homely, but ennobling lessons. He singles it out with special 
and whole-hearted approbation, so that we may well call it the chosen 
“Spiritual Guide of the Holy Father.” He is fully aware, no doubt, that 
it has a special mission in our own times, just as it had in the seven-
teenth century, and that it can bring, both the priest at the altar and the 
nun in her cell, the statesman in office, the highborn lady of the world 
and the humblest handmaid at her work, rich and poor alike to the 
highest sanctity, provided they follow its golden lessons. “Philothea,” 
as its Greek etymology implies, is the “God-loving” soul, any soul that 
sincerely wishes to serve its Creator and Lord, in no matter what rank 
of society, under any circumstances of fortune, in any walk or state of 
life. The original “Philothea” seems to have been a lady of high rank, 
Madame de Charmoisy, equally distinguished by birth, fortune and 
piety, whom the pious Bishop of Geneva had met on one of his visits 
to Paris and in whom he found an apt pupil in the ways of perfection.

The Philothea or Introduction to the Devout Life is meant for all 
Christians. St. Francis himself tells us that too many spiritual authors 
addressed themselves in their writings to priests only, to religious men 
and women living under a special rule that obliged them to aim at 
a higher perfection. These authors did not address the vast majority 
of their brethren who had no other guide but the Gospel. They had 
cloistered the principles of sanctity and made asceticism a closed book 
to them. Yet Our Lord had preached that perfection was meant for 
all men. He had called all to perfection, that perfection at least which 
they might attain in their various states of life. “Be ye perfect as your 
Heavenly Father is perfect.” It is the special merit of the Bishop of 
Geneva to have opened the too rigidly barred gates of asceticism; to 
have given asceticism, devotion an open entrance into the court, the 
camp, the farmhouse, the fashionable salon or parlor, the workshop 
of the laborer; to have taught with unsurpassed authority, sweetness 
and charm, that the very height of sanctity and perfection might be 
attained by any man or woman who, in the fear of God and His Love, 
fulfills all the duties of the state of life in which his lot has been cast. In 
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the Philothea then, Francis intends to lead the soul living in the world, 
on the paths of devotion, to true and solid piety. It is an error, a heresy 
even, says the Saint, to hold, that piety is incompatible with any state 
of life. In the first part of the book, the Saint helps the soul to divest 
itself from all affection to sin. In the second, he teaches it how to be 
united to God by prayer and the use of the Sacraments; in the third he 
drills it in the practice of virtue. He then strengthens it against tempta-
tion, and finally teaches it how to form its resolutions and to persevere. 
The “Introduction” is a masterpiece of psychology, of practical morality, 
built upon the solid foundation of the Gospel and the teaching of the 
Fathers and great ascetical writers.

Philothea is addressed, as we have said, to every rank and class of 
society, to the religious, the priest, the nun, the artisan; to the widow, 
the mother, the bride. It is written with the directness, the plainness 
of phrase and allusion, characteristic of the Saints, and which at times 
might shock an over-fastidious ear. But the holy Bishop looks at life 
steadily and sees it with the purified vision of a stainless soul. Simple 
and solid, it is also clothed with that “incommunicable charm” of the 
great writer, as Newman says, who has something close to his heart 
and must carry it in its entirety to his readers. It is no wonder that Pius 
XI singled it out as peculiarly appropriate to the needs of our present 
society. Few other books teach the lessons of the Gospel with the same 
authority and charm, and are so eminently practical.

St. Francis is not only a master of the spiritual life, he is a great 
writer and one of the fountainheads undefiled of the noble French lit-
erature of the seventeenth century. He is by his quaintness, simplicity, 
richness of imagination and originality of thought, by his sprightliness 
and picturesqueness of phrase, the connecting link between Montaigne 
and Amyot on the one hand and Fénelon and La Fontaine on the other. 
There is a winged grace in his words, a twinkle, a joyance, subdued and 
tender in his eyes, that immediately disarm the most critical reader. 
His French, like that of La Fontaine, loses its delicate aroma, even in 
the best translation. His “Letters” remind us of those of St. Teresa. The 
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curling iron has not given them that too artificial, if graceful Marcel 
wave sometimes seen in those of Madame de Sévigné; but they are 
as French in their freedom, simplicity and grace as those of Voltaire, 
Joseph de Maistre or Louis Veuillot.

“Les grandes pensées viennent du coeur,” wrote the Marquis de 
Vauvenargues. The heart of the Bishop of Geneva was filled with the 
love of the beautiful and the true. God for him was Beauty, Truth and 
Love. The noblest thoughts sprang from the rich soil of his generous 
nature. He expressed them with the spontaneity of a child. Like a child 
he loves to talk of marvels and strange beasts, and relying too much 
on Pliny and old “Bestiaries” he draws many of his illustrations from 
the “Natural Philosophy” of the Roman writer, and charming though 
the illustrations be, modern science must reject the foundation on 
which they rest. He loves to speak of doves and bees, lions, partridges. 
“Phoenixes, unicorns and salamanders,” says Gamaliel Bradford in 
his appreciative essay “Portrait of a Saint,” included in his volume, “A 
Naturalist of Souls,” play a large part in his menagerie, and his botany is 
too often in a class with Falstaff ’s camomile: “Honors, rank, dignities, 
are like the saffron plant, which the more it is trodden on, the faster it 
grows.” Yet we read it all with never-failing delight.

Mr. Bradford’s essay reminds us of Leigh Hunt’s delightful essay on 
the Bishop of Geneva, “The Gentleman Saint.” The title, however, is an 
unhappy one, for no Saint, whether Simon Stylites or Benedict Joseph 
Labre, can really deserve the name that does not also possess the essen-
tial characteristics of the gentleman even though he might not know all 
the complexities of modern etiquette. St. Francis de Sales has found no 
enemies. A Protestant sovereign, James I of England, one of the schol-
ars of his age, said that he wrote more like an angel than a man. Great 
French critics and littérateurs, from Sainte-Beuve to Strowski, Henri 
Bordeaux and Amédée de Margerie, Lanson, Brunetière and Faguet, 
linger with delight over the polished yet homely and simple ease of his 
phrase. Like Samuel Johnson, Francis had his faithful, but fortunately 
not too prolix Boswell, and in “L’Esprit de Saint François de Sales,” his 
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friend Camus, Bishop of Belley, painted an intimate portrait of a great 
servant of God, whose winning smile, tender words, humility, sweet
ness and charity won countless souls to a newer and fuller understand-
ing of the service of God. Through the Philothea St. Francis speaks to 
the men and women of our own times. Those who will read the book 
will heartily reëcho the wish of the Holy Father: “Would that this book, 
the most perfect of its kind in the judgment of his contemporaries, as 
it was at one time in the hands of all, were now read by all, so that true 
piety might everywhere flourish again, and the Church of God might 
rejoice in seeing sanctity common among her sons.”

John C. Reville, s,j.
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YOU aim at true devotion, my dear Philothea, because, as a  
  Christian, you know how acceptable it is to the Divine Majesty. 

But inasmuch as trifling errors at the outset of any undertaking 
are wont to increase rapidly as we advance, frequently becoming 
almost irreparable, it is needful that, first of all, you should ascertain 
wherein lies the virtue of devotion; for there are many counterfeits, 
but only one true devotion; and, therefore, if you do not find that 
which is real, you will but deceive yourself, and vainly pursue an 
idle, superstitious form.

Aurelius gave to all his works of art the countenance of the women 
he loved; and so every one colors his devotion according to his tastes 
and inclinations. One is given to fasting, and whilst he fasts he holds 
himself to be devout, although his heart is full of bitterness; and whilst 
he will not touch his lips with wine, nor even with water for abstinence’ 
sake, he scruples not to sully them with his neighbor’s blood in slander 
and calumny. Another would fain be devout because he daily repeats 
many prayers, although, at the same time, he gives way to angry, proud, 
and injurious language amongst his servants or associates. Another will-
ingly opens his purse to give alms to the poor, but he cannot open his 
heart to forgive his enemies. Another forgives his enemies, but only 

C h a p t e r  O n e

True Devotion Described
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force obliges him to do justice to his creditors. Such men may pass for 
devout, but they are not really so.

When the messengers of Saul sought David, they found only an 
image in his bed, which, being dressed by Michol in David’s garments, 
deceived them so that they imagined it to be David himself. Thus many 
persons clothe themselves with a garb of external devotion, and the 
world believes them to be really devout and spiritual, whilst in truth 
they are mere statues or phantasms of devotion.

True, living devotion, my Philothea, implies the love of God. 
Indeed it is itself a true love of Him in the highest form, for whereas 
divine love enlightening our soul is called Grace, and makes us pleas-
ing in His sight; so giving us power to do good, it is called Charity; 
and when it reaches that point of perfection wherein it not only causes 
us to do good, but to do it earnestly, frequently, and readily, then it 
is called Devotion. The ostrich never flies, the common fowl flies but 
seldom, and then heavily and near the ground; but the swallow, the 
dove, and the eagle are ever on the wing, they fly far and easily. Even 
so sinners rise not to God, but always grovel on the earth in pursuing 
earthly things; well-meaning people who are as yet not truly devout, 
mount up to God in good works, but rarely, slowly, and heavily; whilst 
the devout fly to Him perpetually, soaring lightly. In short, devotion is 
spiritual agility and vivacity, by means of which charity works in us, or 
we in her, with love and readiness; and as charity leads us to obey and 
fulfill all God’s commandments, so devotion leads us to obey them with 
promptitude and diligence. Therefore no one who fails to observe all 
these commandments can be truly virtuous or devout, since to that end 
he must have charity, and further, thorough readiness and eagerness to 
fulfill the laws of charity.

And as devotion consists in perfect charity, so it not only makes 
us active, ready, and diligent in keeping God’s commandments, but 
furthermore it stimulates us to the eager and loving performance of all 
the good works we can attain unto, even such as are not enjoined us, 
but only suggested or counseled. Even as a man just recovered from an 
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illness walks on his journey only as far as is absolutely necessary, with 
pain and difficulty, so the repentant sinner treads in God’s ways heavily 
and slowly until, having attained the grace of devotion, he resembles 
the healthy and light-hearted traveler, who not only proceeds on his 
way, but runs, and leaps with joy in the way of God’s commandments, 
hastening into the paths of His heavenly counsels and inspirations. In 
truth, charity and devotion differ no further than flame and fire, for 
charity is a spiritual fire which when it flames brightly, becomes devo-
tion; and devotion adds to the fire of charity a flame which renders it 
ready, active, and diligent, not only in keeping His commandments, but 
in carrying out His heavenly inspirations and counsels of perfection.
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