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Many writers before St. Francis composed 
works for the clergy and religious, especially 
for those in monasteries.  The laity lived on 
church services and sermons.  In 17th-century 
France, Vincent de Paul, Francis de Sales, and 
others focused their attention on the spiritual 
life of the laity.  They understood that 
everyone, regardless of education or daily 
work or status in society is called to be holy 
and can be holy. 

St. Francis de Sales tells us it is a serious error 
to think that the soldier or mechanic or worker 
or homemaker is not suited to pursuing a 
spiritual life.  There are always means of 
developing a spiritual life that can be adapted 
to the individual’s situation. The question is 
not simply, ‘How can I be holy?’ but ‘How can I 
be holy given my life and responsibilities and 
commitments as they are?’ 
 

WHAT CAN WE LEARN FROM FRANCIS DE SALES?  

Seventeenth century France which is 
prosperous at this time; this is 200 years 
before the French Revolution which will 
disrupt almost every dimension of French life.  
In the 1600's, the church can flourish. 
 
In 1567 on 21 August, François Bonaventura 
de Sales is born.  First of ten children of 
François de Sales and Françoise de Sionnaz; 
both parents are from noble families. 
 
Francis’ resume shows him to be a nobleman 
by birth, a gifted student with excellent 
communication skills, educated in civil and 
church law, skilled in theology and philosophy, 
insightful and engaging writer, exceptional 
spiritual director, priest, bishop, founder of 
religious communities.  And after his death, 
saint and Doctor of the Church. 
 
Francis experienced a period of almost-
despair about his salvation, believing that he 
could never get to heaven.  He appealed to 
Mary, the despair left, and he decided to 
dedicate his life to God. 
 
In 1593 Francis was ordained and his skills as 
an administrator and a preacher quickly 
became evident and gave him wide influence.  
He was chosen to be a bishop in 1599 at 32 
years old.  His diocese was known throughout 
Europe for its organization and efficiency.  His 
sermons were brief, practical, pastoral, and of 

genuine support to the spiritual life of the 
people.  His letters and writings contain 
valuable guidance for the spiritual life. 
 
In 1604 during a Lenten retreat that he was 
preaching, he met Jeanne Françoise Frémiot 
de Chantal, a noblewomen and a widow who 
wanted to dedicate her life to God.  Francis 
would become her spiritual director, she would 
become his closest collaborator.  Six years 
later together they would found the Visitation 
Sisters. 
 
Many people came to consult him, including 
St. Vincent de Paul.  His principal writing, 
Introduction to the Devout Life, continues to 
guide and influence people who want to 
support and advance their relationship with 
God. 
 
St. Francis died of a stroke on 28 December 
1622; he was 55 years old.  He was canonized 
in 1665 and proclaimed a Doctor of the Church 
in 1877.  He was named patron of writers and 
journalists in 1923.  Also patron of those who 
are deaf or hearing impaired; he developed a 
form of sign language so he could teach 
catechism.  In art, he is depicted dressed as a 
bishop, holding a book or writing a book.  His 
feast is January 24.  His close collaborator, St. 
Jane Frances de Chantal, died in 1641 and 
was canonized in 1767.  Her feast is August 
12.  

SAINT FRANCIS DE SALES (1567 –  1622)  



In the Preface to his book, Introduction to the 
Devout Life, St. Francis says: “My purpose is to 
instruct those who live in town, within families, 
or at court, and by their state in life are obliged 
to live an ordinary life as to outward 
appearances.”  The ‘devout life’ refers to the 
whole spiritual life and not just to a particular 
practice within it. 
 
Francis’ entire spirituality begins with God’s 
love.  Other spiritual writers began with God’s 
anger and God’s desire to punish sin.  Francis 
believed that could be discouraging.  He 
adopted a distinctly optimistic spirituality which 
emphasized that salvation / holiness is always 
possible and possible for everyone. 
 
Optimism based on two truths: 1) God’s desire 
to love, to save, to be merciful; 2) the goodness 
of humanity.  Spiritual growth is not 
accomplished by doing many and great things, 
but by doing things well. 
 
These truths influence the nature of prayer.  
Prayer is, above all, a matter of the heart and 
not a matter of multiplying the prayers we say 
or the words we use.  What is it that we truly 
want to say, what do we truly want to bring into 
our prayer?  Our prayer becomes deliberate.  To 
nurture this way of praying, St. Francis 
recommends reading the lives of the saints and 
participating in the sacramental life of the 
church. 
 
We grow in our spiritual life by practicing 
virtues, by making them a part of our everyday 
life.  But we must practice virtues that are 

suited to our life and at a realistic pace. 
 
St. Francis de Sales exhorts us to love others 
with a genuine charity, acting in such a way that 
love is shown to be the priority in our life.  No 
part of life is separate from our spiritual life. 
 
Salesian spirituality is encouraging, 
challenging, simple, hope-filled.  “Wherever we 
may be, we can and should aspire to a perfect 
life” (Introduction..., I:3). 

EXCERPTS FROM THE WRITING OF SAINT FRANCIS  

FROM INTRODUCTION TO THE DEVOUT LIFE 
“My purpose is to instruct those who live in 
town, within families, or at court, and by their 
state in life are obliged to live an ordinary life 
as to outward appearances.” (Preface) 
 
“A single Our Father said with feeling has 
greater value than many said quickly and 
hurriedly.” (II:1) 

“In practicing the virtues we should prefer the 
one that conforms the most to our duties 
rather than one more agreeable to our 
tastes.” (III:1) 
 
“Love everyone with a deep love based on 
charity, but form friendships only with those 
who can share virtuous things with 
you.” (II:19) 



“Every person has enough on which to judge 
self without taking up judging one’s 
neighbor.” (II:28) 
 
“Do not be ashamed to practice the ordinary, 
necessary actions that bring us to the love of 
God.” (V:18) 
 
“Wherever we may be, we can and should 
aspire to a perfect life.” (I:3) 
 
“Even though everything turns and changes 
around us, we must remain ever steady – 
always looking, striving, and aspiring toward 
God.” IV:13) 
 
FROM HIS LETTERS 
“Do not think about what will happen tomorrow, 
for the same eternal Father who takes care of 
you today will look out for you tomorrow and 
always.” 
 
“Be patient with everyone, but above all with 
yourself; I mean, do not be disturbed about your 
imperfections, and always have the courage to 
pick yourself up after a fall.” 
 
“Find out what God wants, and when you know, 
try to carry it out cheerfully or at least 
courageously.  In this practice lies the very 
bull’s-eye of perfection at which we must all 
aim.” 
 
“Do not think that God is further away from you 
when you are in the midst of the busyness to 
which your responsibilities call you than God 
would be if you were enjoying a quiet life.” 
 
“The length of our prayers should be in 
proportion to the extent of the amount of work 
we have to do.” 
 
“Don’t let anxiety take control of your heart; 
each day will tell you what you are to do.  You 
have already passed through a number of trials 
by the grace of God; the same grace will be 
there for you in all occasions to come.” 
 
“Accept peacefully whatever you have to do 
and try to get things done in order, one after the 
other.  If you attempt to do everything all at 

once or without order, your mind will be 
frustrated and grow weary and you are likely to 
be overwhelmed by the pressure and 
accomplish nothing.” 
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