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Saint André Bessette
A Detailed look at Brother 
André’s Steps to Canonization
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The canonization of Brother André has 
been a tremendous blessing for the whole 
Church, especially for the Church in 
Canada. I know that many people in our 
diocese have a special devotion to Saint 
André Bessette. Some have told me of the 
visits he made to their relatives who lived 
in St. Joseph (the French Settlement) and 
in other places of our diocese. Some have 
spoken of the healings that they believe 
occurred through his intercession.

The broad coverage in the media just 
before his canonization showed the great 
esteem that Canadians, Catholic and 
non-Catholic alike, have for Brother 
André. All of us are inspired by the 
simplicity and humility of this saintly 
man, a Holy Cross brother, who served 
God as a porter of St. Joseph’s Oratory in 

Montreal for much of 
his life.

Fr. Hugh Cleary, former 
superior general of the 
Congregation of Holy 
Cross, wrote a beautiful pastoral letter 
on Brother André, the first member of 
their order to be canonized a saint. In 
his letter, Fr. Cleary notes that as porter 
Brother André welcomed visitors with 
kindness, the same way he believed St. 
Joseph would have welcomed Jesus to his 
home. Brother André opened his heart 
to everyone who came to the doors of 
the Oratory, especially the afflicted, the 
sick, and the suffering. He listened to 
them and prayed with them. It did not 

take long for his reputation to spread 
widely. Thousands of people came to the 
Oratory to meet Brother André. Many 
who were sick reported that they were 
miraculously healed, when Brother 
André prayed for them.

Brother André was a man of prayer. 
He believed in the power of prayer, in 
the power of God to work in our lives 
beyond our human understanding. 
Brother André teaches us to pray. He 
teaches us to put our complete trust in 

God, to believe that he 
is present to us when 
we are experiencing 
trials and hardships. He 
teaches us to plead for 
God’s mercy, confident 
that our loving Father 
will give us all that we 
need.

Brother André opened the doors of the 
Oratory to everyone who came. His 
example invites us to open the doors 
of our hearts to God’s healing love. 
Too often, people come to us and find 
these doors closed when they need us. 
Brother André encourages us to be kind 
and welcoming, to open our hearts to 
everyone – to young people who want 
to learn more about Jesus, to the elderly, 
to the sick in our hospitals and nursing 
homes, to the lonely, to the poor, to those 
who are brokenhearted.

Through the intercession of Saint André 
Bessette, may we be signs of love and 
hope to all who come to us.

Making of a Saint
What are the steps involved 
in the canonization process?
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André 
Bessette

The Story of Brother André
He invited the sick and broken-hearted  to pray to St. Joseph. 
It was not long before many people were reporting that their 
prayers were being answered. 

Read the full story inside!
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His name was Alfred Bessette. 
He was born on August 9, in 
1845, and was baptized on 
condition the next day, for he 
was so weak at his birth his 
parents feared for his life.

In 1849, with employment 
scarce and his family living 
in poverty, Alfred’s father 
decided to move to Farnham 
(in Quebec) where he hoped to 
earn a living as a lumberman. 
Unfortunately, he lost his life in 
an accident when a falling tree 
crushed him. Alfred was only 
nine years old.

His mother found herself 
widowed at the age of forty with 
ten children in her care. She 
died of tuberculosis three years 
later. Much later, Brother André 
would say of her, “I rarely 
prayed for my mother, but I 
often prayed to her.”

The family was dispersed, and 
at the age of twelve Alfred was 
forced to find work. Alfred 
embarked on a thirteen year 
path of wandering from job to 
job without much baggage and 
very little learning, for he was 
barely able to write his name 
and to read his prayer book.

The Labourer
In spite of his physical 
weakness, Alfred tried to make 
a living. He travelled from 
job to job as an apprentice 
and was easily exploited by 
those stronger than himself. 

For a time, he worked on 
construction projects, later 
as a farm boy, a tinsmith, 
a blacksmith, a baker, a 
shoemaker, and a coachman.

Following the flow of French-
Canadian emigrants, he went to 
the United States and worked 
four years in the textile mills. 
Even if his health was poor, 
he put his whole heart into 
his work: “Despite my weak 
condition,” he would say, “I did 
not let anyone get ahead of me 
as far as work was concerned”. 
In 1867, he came back to 
Canada.

In 1870, Alfred presented 
himself as a candidate in the 
novitiate of the Congregation 
of Holy Cross in Montréal. 
Because of his weak health, 
his superiors had doubts 
concerning his religious 
vocation. However, these 
reservations were soon put 
aside as he was finally accepted 
and given the name of Brother 
André with the responsibility of 
porter at Notre-Dame College. 

While talking about his early 
duties at the college, brother 
André was found to say: “When 
I entered the community, my 
superiors showed me the door, 
and I remained there for 40 
years without leaving”. On top 
of his porter duties, his daily 
tasks consisted of washing 
floors and windows, cleaning 
lamps, carrying firewood and 

working as a messenger.

The Friendly Brother
Soon, Brother André started to 
welcome the sick and broken-
hearted. He invited them to 
pray to Saint Joseph to obtain 
favours. It was not long before 
many people were reporting 
that their prayers were being 
answered. 

For twenty-five years, he 
spent six to eight hours a day 
receiving those who came to 
him, first in his small office, 
then in the tramway station 
across the street from the 
college. He built the first chapel 
with the help of friends and 
with the money he earned 
giving haircuts to the students 
of the college. He had the 
certitude that Saint Joseph 
wanted to have a place on the 
mountain: thus, he spent his 
whole life preparing a beautiful 
shrine worthy of his friend.

Bother André began visiting the 
sick in the area and travelled as 
far as the United States where 
he had made friends. He earned 
the reputation of miracle-
worker, but he vehemently 
protested such a title: “I am 
nothing… only a tool in the 
hands of Providence, a lowly 
instrument at the service of 
Saint Joseph”. He went even 
further by affirming: “People 
are silly to think that I can 
accomplish miracles! It is God 

and Saint Joseph who can heal 
you, not I. I will pray to Saint 
Joseph for you”.

His aloofness in the presence 
of strangers contrasted sharply 
with the carefree and humorous 
attitude he adopted 
among friends. He loved 
to tease and would often 
say: “You must not be 
sad: it is good to laugh a 
little”. He made good use 
of his humour to share 
his joy and to subtly slip 
some good advice into 
a conversation, or to 
change the subject when 
a conversation was 
developing into nasty 
gossip at someone’s 
expense.

He was a man of 
determination and 
uncompromising 
principles. Kindness 
and slightly impish 
wisdom were reflected 
in his eyes. His great 
respect for others was 
largely responsible for 
the respect others had 
for him. He was a very 
sensitive man. At times, 
he could be seen crying 
with the sick, or being 
moved to tears after 
hearing a particularly 
sad experience shared 
by one of his visitors.

A Man of Great 
Undertaking
During all these years, 
an immense project was 
underway and larger 

crowds were swarming to the 
Oratory. The first small chapel 
had been erected in 1904, but 
it soon became too small to 
receive all the people who were 
coming to the mountain. As a 

The Story of Brother André
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Most Reverend Ronald P. Fabbro is happy to announce that Mr. 
and Mrs. Mario and Maria Collavino of  Windsor, Ontario, have 
agreed to Co-Chair the 6TH Annual Bishop’s Dinner to be held 

on October 29th, 2009  
at the Ciociaro Club of  Windsor.

The Annual Bishop’s Dinner in Windsor reflects the efforts and 
vision of  a dedicated group of  community leaders. The proceeds 
from this event support the ongoing mission of  St. Peter’s Seminary 
as it prepares the next generation of  Church leaders to serve as 
priests, deacons and lay ministers. The Diocese of  London is 
blessed to have this national seminary committed to meeting the 
needs of  the local churches of  Windsor-Essex and the broader 
needs of  ministerial formation in the Canadian Church.

The Bishop’s Dinner has become a huge annual success in Windsor-
Essex and its average attendance has exceeded 1,000 people. 

For ticket or sponsorship information 
please call 519-258-2525 or 519-432-1824.

t h e  s i x t h  a n n u a l

BISHOP’S DINNER 
f o r  w i n d s o r  / e s s e x

Thank you!  
To all of those involved in making the  
October 21, 2010 event a tremendous 
success. It could not have happened without 
your vision, generous support and dedication.
 
The proceeds will support the ongoing 
mission of St. Peter’s Seminary as it prepares 
the next generation of Church leaders to serve 
as priests, deacons and lay ministers. 

Thank you!   
Dr. and Mrs. Michael and Irene Ziter, 
Honorary Co-Chairs of the Seventh Annual 
Bishop’s Dinner for Windsor-Essex.

Another outstAnding success!

     June 9, 2011: 3rd Annual Bishop’s Dinner for London & Surrounding Communities  
     October 27, 2011: 8th Annual Bishop’s Dinner for Windsor-Essex 

 

THE  SEvEnTH  AnnuAl

FOr WInDSOr -  ESSEx

result, the chapel was extended 
in 1908, and then again in 1910. 
Still, this was not enough: a 
larger church in honour of Saint 
Joseph was needed.

In 1917, a new Crypt-Church 
was inaugurated. This crypt 
was able to hold at least a 
thousand people: but, this was 
only the starting point of an 
even greater endeavour. Brother 
André devoted his efforts to 
building the Oratory, which was 
to become the world’s greater 
sanctuary dedicated to Saint 
Joseph.

The economic crisis of 1929 
forced the construction of the 
Basilica to come to a standstill. 
In 1936, the authorities of the 
Congregation of Holy Cross 
called a special meeting to 
decide if the project should 
continue or not. The Provincial 
summoned Brother André 
to ask for his opinion on the 
matter. He had only a few words 
for the Assembly: “This is not 
my work, it is the work of Saint 
Joseph. Put one of his statues in 
the middle of the building. If he 
wants a roof over his head, he’ll 
take care of it.” Two months 
later, the Congregation had 

amassed the necessary funds 
to continue working on the 
construction.

Kind-Hearted, Devoted
Brother André took great care 
in meeting and greeting people. 
He spent long hours in his office 
where thousands of people 
came to see him and, in the 
evenings, he visited homes or 
hospitals accompanied by 
one of his friends.

His kindness and 
compassion were matched 
by a remarkable sharpness 
of mind. He would make 
the following comment 
concerning the numerous 
requests for healings he 
received: “It is surprising 
that I am frequently asked 
for cures, but rarely for 
humility and the spirit 
of faith. Yet, they are so 
important…” adding. 
“If the soul is sick, one 
must begin by treating 
the soul”. Consequently, 
he would often ask the 
people consulting him 
questions such as, “Do 
you have faith?” “Do 
you believe that God can 

do something for you?” Then, 
before doing anything else, he 
would tell them, “Go confess 
yourself to the priest, go to Holy 
Communion and then come 
back to see me”. 

Indeed, Brother André had a 
true understanding of the sense 
and the value of suffering, and 
he spoke with wisdom when 
addressing this subject: “People 

who suffer have something 
to offer to God. When they 
succeed in enduring their 
suffering that is a daily miracle!”

A Man of God
Brother André always 
denied that he had any gift of 
healing, saying “I have no gift 
and I cannot give any”. His 
exhortations were always the 

same: to make a novena to Saint 
Joseph and to rub with oil or 
a medal of the saint. For him, 
these were truly “acts of love 
and faith, of confidence and 
humility”.

He encouraged people to see a 
doctor for treatment. As to the 
doctors themselves, he would 
tell them, “Yours is a great 
work. Your science was given to 
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Fr. Murray Watson & Prof. Robert Ventresca

May 13-27: Holy Land Pilgrimage  
with Fr. Robert Champagne

aug 10-26: World Youth Days  
(pre- and post- tour) with Fr. Graham Keep 

Sept 13-27: Marian Pilgrimage to Fatima/
Lourdes with Fr. Jim Roche

Oct 7-17: Medjugorje/Rome  
(Canonization of Pope John Paul II)

already Scheduled FOr 2012:
May 9-21, 2012: Marian Pilgrimage to 
Madrid/Fatima/Lourdes and Barcelona June 

2012: Eucharistic Congress and pre-tour  with 
Bishop Fred Colli, Fr. Graham Keep,  
Fr.  Chris Gillespie and Fr. Steve Savel

Tour & Pilgrimage Opportunities 
with 

travel Merchant tours

For more information, 
please visit our website at 

www.worldwide.on.ca 
Email: george@worldwide.on.ca 

Phone: 1-888-667-8881 
or George Cifa at 519-225-2732 

TICO registration number 50016255
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Saint André Bessette and  
St. Joseph’s Oratory, Montréal 
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you by God; therefore, you must 
thank Him and pray to Him”. 
Brother André had such a way 
of speaking about God that he 
succeeded in sowing seeds of 
hope in the people he met. One 
of his friends related this fact: 
“I never brought a sick person 
to Brother André without 
that person returning home 
enriched. Some were cured. 
Others died some time later, 
but Brother André had brought 
them peace of mind”.

The Road to Heaven
For Brother André, heaven 
is living in God’s house. His 
views on death as life’s ultimate 
fulfillment were often expressed 
thus: “You know, it is permitted 
to desire death if one’s unique 
goal is to go forward God… 
When I die, I will go to heaven, 

I will be much closer to God 
than I am now, I will have more 
power to help you”.

A few moments before his 
death, those around him heard 
him cry out, “I am suffering 
so much, my God! My God”. 
And then, in a very weak voice, 
“Here is the grain”, referring 
to the Gospel of John 12:24, 
“unless the grain of wheat falls 
into the ground and dies. It 
remains alone. But if it dies, it 
brings forth much fruit”.

“He spent his whole life 
speaking of others to God, and 
of God to others”. In giving this 
testimony, his friend presented 
a valid assessment of Brother 
André’s life imbued with faith, 
and love. In fact, it is difficult 
to say at what point in his life 
work ended and prayer began 

as the two seemed to flow 
so naturally one into the 
other.

On January 6, 1937 
at 91 years of age, 
Brother André died at 
Hôpital Notre-Dame 
de l’Espérance in Saint-
Laurent, a suburb of 
Montréal. Newspapers 
reported that well over a 
million people attended 
his wake and burial. 
His body lies today in 
a simple tomb in the 
beautiful Oratory that 
rises so gracefully on 
Mount Royal. To this 
day, thousands of visitors 
come to Saint Joseph’s 
Oratory to receive 
physical and spiritual 
healing.
 
Even today, Brother 
André remains for us a 
living symbol of Christian 
renewal to which we are 
all invited. Whatever 
Brother André was able 
to achieve through God’s 
grace, we are also able 
to achieve through that 
same grace offered to 
us so generously and 
consistently.

Courtesy St. Joseph’s Oratory

What steps are involved in a cause for sainthood?
 
A cause begins by holding three successive hearings, with a judge, 
witnesses and advocates given the responsibility to argue for and 
against the case. The advocate for Brother Andre must prove first of 
all that he practiced in an heroic way the three theological virtues of 
faith, hope and charity, the four cardinal virtues of prudence, justice, 
temperance, and fortitude and other virtues such as the vows that he 
professed, namely, chastity, poverty, and obedience. The so-called 
Devil’s Advocate or Promoter of the Faith asks questions which are 
intended to throw light on the evidence offered by the advocate for 
the cause.

Why is a judicial process followed?
 
It is the most complete way to establish the authenticity and truth of 
the facts, beyond a reasonable doubt.
 
Although it is of secular origin, this process offers a singular occasion 
for witnesses to testify formally, review their testimony, and then 
sign it. This prevents the situation where a testimony, repeated on 
multiple occasions, results in an embellished or distorted account.

What are the criteria that the church uses to recognize a 
miracle for canonization?
 
The present criteria are well-known:

•	 A	critical illness 
•	 Fervent and confident prayer by a group of people of faith 
•	A	virtually immediate cure 
•	The lack of a scientifically explainable link between the medical 

treatment and the ensuing result 

•	The	cure must be complete 
•	The	cure must be permanent 
•	The	recognition of a sign from God among a faith-community of 

believers. 
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Steps to Canonization
By Bernard Lafrenière 
(Vice Pastoral of Brother André’s 
Cause from 1979 to 1994. Father 
Lafrenière died in 2000) 
Courtesy St. Joseph’s Oratory

Church authorities had long 
realized Brother André was 
a candidate for canonization, 
and the first steps in view of his 
beatification were taken shortly 
after his death. His earthly 
belongings were collected so as 
to be used eventually as relics.

According to customary 
procedure, notices were posted 
at the entrance of churches, 
asking that any writings 
attributed to Brother André 
be turned over to Church 
authorities, to prove that these 
writings were in accord with 
the Christian faith. But Brother 
André rarely wrote anything, so 
this enquiry did not last long. 
Only a few signatures in his own 
hand were found, along with 
two letters written to his family 
when he entered Holy Cross.

The longest part of the trial 
for beatification dealt with his 
way of life. Did he live in faith, 
hope and charity as a model for 
Christians? Did he practice and 

encourage justice, prudence, 
fortitude, temperance, and 
other virtues, as a model of 
Christian life? Was he faithful 
to his vows of poverty, chastity, 
and obedience as a Brother 
of Holy Cross? If so, then 
the Church would look for 
miracles, or signs from God, 
and eventually declare him 
blessed, and then a saint.

The purpose of calling witnesses 
to the bar, as before a court, is 
primarily to collect first-hand 
information so that the Servant 
of God may be better known to 
future generations.

Some 50 witnesses submitted 
to lengthy questioning in 
Montréal, in various parts of 
the Provinces of Québec and 
Ontario, and in Providence, 
Rhode Island, since he had 
spent three weeks there, twice 
a year, visiting with his family. 
These answers filled thousands 
of pages and were deposited in 
Rome in the summer of 1950. 
That was the most important 
part of the procedures. The 
purpose of everything which 
followed was only to certify 
what the witnesses had said.

In Rome, a comparison of 

the testimony of each of the 
witnesses was made. Some 
additional information was 
sought. The Promoter of the 
Faith—also called the Devil’s 
Advocate—wrote his objections 
and questions, and the lawyers 
for Brother André supplied the 
answers. Then on November 9, 
1960, Pope John XXIII issued 
the decree introducing the 
cause in the court of Rome.

The whole study was then 
redone under the authority of 
the Pope. Witnesses who were 
still alive were called to the bar 
a second time. New witnesses 
were summoned to answer 
some more specific questions. 
This process latest two years, 
between 1962 and 1964.

The Church takes time in 
beatification procedures, and 
wisely so. A law of the Church 
even specifies that the final 
study on the virtues of a Servant 
of God cannot be undertaken 
before 50 years have elapsed 
after his death. Brother André 
had a dispensation from that 
law because he was so widely 
known. His final study was done 
after 40 years, instead of 50.

Again the Devil’s Advocate 
wrote his remarks and Brother 
André’s lawyers supplied the 
necessary answers. In the end, 
nine independent judges had 
to answer the last question, 
‘’Should Brother André 

be proposed as a model of 
Christian living?’’

Their usual answer to this 
question is either ‘’yes’’ or ‘’no’’. 
When they say ‘’yes’’, a tradition 
followed by the judges is to 
point out a weakness and if 
there is an agreement among 
them, some further research 
may be requested. But in the 
case of Brother André, each 
one of the nine judges, without 
even knowing who the other 
eight were, answered, in Latin: 
‘’Affirmative’’, which is a ‘’yes’’, 
without finding any weak point. 
That is why people said Brother 
André made it ‘’Summa cum 

laude’’, that is ‘’with the highest 
honours’’, or ‘’with flying 
colours’’. We have every reason 
to be proud of Brother André!

Pope Paul VI recognized him 
officially as an outstanding 
model of Christian virtues on 
June 12, 1978. In doing so, he 
declared him worthy of the 
title ‘’Venerable.’’ Less than four 
years later, on May 23, 1982, 
Pope John Paul II presided over 
his beatification in the presence 
of more than 30,000 pilgrims 
who had gathered in St. Peter’s 
Square, at the Vatican. Now a 
saint, the feast of Saint André is 
celebrated on January 6.
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