ABOUT

SAINT FRANCIS
DE SALES
St. Francis de Sales, the holy bishop, founder, and Doctor of the
Church, is known throughout the Church for his great sanctity, learning,
theological knowledge, gentleness, and understanding of the human soul.
Through these marvelous gifts he converted and guided innumerable souls
to God during his own lifetime, and re-converted 70,000 from Calvinism.
He continues to direct many souls through his spiritual writings and
published sermons. Today St. Francis de Sales is known as one of the
great figures of the Catholic Counter-Reformation and of the 17th-century
rebirth of Catholic mystical life.
St. Francis was born in 1567 in the castle belonging to he de Sales
family in Thorens, Savoy, located in what is now southeastern France. His
mother, Francoise, was only 14 years old when Francis, her firstborn,
came into the world. This maternity was a dangerous one, the labor was
long and difficult, and it was marveled that both mother and child did not
die. It is most noteworthy that a month before the birth Francoise had
consecrated her unborn child to Our Lord in the presence of the Holy
Shroud, which at that time was kept in the Sainte Chapelle in Chambery,
France.
Later, Francis was to have a great devotion to the Holy Shroud
because his mother had been delivered much better than expected through
her veneration of this holy relic. He considered the Shroud to be his
country's shield and greatest relic. It was his favorite devotional picture,
and he had numerous images of it painted, engraved and embroidered,
placing them in his room, chapel, oratory, study, reception rooms and
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breviary. St. Francis de Sales wrote that his devotion to the Holy Shroud
was due to the fact that "my mother, when I was still in her womb,
dedicated me to Our Lord before this holy banner of salvation."
As he grew older, St. Francis de Sales studied literature, law,
philosophy and theology in Paris and Padua. Upon finishing his studies, he
received a doctorate in civil and canon law. Though he could have had a
brilliant secular career, he set his soul on following the call of God to the
priesthood, and was ordained in 1593 at the age of 26. He was consecrated
Bishop of Geneva at age 35, and was to remain Bishop of Geneva for the
remaining 20 years of his life. Some years after St. Francis de Sales took
charge of Geneva, King Henry IV suggested to him the possibility of a
transfer to a diocese with more worldly advantages; the saint replied in
words that soon became famous all over Paris: “Sire, I have married a
poor wife and I cannot desert her for a richer one.”
Shortly after becoming a bishop, St. Francis met St. Jane Frances de
Chantal, a widow; between these two saints there grew a deep spiritual
friendship. St. Francis became the spiritual director of Jane Frances, and
with her, he founded in 1610 the religious order of nuns known as the
Order of the Visitation, or the Visitandines.
Both of these saints loved the Heart of Jesus, and conceived this
Heart as the particular treasure confided to the nuns of the Visitation. It is
most remarkable that 60 years before the great revelations of the Sacred
Heart of Jesus to the Visitandine St. Margaret Mary Alacoque (16731675), St. Francis de Sales and St. Jane Frances de Chantal had very often
spoken to their spiritual daughters of this sacred love. St. Francis de Sales
stated that the Visitandines who followed the Rule would receive the
privilege of bearing the title, "Daughters of the Sacred Heart of Jesus," and
he gave to this institute, as coat-of-arms, the Heart of Jesus crowned with
thorns. The religious wear this emblem emblazoned on their pectoral
crosses.
Although devotion to the Heart of Jesus was at this time very little
known, God was drawing these two souls to prepare the Visitation as a
holy sanctuary to receive the famous revelations to come. Also, the annals
of the Order show that several Visitandines had experienced spiritual
attractions toward, and even mystical favors from, the Heart of Jesus.
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Then, years later, with His revelations to St. Margaret Mary at the
Visitation of Paray-le-Monial, God called this order to share with the
entire Church that precious gift which had been its own special portion.
Among St. Francis de Sales' private papers collected after is death by
St. Jane Frances de Chantal, there are many striking references to the
Visitation's special calling to dwell in the Heart of Jesus and to love and
imitate the two special virtues of His Heart, meekness and humility.
"Learn of Me that I am meek and humble of Heart." In his sermons, too,
St. Francis makes reference to the Heart of our Savior and to the sacred
Wound in His side. With the wisdom of hindsight, the reader can see how
God in His Providence had chosen St. Francis de Sales to be, as it were,
His "precursor," a preparer of hearts in anticipation of the great forthcoming revelation of His own Divine Heart.
The saintly bishop has left a description of an occasion in 1613, the
feast of the Holy Shroud, when he was invited to be one of the prelates
who exposed the holy relic for the veneration of the faithful. (It had been
moved to Turin, Italy in 1578.) In a letter to St. Jane Frances de Chantal,
he wrote: "A year ago, about this hour of the day, I was at Turin,
exhibiting the Holy Shroud in the midst of a great crowd. Several drops of
sweat, falling from my face, dropped upon the Holy Shroud itself, and
thereupon, within my heart, I uttered this prayer: ‘O Savior of my life,
deign to mingle my unworthy sweat with Thine and infuse into my blood,
my life, and my affections the merits of this sacred moisture.’ My dear
Mother, the Prince Cardinal was angered because my sweat fell upon the
Holy Shroud, but it came into my mind to tell him that our Savior was not
so nicely sensitive, and that He only shed His own sweat and blood in
order to mingle them with ours, so as to give them the price of eternal life.
And so may our sighs be joined with His that they ascend before the
Eternal Father like the smoke of fragrant incense."
As a spiritual director, St. Francis de Sales was for a time the
confessor of Blessed Marie of the Incarnation (Madame Barbe Acarie).
This saintly woman was a wife, mother of six children, Parisian hostess,
mystic, and foundress of five Carmelite convents. St. Francis de Sales
wrote two of the greatest Catholic masterpieces on the spiritual life: the
Introduction to the Devout Life and Treatise on the Love of God. The
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former shows how holiness is possible for all people in the state of grace,
including people living in the world. This book was a best-seller in the
17th century and is still popular today. The Treatise on the Love of God
covers all aspects of the virtue of charity, the supernatural love of God. St.
Francis de Sales' pamphlets, written against the Calvinist heresy, have
been gathered together into a book and given the title Controversies. The
arguments presented in this book are just as unanswerable today as when
they were written. Because of his writings, St. Francis de Sales has
become the patron of writers and journalists; he has also been designated
patron saint of the Catholic press.
St. Francis de Sales died at age 55, in the year 1622. His
beatification, which occurred the very year he died, was the first formal
beatification ever held in St. Peter's Basilica. He was canonized in 1665,
and was declared a Doctor of the Universal Church by Pope Pius IX in
1877. With this declaration the Church presented the teachings of St.
Francis de Sales to all the faithful as a sure guide to true Catholic doctrine
and the ways of the spiritual life-a sure guide to Heaven.
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