The texts of the Convivium 
VIRTUE AND POWER OF THE ASCESIS:

THE SAINT CURATE OF ARS 
Years ago I had already dedicated a written work on ascesis, considering it from a more panoramic point of view. It is titled: Is ascesis still topical? It appears in this same series The texts of the Convivium. I refer back to this for every question of a more general nature, whereas this essay is dedicated to the terrible ascesis practiced by the Curate of Ars: a real extreme case, which nevertheless has to have its own logic and explanation. 
I hope that the reader knows something about this humble but great apostle of the French Church of the XIX century, who, having lived from 1786 to 1859, was the parish priest for forty years of a small village with a population of two hundred and thirty souls located thirty-five kilometres north of Lyons on the upland of Dombes. I will gradually provide some news, which is unfortunately very much incomplete, regarding the personality of this “simple man”, who was in reality so complex and rather mysterious. 
In his book Great Saints Walter Nigg gave the chapter of the Curate from Ars a title with a very incisive expression, even if it were a little paradoxical: “The enlightened idiot”. 

The abbot Monnin, who personally knew Jean-Baptiste-Marie Vianney having conversed with him on many occasions, was finally his authoritative biographer, and he remarked: “Maybe there has been a lot of exaggeration regarding the inferiority of spirit of Reverend Vianney. Nature certainly did not do very much for him, and grace had to re-do the work of nature, granting him those intellectual virtues and those innate qualities that nobody who saw him in the middle of his arduous toil of his apostolate could help acknowledging”. 

Furthermore, he pointed out: “There are men to whom the Lord grants, right from this present life, an intuition of divine things which gives their voice a supernatural accent and irresistible power”. 

Both culture and faculty of reason of this young man of peasant origins were, to tell the truth, extremely limited. His profit as a seminary student was so weak that he was ordained a priest only because at that time there was a great shortage. 
A priest who was apparently so inadequate was even forbidden to give confession at the beginning. His superiors could not even come anywhere near to imagining that he would have become one of the, so to speak, most “successful” confessors of the Catholic clergy of all time: yearned for, visited, besieged by multitudes of people of all walks of life, destination of continual pilgrimages also from very far off places. 

In a France that had just come out of the French Revolution more than ever imbued with laicism, intellectualism, lack of faith, the tiny parish of the village of Ars was the engine for a decisive spiritual renovation.

We can add and state precisely: a spiritual renovation aimed at saintliness. “A Christian has to be a saint”, the Curate used to say in his sermons. He used to insist: “If we are not saints, then it is a great disaster for us. It is precisely for this reason that we have to become saints”. Furthermore: “We must never lose sight that we are either saints or reprobates, that we have to live either for heaven or for hell; there is no middle course here”. 

A village of indifferent people transformed into a community, if not saintly, then at least aimed with all strength at sanctification: the secret of such a striking phenomenon is to be sought in the intense religiousness of the Curate, not only, but I would say also precisely in the extreme vigour of his ascetic commitment. If a certain interpretation of Jesus’ saying is valid, then it is precisely true that “from the days of John the Baptist until now the kingdom of heaven has suffered violence, and men of violence take it by force” (Mt 11, 12). 
An experience of God truly and profoundly felt to the point of pangs is, together, an experience of one’s own nothingness, of one’s own disvalue and sin, of one’s own impurity. Isaiah had the vision of Yahweh’s majesty: the Lord God appeared to him in his temple, sitting on a very high throne, surrounded by a court of seraphs who flew around him shouting out his praise. And the prophet, frightened, exclaimed: “Woe is me! For I am lost; for I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips …” (Isa 6, 5). 

Jean-Baptiste was also filled with his own nothingness to the point of obsession; and he perceived himself a sinner, not only, but one in danger of damnation. He was prey to such torment for decades. 

In his desperation his only comfort was trusting in the Lord. He once confided to one of his assistant priests, Father Toccanier: “Last night I threw myself on my bed, but I couldn’t get to sleep. I was bewailing my poor life when I heard a voice that said to me: In te Domine speravi, non confundar in aeternum (I trusted in you, Lord, I will not be confused in eternity, Ps 31, 2). And after a while he repeated the same words in a stronger way. I got up, lit the oil lamp and on opening the breviary my eye fell right on that verse. I felt greatly consoled”. 
Therefore he assented to the Lord with all his strength. On another occasion he confessed to the sacristan Brother Athanase: “When I celebrate mass I go quickly to the consecration, but since I hold God in my hands, I am no longer able to continue. It made me think that if I had the misfortune of being condemned, I would hold Him as long as possible in my hands”. 

And to Catherine Lassagne, his devoted collaborator: “If I had the misfortune of going to hell, I would like to bring the Lord with me; but then there would no longer be any hell, because the flames of love would quench those of justice”.

During the diocesan process Father Alfred Monnin, already mentioned, said of him: “I often heard him exclaim: ‘Be united with God, be loved by God, live for Him, what a beautiful life and what a beautiful death! Everything under the eyes of God, everything with God, everything to please God!… How beautiful it is! To be a king’, he used to add, ‘it is not an enviable condition: one is king in the eyes of men. But to belong to God, to be everything of Him without any compromises, with body and soul! A pure body, an immaculate soul! There is nothing more beautiful in the world!’ And his voice became choked with tears”.

Everything in the Curate of Ars, his apostolate, his dedication to his neighbour, his unlimited generosity, his choice of poverty, his humbleness, his ascesis itself, everything derived from the longing he nurtured of the most intense communion with God. In speaking in confidence with Monsieur Monnin, he remembered when he was a boy: “When I was alone in the countryside, I used to pray out aloud; but when I was with other people, I used to pray under my breath. In those days, at least, we had a break during work: after lunch, before starting work again, we used to have a little rest. I used to lie down on the ground with the others, I pretended to be asleep and prayed as much as possible. What lovely days they were! The water of the little stream only followed its own course”. 

In order to be wholly of God, we have to curb and control everything that in our nature, also physical, keeps us at a distance from Him to solely satisfy our egotism. In order for the “new man” to be born and grow in us, the “old man”, the “old Adam” has to die. Saintliness is not patching up our decaying building as best as possible, but demolishing it: it is making a clean sweep, to build a new and very solid one from the foundations. 

Most likely Vianney’s human, corporeal nature was not one of the happiest ones, of the most malleable ones; so, with the aim of entirely subjecting it to the spirit, the saint had to fight a very hard battle against it. 
Before being nominated parish priest of Ars, Jean-Baptiste Vianney was the vicar of Father Charles Balley, parish priest of Ecully, from 1815, year of his own sacerdotal ordination, to 1817, year of Balley’s death. This good priest had always encouraged Jean-Baptiste’s vocation, he had made him study with him and patronized him during his seminar courses. Since he himself was a great ascetic, he had initiated his beloved disciple to ascesis. Their fasting reached the point where each one was so worried for the other that he denounced him to the bishop, so the general vicar of the diocese received reciprocal letters of denunciation almost contemporarily. 

Ars was a village of good people, not so much sinners as indifferent and, so to speak, more carnal than spiritual. “There is not a lot of love in that parish, but you will put it there”, were the words with which the general vicar of the diocese of Belley had admonished the newly appointed curate. 

“The parish of Ars”, wrote Catherine Lassagne, “with the arrival of the Curate was in the worst state of spiritual poverty: virtue was not very well known and not very much practiced either; almost everybody had forgotten the good way, which is the same as saying that they had no care for their souls and salvation. The young people thought of nothing but enjoying themselves and the pleasures of life”. 

For two hundred and thirty inhabitants there were two inns, where the people very willingly went everyday and had a drop too much and where almost every Sunday there was dancing. 

In the eyes of the Curate these were all expressions of laxity and moral negligence, arduous obstacles on the road to saintliness, time taken away from God, something seriously sinful against which he felt called to wage war against to the bitter end. In a few years of apostolate Father Vianney had transformed everyone, from the first to the last, into fervent believers. 

The apostolate of the Curate of Ars started off from his personal example. At two o’clock in the morning he used to rise to celebrate the night office. He then dedicated a long period of time to contemplative oration. At four o’clock in the morning he then went into church, to worship the Holy Sacrament. He used to pray for the conversion of the entire village wetting the floor with his tears. 

He used to associate the most rigorous ascesis to continual prayer. He only used to eat one meal a day, usually without even sitting down: a plate of boiled potatoes, a hard piece of flat bread, a little piece of bread. One of his parishioners said that “he only ate so he wouldn’t die”. And a peasant added that “he used to live on what any other person would have died on”. 

His body which he affectionately used to call his “corpse” was regularly scourged and incessantly forced in armour of hairshirt and iron chains. Even today, in the presbytery room open to visitors, these instruments of torture are exhibited in a glass case along with other personal belongings and documents: they are quite shocking to look at. 

Referring to his own habit of scourging himself, in other words whipping his back with three iron chains which ended in small keys and plates of the same metal, the Curate once said to Catherine Lassagne: “I have to strike myself with two or three blows in the morning to make my corpse walk. It is a tonic for the tissues. Have you ever seen those who walk around with a bear? And do you know how they tame those beasts? By dint of beating them. This is how our corpse should be broken in, this is how old Adam should be tamed”. (I also wanted to mention this confession, although the language, to my taste, is not entirely happy, and my utmost solidarity goes to the bear). 
After many years of ascesis the Curate of Ars had hardened his flesh to such a point that he could spare himself a little. When he was overcome with hunger or fatigue it took only the smallest amount of food and a little bit of rest to put him back in the condition of taking up full activity once more: “I possess a good corpse”, he used to comment smilingly, “I’m tough. After two hours of sleep, or after having put something in my mouth, I can start again from the beginning. When he is given something a good horse can start walking again and working as if nothing had happened; and a good horse never lies down on the ground”. 

Severe physical sufferance was also the daily constraint of the endless hours spent in the confessional, in the freezing cold of the harshest winters and, in the stifling heat of the hottest summers. Tribulation bore him such company that he was unable to separate himself from it even for one day. 

Besides his body he also tried to mortify his spirit to extremes. The canon Camelet remarked: “The liveliness of his manners and the fire in his eyes betrayed a passionate disposition by nature. I used to say to him that in order to reach that patience that edified us so profoundly, he had to have fought long and hard. ‘Yes, my friend, only God knows how much it cost me’. ‘Have you ever given in to temptation Mr. Curate, have you ever lost your patience in some way or other?’ ‘Yes, one day it so happened that I removed this table more roughly than usual”.   
When a relic hunter cut off a lock of his hair without him noticing, the Curate confessed to his closest friends: “If I had not been afraid of offending God, I would have biffed him”. 

The pilgrims’ indiscretion caused him great suffering. However, even when they flocked around him and pushed on all sides, he maintained the utmost calm without giving even the slightest sign of impatience. “We get irritated for you”, a fellow once said to him, “and you should feel at least a bit resentful”. And the Curate answered: “I have been in Ars for thirty-five years now, by now I think it’s a little bit too late”. 

Ever since he was a boy Antoine Raymond had been helped by the Curate, both spiritually as well as economically, when he had asked to enter the seminary. He then became the parish priest of a near-by village. Overburdened by an increasingly onerous ministry, the Curate had asked the bishop if he would make him his assistant. He was a very observant and willing priest, but he had an extremely difficult character and authoritative ways. He felt obliged to act almost as a tutor towards a saintly but inexperienced parish priest, whose kind-heartedness was far too often taken advantage of. Quite often, irritated by some excess of his generosity or for some other reason, he used to reprimand him bitterly. On many occasions he used to act as if he were the real parish priest, and used to treat the Curate in the way a well-mannered and cautious superior should never have treated his subordinate. Nevertheless, Vianney remained patient, tolerant and fond of him. 
On more than one occasion the problem arose of transferring Father Raymond elsewhere, but every time the Curate insisted that he should remain by his side, almost as if he could not do without him in order to stay in his same office. The collaboration between the two of them lasted eight years, until 1853 when Father Raymond was substituted by authority by Father Toccanier.

Monseigneur René Fourrey, bishop of Belley at the time of the first centenary of the Curate’s death (1959) remarked: “His tenacious will not to deprive himself of Father Raymond was, as far as he was concerned, the same as his irrepressible need of charity and penitence. Due to his spirit of mortification and at the cost of greater sacrifices, the Curate of Ars was used to his assistant’s difficult character. Furthermore, sacrifice after sacrifice, he had reached the point where he did not see anything but his positive qualities in him. However, in front of God he loved him rather in the same way as he loved his discipline, his iron chains. And because he could not live without sufferance, he used to protest at the sole thought of having to be separated from him one day, just as he would have protested if the bishop had taken his hairshirt away from him, which for so many years had been as one with his flesh”. 
His desire for sufferance was also motivated by his request to expiation for the sins that his penitent came to confess him day after day: “My friend”, the Curate said one day to one of his brothers, “I give them a small penitence and I do the rest: this is my method”. 

Nigg remarked: “Expiation for his commune: this is the most profound sense of his dreadful mortifications… He who looks at the blood stained walls for a long time in Vianney’s bedroom, and then looks at them again, will suddenly understand that in the incredible penitential battles that took place in that memorable room one can find the definitive solution of the secret of the metamorphosis of Ars. What happened in that room caused the renovation of the village”. 

Expiating for other people, instead of them, for their benefit: this is the exquisitely Christian idea of substitution, for lack of a better word. One can pray for others, instead of them, who do not know how to pray with the same intensity; one can also take the place of others in penitence, in ascesis, giving them invisible but nevertheless efficacious help. 
Christ was the first to take on himself the sins of all men and he expiated them in their stead. He is the lamb of God who tollit, who takes on himself all the sins of the world. He is the suffering servant who “has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows”. He “was wounded for our transgressions, / and he was bruised for our iniquities; / upon him was the chastisement that made us whole, / and with his stripes we are healed” (Isa 53, 4-5). 

In a theological perspective which is not so much Protestant as Catholic-Orthodox, Jesus Christ is not the only exclusive one; but he is the first. “First born among many brethren” everyone to him “fellow heirs” and destined for “building up the body of Christ, until we all attain to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to mature manhood, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ” (Rom 8, 17 and 29; Eph 4, 11-16), Jesus Christ was the one who opened up a road for everyone: the main road for the redemption of men and their sanctification. After him every Christian, alter Christus, could be Christ and act as Christ for his own fellow men. 

On this subject one may well remember a passage from Paul’s letter to the Colossians (1, 24): “Now I rejoice in my sufferings for your sake”, writes the Apostle, “and in my flesh I complete what is lacking in Christ’s afflictions for the sake of his body, that is, the Church...” 

We are all communicating vessels. Due to the intimate vital solidarity that unites all humans and the whole creation together, every good action – and even before that, every good thought – beneficial effects will radiate out from each one onto others. Every victory of the spirit over the flesh, every act of the spirit that sets it free from the flesh is something that every single individual accomplishes for himself, but also for everybody. 

From a more pragmatic point of view one can point out that the Curate attributed exceptional virtues to ascesis and in particular to fasting. It comes spontaneously to remember Jesus’ words here: “This kind of demon cannot be driven out by anything but prayer and fasting” (Mk 9, 29; Mt 17, 21). 

Jean-Baptiste raised fasting against every possible temptation. A man who has used up all his vital energy can control himself more easily. And here we have on this subject another one of the Curate’s disclosures: “I used to eat nothing for whole days...And it was then that I obtained everything I wanted for myself and for others from the good God”. 
On the contrary, in terms of charismas he used to lose a lot when the circumstances induced him to carrying out the penitence. One time in particular it was forced on him by a double injunction of the doctor and the bishop. The biographer Jean de la Varende mentions how, in his mood at the time, the Curate had reached the decision to escape from the parish to live as a hermit; and he therefore remarked: “The idea of the escape seemed to us to have come out naturally from such a change in life, from the enfeeblement caused by the cure he received, from his abandonment of fasting, from a kind of sleepiness that was almost feverish in which his terrible energy became weakened, that iron energy that had given life to the saint for the last twenty-five years”. 

Amongst the charismas which the ascesis had made him more receptive to every day there were the miracles, the paramystical phenomena that were attributed to him and which have been effectively verified: the spiritual vision of God, the penetration of the heart of he who approached his confessional, the clairvoyance also of past and future events, levitation, the multiplication of flour in the kneading trough and wheat in the granary of the orphans house, the sensational healing of bodies, but he by far preferred the healing of souls, their conversion. 

Since I like to alternate readings and the study of subject matters, right at the time in which I was collecting together material for this essay, I was reading a book on paranormal phenomena, which would be of no use to go into detail now. In the chapter dedicated to the conclusions, I found this paragraph which I would like to report here almost in full, removing some of the words which are not relevant to our present subject: “Fasting… illnesses, in which the body’s abilities are gradually weakened, lack of sleep… are all favourable conditions for the manifestation of particular faculties of the soul that are so different from the ordinary sensation. Evidently the rule is that if anything weakens the body and is a disadvantage to the normal sensation, then in some way it strengthens the inner powers, or gives them the opportunity of manifesting themselves”. 

The author refers to purely psychic paranormal phenomena, purely human ones, leaving any pneumatic, divine factor, any intervention of grace out of consideration: which, there is no doubt, would contribute a “good deal more” in terms of significance, value and efficaciousness. 

Fullness is called by an emptiness, and one may be certain that making use of oneself, donating oneself, the emptying oneself of the saint beyond all limits, in his total trust to a superior help, calls grace and paves the ways for it.  
Virtue and power of the ascesis: without this, would there have been a Curate of Ars with all his charisma, with all his good, with all his historical impact? 

There is nothing to stop us from re-proposing the Christian ideal in new forms, ones that are more up to date, more compatible with the best requests of modern humanism, ones that are less reprehensive of narrow-mindedness or, even worse, of fanaticism. However, even having granted all of this, could a real initiation that is not passed off as an initiatory death, for a total dying of one’s own ego be conceivable? And more specifically, could a Christian saintliness with out the “madness” of the cross be conceivable? 
Furthermore: is madness of the cross insanity in the common and pathological sense of the word, or not, rather, a slap in the face to the conceit of men given by a superior divine wisdom ? 

Such questions are not so much a challenge to that limited and arrogant reason which wanting to explain everything lets the essential part of things escape, as rather to our ability of enlightened intuition and comprehension. 
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