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With the closing of the General Chapter of 2018, the Institute opened its 
extended celebration of our Bicentennial.  This celebration arcs across two 
themes drawn from our beginnings and reflects the intuitions of Father 
André Coindre.

In the first movement, Father Coindre was inspired to launch the mission.  
With family, friends and benefactors, he established the Pieux Secours in 
Lyon in 1818.  He sought to respond to a need not simply with his own 
resources, but with the resources of all those whom he inspired to join him 
in this effort.  So in 1818, we see the beginnings of the Pieux Secours, this 
original mission which has evolved throughout our history to best serve 
the formation of young people in every era and place.

The second movement of Father Coindre was to found the Institute.  After 
three years of effort by all involved, Father Coindre understood that the 
mission needed a deeper, stronger foundation and especially one focused 
on the whole person formation of the young people in his care.  To that 
end, Father Coindre first asked the teachers of the Pieux Secours, and 
from among them welcomed the first member of the Institute, Guillaume 

presentation
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Arnaud, who we would come to know as Brother Xavier.  On September 
30, 1821, ten men climbed the hill of Fourviere with Father Coindre and 
made private vows in the chapel there, beginning the Institute as we know 
it.

These two movements, the mission and the community to serve that 
mission, will be celebrated throughout the three years of this Bicentennial 
celebration.

This is the first of an expected six texts which will be crafted by our partners 
in mission, lay and brothers, to deepen our understandings of these two 
movements at the time of Father Coindre, throughout our history and into 
our future.  Each new text, each new effort at reflection on our beginnings 
calls us all to reflect on our personal beginnings and on our place in the 
mission and ministry of Father Coindre.  

May this series of texts be an opportunity for discussion, prayer and 
reflection by all of us, brothers and lay, all partners in mission.  May these 
writings be a window through which we can discover anew the inspiration 
of the founder for the next two hundred years that opens before us.

Ametur Cor Jesu!

 Br. Mark Hilton
Superior General
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the state of society
At the end of the 18th century, France was in a sad state on all levels:  
political, social, economic, cultural, and religious.

- Politically, all powers are in the hands of the King, the nobles, and a few 
rich middle-class men. Other people have no means of making their voices 
heard and cannot actively participate in the running of the country.

But King Louis XVI is weak, his authority is faltering, and his collaborators 
in the management of public affairs are corrupt or incompetent.

- Socially, the people are grouped into three categories.  The Nobles, 2% 
of the population, are generally rich and enjoy important privileges: tax 
exemptions, immunity from compulsory military service, and rights over 
the common people who toil on their estates.  The Clergy, fewer still, enjoy 
privileges similar to those of the nobles, from whose ranks the higher 
clergy are almost exclusively drawn.  The Third Estate includes a very 
small number of affluent, middle-class people, but is mostly comprised of 

historical 
context
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the 95% of the population who live in squalid conditions, crushed by taxes 
payable in cash, goods, and compulsory labor.  These common folk are 
subjected to various obligations imposed by aristocratic or royal authority 
(mobilization in the army, requisitions of animals or equipment in the 
event of war ‒ a frequent occurrence).

- On the economic front, the population is in extreme misery.  Unemployment, 
destitution, and high mortality (especially among children) bring in their 
wake armed robbery, acts of violence, prostitution… The gap widens 
between the two privileged classes and the common people.

- In the cultural field, we note a general illiteracy estimated at 63%. We 
find a few primary schools located in towns, but practically none in the 
countryside, with some large secondary schools run by clergymen in major 
cities, but only a few universities: all in all, very little.

- With regard to religion, we witness everywhere a profound decadence. 
Many bishops and abbots of monasteries are living a worldly life, more 
concerned with their pleasures or their prestige than with their flock. 
Monastic life, especially among men, is in sharp decline. We count on 
average only one novice for every 150 monks. Certain abbeys have no 
more than a handful of members (10, 8, 6, and as few as 3 religious!). In 
the parishes, we notice in general many practices, but often they belong 
more to folklore than to religion. And what about the faith?  Religious 
education of the masses leaves much to be desired: the people, who are 
mostly illiterate, are taught abstract catechetical formulas of which they 
understand nothing.

All these serious disorders bring about a general malaise. The various 
abuses identified in all areas were denounced for decades by writers and 
philosophers who took aim at the monarchy, social inequality, and the 
Church. Their criticisms had become increasingly frequent and violent, 
feeding the passions of those who burned with the desire to overthrow the 
established order.
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“Tennis Court Oath”, the 
20th June 1789,

by Jacques-Louis David

the revolution (1789)
Thus a general movement of protest and sedition broke out, which we 
call the Revolution. At the beginning, most of this campaign’s instigators 
wanted only to be reformers, eager to improve the state of society. But 
soon the movement was radicalized, moving from reform to open revolt.

Admittedly, the Declaration of the Rights of Man, a key document of 
1789, and the abolition of privileges of the same year constituted positive 
elements, but enraged revolutionaries did not stop there. The Revolution 
became an increasingly violent movement, aiming to reverse completely 
the former state of affairs.  Economic and social structures were destroyed. 
The King was deposed and finally guillotined; many members of the clergy 
were massacred or forced into exile; churches and religious institutions 
were closed, looted, or demolished.
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So the lot of ordinary people, far from improving, worsened still. 
Disorganized, daily life especially in the cities saw the multiplication 
of the well-known disorders of delinquency and prostitution, with the 
consequence, amongst others, of a considerable increase of detainees in the 
prisons, especially of young people aged 12 to 18 years. The Revolution 
having suppressed corporal punishments (like caning), now the only 
punishment was in fact incarceration.

Bonaparte, in taking charge of French politics and becoming Napoleon I, 
hardly improved the situation – despite a few years of economic recovery 
in the beginning – mostly because of the Emperor’s incessant military 
campaigns, costly in goods and in men.

For the Church, the Concordat of 1801, reached through Bonaparte’s 
initiative, was a means to recovery -- but only partially, because the 
Emperor Napoleon maintained the Church firmly under his control.

the restoration (1815)
After Napoleon’s abdication, the nation was gradually able to rebuild itself.  
Education and the renewal of Christian life had the means to develop.  
Religious institutes, old or new, spread prodigiously and contributed 
greatly to this recovery.
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andré’s early 
years and 
formation

2

André Coindre was born in Lyon on February 26th, 1787, two years before 
the Revolution broke out. We do not know how he felt about and lived his 
childhood through these serious political and social upheavals that shook 
the country and his city: from what we know, he never talked about it with 
the Brothers or the Sisters.

As for his religious education and his elementary instruction, we are also 
reduced to conjectures. What we know from reliable sources is that, from 
1799 to 1802, he attended a public high school in Lyon, which had just 
been set up during the last years of the Revolution. There he obtained 
awards of excellence, notably in French.

In 1804, we find him not far from Lyon at the Minor Seminary of Argentière, 
newly opened thanks to the greater freedom accorded to Catholic religious 
institutions under the terms of the Concordat. According to his teachers he 
was a brilliant pupil, but sometimes a little abrupt and oversensitive.
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From 1809 to 1812, he attends the Major Seminary in Lyon with several 
classmates who are destined to become famous: a cardinal, five bishops, 
four founders of institutes (Marcellin Champagnat, Jean-Claude Colin, 
Léonard Furnion, Louis Querbes), and… Saint Jean-Marie Vianney, the 
Curé d’Ars. History has not recorded anything about how André lived 
those years, except that he received good evaluations for his knowledge 
and conduct and that he based his actions on the motto, “Spare no effort to 
become the salt of the earth and the light of the world.”

On June 14, 1802, he is ordained to the priesthood in the cathedral of Lyon 
by Archbishop Fesch, uncle of Napoleon. But, as they recognized in him 
a great gift for preaching, he is kept for another six months at the Major 
Seminary to further deepen and enrich his talents as a religious orator.

Entrance of Saint Irenaeus Major 
Seminary, Croix-Paquet Square
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andré 
coindre, the 
missionary

3

This period of formation completed, André is named first vicar in Bourg-
en-Bresse, a town of 10,000 inhabitants, 60 km north-east of Lyon. We 
can still see his signature on the parish registers. He administers many 
baptisms, but also presides at numerous burials of children and young 
people, a sad testimony to the human misery, disease, and infant mortality 
of the time.

But while exercising his parish ministry, he already uses his talents as a 
preacher and, with some priest friends, animates some “missions” in the 
neighborhood of Lyon. But these are only limited initiatives without an 
overall organization.

In contrast, at the end of 1815, André is invited by the vicar general Courbon 
to join other priests to form a stable team of itinerant missionaries. The 
new society was generally referred to by its location, a former Carthusian 
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monastery, and thus they were called “the Carthusians”.  At the same time 
he was named vicar of Saint Bruno, the local church.

What exactly was a Mission? It was a kind of session-retreat, organized 
for a group of parishes, in order to revive or restore to wholeness the 
Christian life that had been so greatly disrupted during the revolutionary 
period. It consisted of sermons, the offering of the sacraments (baptism, 
penance, marriage), and various celebrations (public prayers, ceremonies, 
processions, etc.)

The “Carthusians” who begin to travel throughout the region to arrange 
their missions are organized in teams of five to ten priests. But a team 
sinks into anarchy without a coordinator, a leader. This person in charge, 
called the prefect of the mission, will often be André Coindre, and he will 
play his role perfectly.

The various testimonies about André Coindre’s preaching, collected 
from those who attended these missions, expressed very well the strong 
impression that his sermons produced; his fellow workers, for their part, 
praised in glowing terms the talents of their eminent colleague.

Father Coindre took part in numerous missions, retreats, and other occasions 
for preaching:  24 big missions, 27 retreats, some “stations” of Advent and 
Lent, about fifty sermons and five panegyrics (solemn speeches of public 
celebration). But this immense missionary activity will not prevent him 
from dedicating himself to innumerable works, as we shall see.



15The Guillotière Mission, 1818
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André 
Coindre, 
founder

4

Let us return to Lyon, in 1815. André has just been appointed vicar at 
Saint Bruno. At the same time that he commits himself as a missionary, 
he becomes acquainted with the jails of Lyon, of which he will become 
a regular visitor. He is especially interested in the young prisoners. He 
takes part in the reflections and the initiatives of the Christians involved 
in the penitentiary structures, who had obtained the separation of young 
prisoners from the adults. They seek to instruct, educate, and form the 
youth, including from a religious point of view. But a question becomes 
more and more pressing for André Coindre: separating the youth from the 
adults, instructing them, training them, is excellent, but what will become 
of them when they leave prison? What to do so that they do not fall 
immediately back into the downward spiral of delinquency? This question 
will haunt our Founder and will be crucial in the foundation of the Pieux-
Secours, about which we will speak in a moment, and of the Brothers.
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the sisters of jesus and mary
“One day1 [André Coindre] brings from Lyon two little girls, without 
parents, without shelter, literally collected off the street.” (Father Bissardon, 
“Note on the parochial providence of Saint Bruno”). He entrusts them to 
some charitable persons, then, when other orphans or children of very poor 
families come to join the first two, to the Sisters of Saint Joseph. The small 
group becomes a providence. What is a providence? “One gave this name 
to the charitable institutions that were created… to gather poor children in 
order to give them a solid Christian formation and to teach them a trade so 
that they could earn a living.” They sometimes requested a small payment 
for room and board, when possible, which decreased as the child’s work 
became marketable. An organization ‒ generally parochial ‒ helped to 
balance the budget through alms.

André Coindre had founded that same year, 1816, the Pious Union, an 
association for ladies and young women with the aim of working to raise 
and educate girls. In 1817, he entrusts to the Pious Union responsibility for 
the “Providence of the Sacred Heart”, which he organizes for the girls in a 
cell of the Carthusians. Let us recall that a chartreuse or charterhouse is a 
monastery designed for a hermit’s life. The buildings consisted primarily 
of a series of cottages or cells, where the religious live alone, devoting 
their time to prayer, to study, and to manual work, and going to church 
only for liturgical offices. The charterhouse of Lyon was plundered by 
the revolutionary government of the Convention and the monks were 
dispersed. The property was divided into lots and put on sale. Cardinal 
Fesch repurchased a great part of it, and it is there that the Missionaries 
established themselves in 1815.

There will be forty providences in Lyon in the middle of the 19th century. 
There are only two of them ‒ and one is just starting ‒ when Claudine, 
supported by Father Coindre, embarks on such a course. In 1818, with a 
few ladies from the Pious Union, André Coindre founds the Congregation 
1 Probably in 1816, but we do not know the exact date.
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Saint Claudine Thévenet, 
cofounder of the Religious of 

Jesus and Mary
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of the “Ladies of the Holy Hearts of Jesus and Mary” (later “Religious of 
Jesus and Mary”), with Claudine Thévenet as superior general. The new 
Congregation settles in Fourvière.

the brothers
Meanwhile, the same year as the Providence of the Sacred Heart, and in 
another Carthusian cottage, André Coindre had brought together, under 
the direction of a master weaver, five or six orphans and delinquent boys 
taken out of prison, or for whom another solution than prison was sought.  
Named the “Providence of Saint Bruno”, it was the first establishment of 
its kind for boys in Lyon.  The place quickly becoming too small, Father 
buys a property close to the city walls, not far from the Carthusians, in 
1818. The institution moves there and takes the name of “Pieux-Secours”:  
Pious Aid.

In 1821, he forms the plan to establish a religious community to take 
over his work.  He brings together in Lyon two teachers from the Pieux-
Secours, a young man he met during a retreat in Belleville, and a group of 
seven laymen who led a kind of community life at Valbenoîte, near Saint-
Etienne, with the help of a priest named Rouchon.

These ten people will make private vows in Fourvière on September 30th, 
at the end of an eight-day retreat.  They will take religious names and will 
be assigned to two providences: five brothers at the Pieux-Secours and 
five brothers at Valbenoîte. The Brothers of the Sacred Hearts of Jesus and 
Mary are born.

But hardly a few months after the celebration at Fourvière, contrary to the 
agreement concluded with Father Coindre, the priest of Valbenoîte wants 
to organize work in his own way and so takes control; the five brothers 
follow along with him, at least for a while. Given the circumstances, André 
Coindre, refusing dispute and controversy, gives to Rouchon his Brothers 
and the house around Christmas of 1821.
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We can imagine the sorrow of the Founder who sees his congregation 
suddenly being reduced by half. And yet we find in his letters no reaction 
of bitterness, animosity, or resentment against anyone. This detachment 
toward his own creations is found on many occasions throughout his life.

In 1823, it’s the foundation of a primary school and a novitiate for the 
Brothers at Monistrol, a small town south-west of Lyon. With the founding 
of this school, André Coindre embraces another type of need that he, a man 
of the city, had not previously encountered. During his missions, he had in 
fact witnessed the disastrous state of rural youth abandoned to themselves, 
without education and without a future. For these young people, what were 
needed were schools. Without giving up the Pieux-Secours providence, 
from now on he directs his efforts in this direction.

A second reason that compels André Coindre to create these schools is 
his concept of the missions. For him, these great events must constitute a 
starting point and not an end point. How to extend and make permanent 
the work of the mission?  By establishing institutions for a “sustainable 
development,” such as confraternities and movements for children and 
youth. But these associations will always have a precarious existence and 
a limited influence, being too linked to the individuals in place: priests 
and vicars, committed parishioners. The school will constitute a stable 
institution whose influence will remain for generations to come. “Religion, 
daughter of light, has never had greater enemies than the darkness of 
ignorance and the coarseness of uncultured minds” (André Coindre, 
Orator, p. 147).

It is in Monistrol, in 1824, that the Brothers will be established as an official 
congregation, by pronouncing their first public vows on October 14th, with 
the approval of the bishop of Le Puy.

Henceforth, the establishments will quickly multiply: ten establishments in 
four years, not counting the Pieux-Secours.

How to explain that there were so many foundations in such a short time? 
Father Coindre merely responded to the requests of priests who badgered 
him from all sides, proof not only of the immense need of the towns and 
the parishes, but also of the quality of the education provided. The schools 
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Notre Dame de Fourvière Chapel,
place where our Institute was born
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of Father Coindre were either public or private, depending on whether the 
applicant was a municipality or a parish.

It is also true that, up to this date, the few schoolmasters in the countryside 
had quite negative press. It is the congregations of religious teachers that 
restored the reputation of the teaching profession.

It is a fact that the training of the candidates was insufficient. But 
whoever would complain about it to Father Coindre would demonstrate 
a poor knowledge of History. André Coindre was the first to deplore this 
irrefutable fact. But he had no choice, as he explains in a letter to Brother 
Borgia, the director general of the Brothers, because he could not manage 
to find the necessary funds to provide a lengthier formation. Already the 
novices had to pay for their lodging during their formation (at least through 
most of it), except when they had no resources, neither of their own nor 
from their family. After a few months of “professional” training given after 
the novitiate, they had to be put to work, that is, placed in a school so that 
they can earn a living and provide a small income for the general needs 
of the Institute. Moreover, even priests, in general, only received a hasty 
formation. Not all had the opportunity of attending privileged seminaries 
like Notre Dame of Argentière. The bishop of Soissons declared that he 
preferred “to work the vineyard of the Lord with donkeys than to leave it 
uncultivated.”

In any case, this new field of pastoral work brought incessant worries to 
Father Coindre. Here, negotiations to obtain the indispensable conditions 
to install a community; there, rules or directories to be hastily established 
for the proper functioning of schools; elsewhere, answers to people who 
requested information on the Brothers’ congregation, or how to respond to 
complaints about schools that did not function well or Brothers who left 
much to be desired, or transfers to be done because certain members of a 
community no longer got along together. And all of this, during his “free 
time”: at the end of a day of exhausting mission, or in the middle of the 
night, or between two missions, on top of countless concerns in governing 
his three congregations ‒ priests, brothers and sisters.
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For – and is this not his most moving characteristic? – in the middle of his 
ceaseless activities as missionary and preacher, throughout the numerous 
and absorbing concerns brought on by the schools, in spite of tiring and 
interminable travels, and notwithstanding a health which never served him 
well, André Coindre closely followed the development of his communities.

He often presided at the taking of the habit and professions; he attended the 
distribution of prizes at the Pieux-Secours ‒ the institution dearest to his 
heart ‒ in the presence of all the members of the benefactors’ association; he 
supervised the novitiate of Monistrol and himself named its staff; he wrote 
quantities of letters, in particular to Brother Borgia, the director general of 
the Brothers. Fortunately, some of these letters have been handed down to 
us.

By reading them, we learn the extent to which our Founder was committed 
to each one of his Brothers, how he came to their defense by underlining 
their good will and their good intentions, in spite of their inadequacies. A 
few weeks before his death, he sent Brother Louis, who was thinking of 
abandoning his vocation, a long letter of eight pages. On another occasion, 
he traveled on foot for three hours, between two activities of a mission, to 
comfort a discouraged Brother.

These letters left by Father Coindre help us greatly to see the intimate side 
of his heart.

the priests
In August 1822, he is requested by the Bishop of Le Puy, Monsignor de 
Salamon, to found a society of missionaries for the Haute-Loire region. 
This will be the society of the Missionary Priests of the Heart of Jesus, 
based in Monistrol-l’Evêque (currently Monistrol-sur-Loire). Our Founder 
will be their superior general until 1825 and will give them their Statutes. 

In the diocese of Le Puy, where his Missionaries, the Sisters, and the 
Brothers were all active, Father Coindre was sometime later exposed to 
the hostility of a certain number of envious clergymen. Moreover, the new 
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bishop frustrated the Missionaries’ work by withdrawing some of their 
most outstanding members and placing them in the parishes of his diocese. 
A mission preached in Blois in 1824, with preachers who organized 
themselves as the Missionaries of Saint Martin, introduced Father Coindre 
to the diocese of Blois and its bishop, Monsignor de Sauzin, who greatly 
appreciated him. This meeting will be at the origin of our Founder’s “last 
adventure,” as we shall later see. 

Monistrol College, run by 
the Missionary Priests of the 
Heart of Jesus
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andré 
coindre,
his charism

5

what is a charism?
A charism, in a strict sense, is a reality of grace, free, like all the gifts of 
God, unforeseeable, perceptibly expressing the presence and the action of 
the Spirit for the good of the whole body of the Church:  this is the most 
important element.

Originally given to a person, the charism then unfolds in various ways that 
involve other people:

- It awakens the vocation to a certain state of life or to a certain kind of 
work and activity corresponding to special needs of the Mystical Body; 

- It regulates and organizes the apostolic activity that is launched. It can 
thus be at the origin of a stable institution, like an association of the faithful, 
a confraternity, or an institute of religious life; 
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- It makes fruitful the efforts of all those who are devoted to this task, 
coordinates it, and makes it strong through the action of all, who no longer 
act as individuals.

One can thus speak of the Founder’s charism. It is the experience of the 
Spirit transmitted to his disciples, to be lived out by them, kept, deepened, 
and developed constantly, in harmony with the Body of Christ in perpetual 
growth. We then speak of a charism of the Institute.

Obviously, we find in André Coindre the charism of preaching; all his 
priest-confreres attest to it; his crowds of listeners, enthralled, acclaim him 
and praise him to the skies.

But what about a charism of foundation for our Institute, like that of the 
Religious of Jesus and Mary? It is clear in any case that André Coindre 
is aware of having received a specific charism of foundation. He evokes 
it several times; thus when he designates his brother François as his 
successor in charge of the Institute: “My very dear Brothers, it is necessary 
that you have at this moment a priest as superior, because you are not yet 
trained or in a position to lead yourselves. That is why you must become 
accustomed to administration and exercise it strongly, because I can fail 
you one day. After me, my brother. But after him, you will have to govern 
yourselves because any other clergyman would not have the spirit of your 
founder (= the charism) and your affairs could not work.” In the same line, 
he declares his opposition to the project of the vicar general Cattet of Lyon, 
who wanted the merger of our Institute with that of the Marist Brothers: 
“Anyone who considers such mergers knows little of men and the works of 
God. It is as if we would ask to merge all households to make only one…” 
(May 3rd, 1826, three weeks before his death).

Therefore, what is this charism and how does it appear? This is what 
we will try to discover. It seems to me that, contrary to the charism of 
preaching, the charism of the Foundation gradually evolves in André’s life, 
and that one can distinguish several stages in its evolution.
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Portrait of Father André Coindre, 
General House, Rome
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stage i
A first stage would consist in his charitable works in Bourg-en-Bresse. 
André is then very young (26 years); he has just been ordained. Bourg is 
his first position; he is appointed there as first vicar (there were five of 
them!) and fulfills his duties “with a great distinction of talents and of 
priestly virtues” (Letter of Father Ballet). There, he carries on an important 
parochial activity, if one judges by the 633 acts of catholicity (baptisms, 
marriages) indexed in the registers, but he is already also devoted to 
preaching in various locations. This did not prevent him from regularly 
going to the city’s hospital (called La Charité).  “After a vicariate of two 
and half years in the city, (he) was missed by all of his parishioners who 
had a high esteem for this priest who was also involved with La Charité 
before the arrival of the Sisters,” the Mayor of the locality writes, which 
confirms the Prefect of police: “All the time that this clergyman has stayed 
in Bourg I heard praise of him, and at his departure we witnessed much 
regret over his removal.”

stage ii
A second stage could be his commitment in the prisons of Lyon, attested 
by two vicar-generals of the diocese: “He {André Coindre} gives himself 
to preaching and devotes himself entirely to good deeds, particularly in 
the prisons.” These words deserve to be underlined: he devotes himself 
entirely!  For we know that in 1815, he is now vicar at the Saint Bruno 
parish in Lyon and that preaching already takes up much of his time.

A parenthesis is needed here to understand what the Founder is going to 
face: the prison system after the Revolution. The number of prisoners has 
increased considerably. Why?

It is because the Revolution has decreed in the Declaration of the Rights 
of Man that the primordial attribute of a human being is freedom. Think 
of the motto of the French nation: liberty, equality, fraternity [this last 
word added during the short-lived revolution of 1848]. Thus, anyone who 
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commits an offense, having behaved in a way unworthy of a human being 
(aggression, stealing, acts contrary to public morals), was to be punished 
with the loss of liberty. Consequently, the Revolution abolished the 
afflictive punishments (condemnation to the galleys, mutilations, flogging) 
‒ except capital punishment for serious crimes ‒ and public humiliations 
(to be forced to march through the streets bearing a yoke or humiliating 
inscriptions). These were replaced by the loss of liberty; punishments 
henceforth consisted of periods of imprisonment. Society therefore had 
to cope with a surge of detainees without having the necessary functional 
buildings to lock them up. This is why many church buildings confiscated 
during the Revolution (abbeys, seminars, shelters…) were used to meet 
the demand.

Moreover, we find a large number of children and young people in prison 
after the Revolution and the Empire (let us say between 1800 and 1820). 
Why?

Young people in prison,
God’s call to André Coindre
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Because the Revolution, while liberating ordinary people of many burdens 
that smothered them (taxes, duties, compulsory labor…), also removed 
most organizations and institutions that aimed at alleviating misery (for 
example, merchant and craftsmen guilds, shelters, and places of hospitality 
run by brothers, sisters, or members of the clergy). Thus misery has 
increased and the means of coping with it have decreased. Misery means 
children in distress, slums, promiscuity, prostitution and other forms of 
exploitation, disease, abandonment, vagrancy, theft… especially in cities.

Thereafter, the Napoleonic wars decimated a generation of young men aged 
17 to 35 years, with 500,000 to 700,000 soldiers killed, in a France of about 
25 million inhabitants.  The number of orphans increased considerably.

Thus, we understand that in big cities like Lyon, delinquency multiplies and 
so also the number of young people – even sometimes children as young 
as eight years old! – condemned to prison, since there was no longer any 
corporal punishment, such as caning. Where to put these young prisoners? 
No plan is in place to handle them. They are therefore mixed with the 
masses of adult prisoners in overcrowded conditions difficult to imagine, 
and with consequences that one imagines too well:  humiliations, sexual 
exploitation, training in deceit, moral degradation, and violence. It should 
be known that in fact there are no individual cells and that the prisoners are 
crammed into large rooms without any sanitary facilities.

In Lyon, during the 1810s (under the Empire), groups of lay Christians 
had obtained authorization from the prison administration to visit the jails. 
They had succeeded in having several improvements adopted concerning 
the prisoners’ conditions, in particular the separation of young people from 
adult inmates and a small formation program: some rudiments of learning, 
some elementary training, and catechism.

It is within this context that André Coindre becomes a regular visitor of 
the Lyon prisons. Whereas the involvement of lay Christians focuses only 
on improving the lot of young prisoners, André immediately looks to the 
future and imagines these young people’s situation at the end of their 
period of detention. He does not confine himself simply to humanitarian 
aid through an action of the moment; rather, he also aims at a long-term 
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and definitive solution: to get young people back on their feet, to restore 
their dignity, to give them a future.

Thus one sees that the charism of compassion, already expressed at Bourg, 
becomes clearer and broader. It becomes clearer because from now on 
he feels called more specifically toward children and young people in 
distress, and it broadens because he goes beyond the posture of closeness, 
of listening, and of solidarity, to search for a lasting solution: the charism 
becomes inventive.

Where does this increasing compassion come from? We do not yet formally 
see it, but we realize that it is consistent with a contemplation of Jesus on 
the cross (the Sacred Heart), to which he is especially invited in the society 
of missionaries that he joins: the “Carthusians” whose real name is the 
Priests of the Cross of Jesus.

stage iii
We can see a third stage in the charism through the implementation of a 
multifaceted response.

André’s decision to find a solution leads him to seek a way to place the 
young prisoners, at the end of their sentence, in training with small business 
owners or in existing religious houses that serve young people. But since 
he finds one door after another closed, he comes to set up an institution 
himself:  this will be the Pieux-Secours or “Pious Aid”.

To carry out this project, he will have to find a small team of educators 
who share his views: to welcome youth in difficulty; to instruct them, 
including in religion; to train them in a trade to ensure their future. He 
wants this team of two or three laymen, quite modest at the beginning, 
to share his motivation. It is not a community, but already a small united 
group. This group will have to expand quickly as the young people admitted 
at the Pieux-Secours become more numerous, passing rapidly from five or 
six youths to about thirty. And this increase in numbers constitutes also a 
change in the range of young people accommodated, because it quickly 
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becomes a question of receiving and forming not only those leaving jail, 
but candidates for prison, if I dare say so:  street kids, left to fend for 
themselves and at risk of the worst disorders, as well as young orphans 
or children of very poor families.  Thus we add to an assistance already 
directed toward the future (training of former prisoners for tomorrow’s 
life), the objective of prevention. Not only to help those leaving prison, but 
to prevent them from going there in the first place; not only re-education, 
but education as such, that will protect them from falling into criminal 
behavior.

We see how the charism of André Coindre has broadened again by 
encompassing all young people in distress.

To the team of educators, formed by André, it is necessary to add a 
place, that is, a building (this will be the Pieux-Secours), and equipment 
(amongst other things, weaving looms).  It is still necessary to organize the 

The Pieux-Secours, a painting by 
Brother C. Bouchereau
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operation of this enterprise:  regulation, instructions, means of evaluation, 
and whatnot.  We see the scale of this initial project.

Finally, funding must be considered. The Founder will call upon many 
subscribers who will constitute a true association of support that not only 
will be kept informed of the life of the work, but will actively take part in 
it: reception of new young people, administration, operations.

At this stage of the charism’s development, we realize that the initial 
compassion has expanded considerably and that it has produced an 
institution, with all the possibilities and constraints of institutions, and that 
this compassion has gathered laymen interested in a common work: a team 
of educators and subscribers.

stage iv
A fourth stage appears as a divergence. The team of the lay educators 
will disappear in favor of a religious community always linked to the 
association of subscribers, which keeps a say in the institution.

Why were the laymen replaced by religious? Brother Xavier, in his 
Memoirs, explains it. With the expansion of the Pieux-Secours, they had to 
call upon more instructors and supervisors. Not all of them were motivated 
by the same reasons as the first. Moreover it was naturally required to 
assure them a salary, which became burdensome for the institution.

But, moreover, André Coindre feels compelled to invite men not only to 
devote their activity to the service of disadvantaged young people, but also 
to devote their whole life to them, and in this way, to devote their life to 
God himself. The service of youth thus leads to another relationship with 
God through this particular path that is called consecrated life. It is seen 
that the Charism, after being itself clarified and broadened, has further 
deepened. It is true that the lay educators were lost. But patience! They 
will return in force with time… Father Coindre nevertheless has kept the 
association of subscribers without removing any of its prerogatives.
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We can think that this deepening of the Charism goes hand in hand with 
the deepening of the spiritual life of the founder, invited by the Spirit to 
an increasingly assiduous contemplation of Jesus on the cross, and to an 
identification with Him. It is not by coincidence that he gathers the Brothers 
together under the banner of the Sacred Heart.

We also imagine that the establishment of a community of Brothers allowed 
for a greater attention to the Christian formation of young people.  Service 
to youth easily progressed to the evangelization of youth.

stage v
A fifth stage begins when André Coindre decides to open rural schools. 
This decision was taken, according to the Letters of January 1822, only 
three months after the first vows of the Brothers at Fourvière. The Founder 
is then in the process of working as a missionary in the countryside not far 
from Lyon. He recognises the neglect of young people left to themselves, 
with neither education nor future, and leading a precarious life on little 
farms too small to provide a decent standard of living for all the children. 
We now recognise André’s heart. He has the same reaction here that he had 
in the prisons: what can I do?

Well, it is necessary for them to have schools to improve their life. This 
time, André will not be knocking on the doors of existing institutions; there 
aren’t any in the countryside. He will establish them himself, modeled 
on the Brothers of the Christian Schools whom he knows and esteems 
(but who do not establish schools in rural areas, in accordance with 
their Constitutions at the time). We can say that the Charism once again 
evolves considerably. He broadens his educational objectives. It is even an 
explosion: ten rural schools in three years, without forgetting the continued 
support of the Pieux-Secours!

But the Charism moreover deepens in a new way. For as we have said, to 
the humanitarian motive to come to the aid of underprivileged youth is 
added a properly pastoral concern. The school can become the place for a 
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sustainable extension of the missions. It is the best means of continuing the 
movement of spiritual renewal brought on by the missions. Schools must 
be founded.

stage vi
Can we say that the Charism of the Founder has now come to its maturity, 
to its perfection?

A charism of foundation is not a static reality, but a dynamic momentum. 
One could compare it to a tree incessantly growing new branches.  That 
is to say that our charism, faithful to the Founder, can further broaden.  
Besides, it is what the bicentennial history of our Institute has demonstrated.  
This is what still transpires today, in particular with the presence and the 
increasingly important action of laypeople who are indeed the witnesses 
and the actors of a new evolution of the Charism, leading we know not 
where.

We know the stages of the return of lay people in the works of the Brothers. 
Initially sought as substitutes to fill gaps left here or there by the Brothers, 
they soon became essential assistants, then close collaborators, before 
managing to occupy the most important positions in the educational 
structure.  It is an irreversible movement.  Even if the number of the 
Brothers increased considerably, we would not return to the prior status.

But above all the laypeople are invited to be inspired by the charism of the 
Brothers as Brothers, i.e. by some elements of their religious life. They 
are also invited in their own way, to contemplate Jesus on the cross, open-
hearted, to receive from Him this attitude of active compassion which will 
always compel them, like André, to wonder: what can I do?  They are 
invited to turn to the most unfortunate young people to give them, as much 
as possible, the means of protecting themselves from any danger, to form 
them so that they can achieve a dignified life, fulfilled, open, committed, 
and turned toward God.  They are invited to seek solidarity, dialogue, and 
charity not only in their professional relationships, but also in their family 
and social relations.
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Even if, historically, it is the multiplication of works and the growing need 
for educators, along with the aging and depletion of the Brothers, that have 
led to the presence of a lay majority in the Institute’s works, it should be 
seen that this situation is not opposed to the charism of the Founder, but, on 
the contrary, returns to his original intuitions.  As much as to the Brothers, 
the charism of André Coindre belongs to laypeople ‒ even if circumstances 
deprived them of it for a long time.  And it is the role of the Brothers to 
give back to laypeople their rightful place, to make accessible to them the 
heritage which the Brothers share with them. It is a common heritage.  This 
is why we increasingly hear today the expression “charismatic family”.  
We could speak of “the Coindre family”.

The consequences of this change in perspective can be important.  The 
future could be the laypeople forming autonomous groups, associated 
to the Brothers, but not under their control. They could have their Rule 
of Life and a charter governing their relationships. Will that happen for 
the posterity of André Coindre?  God only knows.  In any case, in this 
eventuality, it should be known that “the identity of the Brother will deeply 
be affected by the new participation of laymen in the charism” (A. Botana).

It is clear, however, that the way in which laypeople can appropriate the 
Charism is not exactly that of the Brothers. In particular it should be well 
understood that, for example, a married layperson responsible for a family 
must consider the family tie as a priority. One cannot imagine a practice of 
the Charism for laypeople to the detriment of family life.

Moreover, we can think of several ways of engaging in the path of the 
Founder’s charism.  I will distinguish three possibilities.

- Teachers and educators are hired in a school of Brothers (even if there are 
practically no more Brothers there) because they instinctively perceive a 
particular spirit which attracts them: compassion, trust, close relationships, 
concern for justice, etc. Even as nonbelievers or non-practicing Christians, 
they sincerely want to contribute to the advancement of young people, 
especially the most disadvantaged; they respect the Christian faith and 
foster the spiritual life of their pupils.
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Formation session in Brazil for brothers and lay 
partners from across Latin America and Spain, 2018

- Others conceive their professional life as a mission of the Church. They 
cultivate an interior life which motivates their attitudes and their conduct. 
They engage in the responsibilities that we offer them in the school and 
they consciously want to be promoters, like the Brothers, of a pedagogy of 
love, as one could call it.
- Finally, others will feel called to associate themselves more closely 
with the Charism by wanting to be disciples of André Coindre with the 
Brothers, sometimes praying with them or in their spirit, further deepening 
their faith through the Bible and the writings of the Founders. They will 
keep, like our Father André, a mind open to the signs of the times, leading 
them to an ever deeper commitment. This type of sharing already exists in 
an embryonic form in certain places.
As we can see, there is room for everyone, and everyone is welcome. 
Everyone is welcome, meaning not only those who work directly in a 
Brothers’ institution, but also students and parents.
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Teachers from the United States visit the 
mission in Amatongas, Mozambique, as part 

of the Coindre Leadership Program
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andré 
coindre, 
educator

6

Our Founder did not leave any “treatise on education”, or even a short list 
of educational principles as such, but we can glean here and there in his 
writings some specifically educational instructions.

- The basic principle of his educational approach is confidence in people, 
in particular the young person to be formed. For Coindre, any young 
person is able to achieve a dignified life, provided that he or she benefits 
from being regarded positively and given appropriate help. Concerning 
the young prisoners of the jails of Lyon whom many of his contemporaries 
deemed irreformable and whom the places of learning therefore refused to 
welcome, he declares in the Prospectus of 1818: “Guilty at an age when they 
are more reckless than wicked, more impetuous than incorrigible, hope for 
their transformation must never be lost; they must be surrounded with 
every possible help to form them to good habits…”
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- A second basic principle concerns close relations.  Is it not astonishing 
that André, busy and overworked with his missions, mentions in his letters 
to Br. Borgia some young people from the Pieux-Secours to whom he 
refers by name?  (For example, see letters 2, 3, 4, 10, 11.)

- In the “Notes on preaching”, one finds a good number of pages devoted to 
education. They are outlines of sermons or conferences that are addressed 
to parents in their relationships with their children. We find in certain places 
the use of fear as a means of pedagogy: it would seem that the preacher 
wants to terrorize unworthy or negligent parents. In fact, he does nothing 
more than repeat what was then common in many preachers and moralists.

But often, we can pick out great pedagogical principles that are good for 
us to hear again: André reveals here his realism and his deep wisdom. Here 
are the main ones, either summarized or quoted:

 • “The treasure of a good education is the most advantageous wealth.” 
(Manuscript 54, in the general archives of the Brothers of the Sacred Heart 
in Rome.)
 • We must practice a balanced education that avoids the extremes of lax 

discipline and excessive severity, without antagonism, condescending 
attitudes, flattery, or humiliation.
 • “Observe what they like; adapt to their character…” (Ms 57)
 • “Never any favoritism for one, to the detriment of another, based on his 

pleasing physical, mental or moral traits.” (Ms 58c)
 • Exercise an authority that is firm, but full of gentleness. (Ms 60)
 • Make yourself loved not for your own self-satisfaction, but to better 

achieve the goals of education: “Do you want to be loved?  Start by 
loving yourselves.  Let your heart be moved by kindness, gentleness, 
tenderness…. and you will have attained the most powerful means of a 
good education….” (Ms 60)
 • Appeal to the child’s sense of reason: “Remind them often of the reasons 

which oblige you to command them.” (Ms 53)
 • Occupy the children: “Do not leave your children in pernicious idleness….  

But do not overload them with premature efforts…. Intermingle their small 
tasks with relaxation [and with] entertainment.” (Ms 51)
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 • Correct the children without passion or anger; to correct, that is, to 
rectify the deviant behavior, but not to punish (= to exert a form of revenge).
 • “Avoid shouting and beating, because that is the mark of a bad education.” 

(Ms 52a)
 • “For minor faults, warn your children with a tone of kindness and 

gentleness…. Always give your children hope of being able to correct their 
faults.” (Ms 53)
 • “Do not seek to bend this young plant in a single instant, which would 

snap or break it.” (Ms 52c)
 • Form the children to an enlightened faith: “Show them… Jesus Christ, 

awaited in the Old Testament and reigning in the New:  that comes from 
the facts. But instead we limit ourselves to some muddled ideas about 
Jesus Christ, about the Gospel, about the Church and the need to submit to 
its infallible authority.” (Ms 62)
 • “Through historical facts, show them a beautiful, kind, and majestic 

religion, instead of a sad and dreary one. Caution them against superstition:  
too many parents do little of that.” (Ms 62)

Closeness, a key principle of 
André Coindre.  Young people in 

Vanuatu with Brother Antonio 
López García-Nieto
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andré 
coindre, 
his final 
months

7

In 1825, the bishop of Blois asks Father Coindre to send one his auxiliaries 
to head the diocesan Major Seminary, but it is finally Father Coindre who 
offers himself for the position and resigns his duties as Superior General of 
the Missionaries of Monistrol.

Bishop de Sauzin greets Father Coindre with eagerness, naming him 
superior of the Major Seminary, vicar general, and honorary canon. At the 
beginning of February, here he is in Blois. As soon as he arrives, he launches 
himself into his new functions with his typical zeal, adding preaching for 
Lent, when he fills all his listeners with wonder. He corresponds with 
the missionaries of Monistrol, sending them Statutes on ten long pages, 
and with his Brothers and his Sisters of Monistrol and Lyon, to whom he 
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sends the most beautiful letters that he ever wrote.  He spends days and 
especially nights preparing notes and composing texts to refute the attacks 
against Religion and the Church contained in the anticlerical gazettes and 
newspapers of the time.  In short, he exhausts in a few weeks his remaining 
strength.

The consequences quickly manifest themselves. On May 10, 1826, he 
sinks into a deep depression which degenerates quickly into dementia. He 
cannot leave his bed; he speaks in incoherent statements. On the night of 
May 29-30, he opens the window of his room and falls to his death. He was 
brought to nothing in twenty days.

We imagine the immense impact of this death on the Major Seminary, on the 
city and the diocese, and within his congregations. There is consternation 
everywhere. The sudden disappearance of such a talent – at thirty-nine 
years of age, at the moment when he called himself “the happiest man… 

Hospital in Blois where Father 
Coindre died in 1826
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interiorly and in his element”, a few weeks after the brilliant sermons of 
Lent, only a few days after the drafting of admirable letters – had the effect 
of a thunderbolt. It was not his age that astonished people, because life 
expectancy in France in 1826 was on average 36 years (and still less for the 
underprivileged classes). Rather, it was the suddenness and unexpectedness 
of his death that were so shocking.

To tell the truth, a few days earlier, he had a premonition of his death. 
More striking still, the first historiographer of the Sisters of Jesus and 
Mary affirms that someone had one day heard him say, in an informal 
conversation, that he had asked God ‘to die in humiliation’. Strange 
petition! And strange fulfillment!

what to say at the end of this journey, if not to give thanks 
to god for this man, exceptional in words and deeds, and 
to realize that he leaves us a fabulous heritage to welcome, 
to keep, to develop, and to share?
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1787 February 26 - He is born in Lyon. Two days later he receives 
baptism in Saint Nizier’s Church.

1804  He enters Our Lady of the Argentière minor seminary, at 50 km 
from Lyon.

1809  November 1 - He enters Saint Irenaeus major seminary in Lyon.

1812  June 14 - He is ordained as a priest by Cardinal Fresch in the 
cathedral of Lyon.

1813  July 26 - He is appointed curate of the parish of Our Lady of 
Bourg-en-Bresse.

1815  November - He is appointed curate of the parish of Saint Bruno in 
Lyon.

1816  He discovers some abandoned girls and finds safe accommodation 
for them.

 August 5 - He becomes a member of the Society of Jesus on the
 Cross (missionary priests).

1817  In July he founds a providence for boys.  In collaboration with 
the Pious Union, he then founds a second providence for girls on 
September 9th.  Both institutions are established in the parish of 
Saint Bruno.

1818  Together with Claudine Thévenet he founds the Religious of Jesus 
and Mary.

 He moves the boys’ Providence to a place of his own and gives it 
the name of Pieux-Secours.

timeline of andré coindre’s life
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1821  September 30 - He founds the Institute of the Brothers of the 
Sacred Heart in the shrine of Our Lady of Fourvière in Lyon.

1822  The bishop of Le Puy asks him to found a missionary society for 
the diocese.

1823  He opens his first school in Monistrol.

1824  October 14 - He leads the first profession of public vows of the 
Brothers of the Sacred Heart, marking the official foundation of 
the Institute.

 He opens three schools: Le Monastier, Saint-Symphorien-de-Lay 
and Pradelles.

1825  He opens four more schools: Montfaucon-en-Velay, Cailloux-sur-
Fontaines, Neulise and Murat.

 November 17 - He is appointed vicar general of the Major Seminary 
and honorary canon of the diocese of Blois.

1826  May 10 - He falls ill.
 May 30 - At about one in the morning he dies in Blois. He is 39 

years and three months old.
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the author:
br. rené sanctorum

Br. René Sanctorum was born in 1940 in the 
north of France. After receiving the traditional 
formation as a member of the Institute of 
the Brothers of the Sacred Heart, he worked 
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Catholic secondary schools until the end of his 
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director of postulants and six years as provincial 

of France.  
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Founder’s history and the origins of the Institute. 
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levels of the Institute.
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