
3.  The First Steps 
 

Our twelve young men are climbing the hill to Fourvière in Lyon, and we are 
looking back at what brought them there.  In our last episode, Jean-Claude 
Courveille believed that Mary, the mother of Jesus, was asking him to help found 
a religious congregation dedicated to her. 

 
One day Courveille was sitting in the barber chair at the Seminary of St. 

Irenaeus in Lyon.  A fellow seminarian, Etienne Déclas, was cutting his hair.  (In 
those days as well as when I was in the seminary, some seminarians were 
assigned to be barbers for their fellows.)  He took this opportunity to tell Déclas 
about the idea of starting a new religious congregation whose work would be to 
preach parish missions, especially in rural areas where people had sometimes 
been without priests for many years during the turmoil of the French Revolution.  
They needed to be re-evangelized, and given the opportunity for confession.  
Often in small villages people were reluctant to make their confession to their 
parish priest.  They weren't afraid that he would break the seal of confession, but 
just didn't want him to know everything they had done. 

 
Déclas said he was interested in this new project, and the two of them began 

to invite others of their fellow seminarians to be part of it.  They would say to 
their fellows, “Wherever Jesus has altars, Mary usually has her small altar, too.  
Jesus has his Society (the Jesuits); Mary should also have hers.”  This idea 
appealed to them and indeed excited them.  Eventually there was a group of 
perhaps fifteen young men, among them Marcellin Champagnat, Etienne 
Terraillon, and Jean-Claude Colin, about all of whom we will be hearing more in 
the future. 

 
The group met together from time to time.  With the support of one of their 

theology teachers, Fr. Jean Cholleton, they were allowed to use the faculty’s 
country house, about a twenty-minute walk from the seminary, for their meetings.  
Courveille would give them short, heartwarming talks about the need to imitate 
Mary, especially in her profound humility.  And they used the meetings to stir up 
their enthusiasm, “sometimes with the thought of being the first children of Mary, 
sometimes with the thought of the great need of the peoples.”  In this new work in 
which Mary was making of the people of the Church her new family, as it were, 
they were the first called to it.  And there was certainly need for the message of 
God’s mercy, which Mary was asking them to bring to all peoples. 

 
 
 



Indeed they forged great plans for the Society of Mary.  Someone, we are not 
sure who, said it had been revealed that the Society would be like a many-branched 
tree.  At first they thought of three branches, one for priests, one for sisters, and one 
for lay people.  A lay branch was important since they believed that Mary wanted to 
welcome everyone into her motherly embrace.  But Marcellin Champagnat, who 
had suffered much from the inadequate education available in his rural hamlet when 
he was growing up, insisted also on a branch for brothers to teach rural children.  
So there would be a fourth branch.  (Actually today there are five branches on the 
Marist tree.  Besides the Marist Sisters there are also the Marist Missionary Sisters 
founded especially for foreign mission work.) 

 
Eventually twelve of the young men decided to commit themselves to the 

project.  They wrote out, in Latin, a pledge to work for the foundation of the 
Society of Mary.  It was this pledge that they were carrying with them up the hill of 
Fourvière. 

To be continued… 
 

Icon of Jean-
Claude Colin, 
receiving 
inspiration for the 
society of Mary 
from the Blessed 
Virgin and Child. 




