
6. The Dispersion 
 

We have been considering the steps that led to the founding event of the Society of 
Mary, the signing of a commitment by twelve young priests and seminarians of the 
Archdiocese of Lyon in France.  It took place on July 23, 1816, in a chapel of Our Lady on 
the hill of Fourvière, and is called the Fourvière Pledge.  By signing this Pledge, they 
agreed to work for the establishment of a new religious order dedicated to Mary, the 
Society of Mary, whose members would be engaged in the re-evangelization of France and 
of Europe after the ravages of the French Revolution, and in the evangelization of peoples 
who had never known Christ. 

 
But signing a pledge was only the beginning.  It would take twenty years to realize the 

dream.  The problem was this:  these young men were diocesan clergy, sworn to obedience 
to their bishop.  They could not just go off and organize themselves into a religious 
community.  Besides, in the Catholic Church, the approval of the Pope and his Vatican 
administration was needed for a new religious order, especially one that wanted to be 
available for service in the universal Church, wherever the Church would want them to go.   

 
Now, the Vatican is very cautious about approving new religious orders, and would 

usually seek the advice and agreement of the bishop in whose diocese the aspirants to the 
new order were living.  But this was a real problem for our Marist aspirants.  Many priests 
had been killed during the Revolution; and many more had taken an oath of loyalty to the 
revolutionary government, which put them at odds with the Pope and discredited them in 
the eyes of many of the faithful members of the Church.  Therefore, every bishop in France 
at that time needed all the priests he could get to re-staff his parishes and renew the 
people’s faith.  So bishops were not very supportive of the formation of religious orders of 
priests that could take their priests away from their own dioceses to minister to other lands 
and peoples.   
 

On top of that, the Archbishop of Lyon at the time was Cardinal Fesch.  He happened 
to be the uncle of Napoleon Bonaparte, and with the defeat of Napoleon and his 
imprisonment on the island of St. Helena in the south Atlantic, Cardinal Fesch took refuge 
in Rome lest he suffer any retaliation from the enemies of his nephew.  So the Archdiocese 
of Lyon was being administered by several vicars general, that is, priests given 
administrative authority.  And they were hardly about to favor the formation of a new 
religious order of priests. Furthermore, one these vicars general, named Bochard, wanted to 
start his own order of priests who would minister within the archdiocese, and wanted 

 



the Marist aspirants to join his group. 
 

Complicating things even more, as newly ordained diocesan priests, our Marist 
aspirants were assigned to various parishes throughout the archdiocese.  This dispersion 
throughout a rather vast geographical area made communication difficult and greatly 
limited opportunities to meet together.  This would get even worse in 1823 when the 
Vatican would break up this vast archdiocese by re-establishing some dioceses that had 
been suppressed during the Revolution.  So within seven years of their signing of the 
Fourvière Pledge, our Marist aspirants found themselves ministering as diocesan priests 
in two separate dioceses, Lyon and Belley, further limiting communication because 
priests needed special permission to travel outside their own diocese.  But we are getting 
ahead of ourselves, because beginning soon after Fourvière, several of our Marist 
aspirants did take various initiatives that would eventually move the project of the 
Society of Mary from dream to reality. 
 
To be continued… 

 

Prayer for Vocations to the Society of 
Mary (Marists) 

 
Lord Jesus 

You gave the Church St Peter Chanel as 
an example to Marists and the people of 
Oceania of gentleness, compassion and 

love in action. Welcome many young men 
and women into the Marist Family, to 

work as Priests, Brothers and Sisters. Help 
us too, to share our charism with lay 

people throughout the world and to work 
in partnership with them in Mission for 
the good of your Church and our world. 

This prayer we make to the Father in your 
name and through the Holy Spirit. Amen  

Mary Mother of the Church and our 
mother, choose more young people to 

follow Jesus your Son in religious life and 
priesthood and to bear your name as 

members of your Society. 
 

(Please pray this prayer often.) 
 

Diocese of Lyon and Belley 




