
16.  In the Diocese of Belley 
 

The years 1823, 1824, and 1825 saw some significant developments for the Marist 
project, although they began rather ominously.  A papal decree of October 6, 1822 
reorganized the dioceses of France. Part of the archdiocese of Lyon was split off to 
become the diocese of Belley.  The upshot of this for the Marist aspirants was that they 
now found themselves in two separate dioceses: Jean-Claude Courveille, Marcellin 
Champagnat, and Etienne Terraillon in Lyon; and Etienne Déclas, Jean-Claude Colin, and 
Pierre Colin in Belley. This would make communication and meeting together more 
complicated, and it also meant that they now had two diocesan administrations to deal 
with. 

 
Because Jean-Claude Colin had been the one who traveled to Paris to meet with the 

papal Nuncio, the Nuncio now placed the Marist project in the hands of Bishop Devie of 
Belley.  Although he still recognized Courveille as the leader of the Marists, Colin now 
felt emboldened to take action on behalf of the project. He met with Bishop Devie, but he 
also communicated with Bishop de Pins, the Apostolic Administrator of Lyon.  He was 
hoping to be able to get the Marist aspirants together into one diocese, but neither bishop 
wanted to lose his priests, so this effort failed. 

 
Meanwhile, however, Bishop Devie gave his approval for Jeanne-Marie Chavoin and 

her friend Marie Jotillon to begin the Marist Sisters.  They were soon joined by two more 
young women from their own hometown of Coutouvre, and then by several young women 
from Cerdon.  On December 8, 1824, Jeanne-Marie was elected Superior General, and the 
first nine sisters took the habit.  Then, in 1825, Bishop Devie had the sisters move to the 
town of Belley, the seat of the diocese.  He sold to the sisters the diocesan summer home, 
Bon Repos, “Good Rest”, which became the Marist Sisters’ first Motherhouse. 

 
While Bishop Devie welcomed Jean-Claude Colin when the latter first went to see 

him, he was not at all in favor of the Marist priests becoming an independent religious 
congregation.  Nevertheless, he was willing to allow the Marist aspirants to form a 
mission band to preach parish missions in the Bugey, a mountainous plateau in the 
vicinity of Cerdon and Belley. Thus he permitted Fr. Etienne Déclas to leave his own 
parish and move into the rectory at Cerdon.  He arrived there on October 29, 1824.  On 
that day, Pierre Colin wrote a letter to Bishop Devie.  He began the letter with the words, 
“Today the little Society of Mary begins.  Fr. Déclas has arrived in Cerdon.”  Thus began 
he first community of Marist priests. 

 



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.) 
 

Prayer for Vocations to the Prayer for Vocations to the 

On January 9, 1825, Jean-Claude Colin and Etienne Déclas began to preach their first 
mission in the parish of La Balme.  The Bugey was a farming area, and missions could only 
be preached during the winter when the people were not occupied in the fields.  The stone 
churches in the area were undoubtedly quite cold in winter.  Thus began the very first 
Marist ministry, precisely the very ministry of parish missions that Courveille had first 
spoken about to Déclas ten years earlier when he took the first step to begin the Marist 
project. 

 
Later in 1825, Bishop Devie relieved Fr. Pierre Colin of his parochial duties and moved 

the Marist priests to Belley, housing them in makeshift cubicles in the corridor of the 
diocesan minor seminary, as their base of operations for their missionary work. 

 
To be continued…. 

 

In 1825 Bishop Alexander Devie asked Fr. Colin 
to move to the town of Belley. From here Fr. 
Colin led the pioneer Marists on their first 
Missions. 

The first Marist missions were preached in 
cold, unheated churches. 




