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      INTRODUCTION

      

      Anyone who reads a religious history of early seventeenth century France sooner or later encounters the name of Saint François de Sales as one of the pillars of the Counter-Reformation, an eminent teacher of the love of God and the practice of devotion. Further reading reveals that he is also considered remarkable for his way of dealing with Protestants : his attitude is alleged to have been conciliatory and his method purely spiritual, to the exclusion of all those political considerations which commonly influenced Catholic zeal against Protestants in his day. Indeed he has been hailed as a pioneer in the modern kind of religious conversion and the herald of a gentler age in the history of denominational conflict.1
 On the face of it this seems a strange tribute to pay to a saint of the Counter-Reformation. It appears stranger still when one discovers that François de Sales was a prelate in the duchy of Savoy, a state whose position against Protestantism was normally very decided ; that, moreover, François de Sales was bishop-in-exile of Geneva.

      Certain questions therefore come to mind. Does historical fact justify François de Sales’ reputation as an innovator in the conversion of Protestants ? If not, how did he acquire such a reputation ? And to what extent if any could a bishop of the Counter-Reformation have conducted a religious policy independently of the state which he served ? It is the purpose of the present study to answer these questions and by so doing to replace François de Sales in the historical context which surrounded and shaped his life and work.

      François de Sales’ relations with individual Protestants will not be considered at length. Too little is known about these persons, and much of that by hearsay. The emphasis will be placed rather on his dealings with aggregates of Protestants, particularly Geneva and the Calvinist provinces of Savoy, for there the cross-currents between religious and political interests most clearly reveal themselves.

      The conclusions reached are based largely on an investigation of printed sources, as chief among which figure François de Sales’ collected works.2
 The Introduction to the Devout Life
,3
 the Treatise on the Love of God
,4
 the Controversies
,5
 and François de Sales’ introductory chapter to a legal treatise, 
the Codex Fabrianus
,6
 contain the elements of his thought and teaching. His correspondence7
 supplements this material, but above all it shows him in action as bishop, reformer and missionary. The letters are consequently invaluable — the more so, since they have never been thoroughly exploited from a historical point of view. Only a fraction of François de Sales’ voluminous correspondence has survived, but even so it fills ten large volumes, and represents a fairly continuous sequence in time. The Reverend Bernard Secret has recently cast doubt on the authenticity of some of the letters included in the Annecy edition.8
 His evaluations have so far not been substantiated ; on the contrary, they have been seriously questioned by professional archivists in Chambéry, Annecy and Turin. In any case the controversy does not affect the political correspondence of François de Sales. Those letters which Abbé Secret suspects of being forgeries were supposedly fabricated in the years following the French Revolution, and contain only general religious advice. Many of the letters used in the present study first appeared, in their entirety or in part, in editions antedating the Revolution, while all include references to particular persons, events, political circumstances, or previous correspondence — information that would have been inaccessible to the kind of forger postulated by Abbé Secret. The authenticity of these letters therefore seems assured, quite apart from considerations of external evidence.

      Two printed collections shed light on the Savoyard foreign policy within whose ramifications François de Sales conducted his work of Protestant conversion : the Documents on the Escalade of Geneva
9
 and Father Lajeunie’s edition of the correspondence between Henri IV and the French ambassador to the Vatican, Béthune, from 1602 to 1604,10
 both published by the Society for the History and Archeology of Geneva. The various letters and memoranda included in the two collections were drawn from archives in Turin, Milan, Rome, Simancas and Paris. Although these documents cover only the years 1598 to 1604, at least for that period they shed a great deal of light on Charles-Emmanuel’s motives and tactics and indirectly help to clarify François de Sales’ position. This material has so far not been fully exploited since Genevan historians are concerned neither with the study of Savoyard policy for its own sake, nor with the description of François de Sales’ activities.

      The background for François de Sales’ activities must be sought partly in contemporary state documents, partly in historical studies of Savoy and Geneva. Unfortunately there exists no truly comprehensive history of Savoy in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. French historians do not seem 
to be interested in the past of this relatively recently acquired province, while Italian historians are primarily concerned with the rise of the Sardinian monarchy, and with Piedmont, rather than the area north of the Alps. There are two partial exceptions, Eugène Burnier’s History of the Senate of Savoy
11
 and Ercole Ricotti’s History of the Piedmontese Monarchy
.12
 Burnier’s work includes a great deal more than an account of the judicial administration of Savoy ; it is in fact the only existing study of the institutions of that state. Ricotti for his part confined his discussion of the Piedmontese monarchy to the reigns of Emmanuel-Philibert and Charles-Emmanuel I. Although he concentrated on diplomatic history, he included several chapters on economic and religious affairs, and internal policies. But these sections are scanty in relation to the rest of the work. Such as it is however, Ricotti’s history remains the most convenient reference for the period from 1559 to 1630. The only comparable work in French is Samuel Guichenon’s Genealogical History of the Royal House of Savoy
,13
 now roughly three hundred years old. Guichenon worked from documents and generally maintained an objective point of view despite the fact that he wrote under the patronage of the dowager duchess Christine of Savoy. But Guichenon had no interest whatever in social or economic history, and scarcely mentioned administrative machinery and institutions. As was natural for his time he concentrated on the analysis of wars and diplomacy. He did not include all the material a modern historian might have considered, nor are his explanations always reliable in the light of recent scholarship. However, at least as far as the last half of the reign of Charles-Emmanuel I is concerned Guichenon’s history has the advantage of contemporary flavor.

      On the other hand, there is no scarcity of material about Geneva. Good general histories of the city are few, but special studies on various aspects of Genevan affairs in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries exist in abundance, thanks to local patriotism and the efforts of the Society for the History and Archeology of Geneva. The Society, for example, has published a volume on Savoy’s most famous attack against Geneva, the Escalade
 of 1602, which presents the most detailed and authoritative account of the enterprise and the events leading up to it.14
 Special studies on the policies of Savoy with respect to Geneva in the period 1589-1602 have multiplied in recent years. The most useful are Alain Dufour’s The War of 1589-1593
,15
 Lino Marini’s “The Political Liberty of Geneva at the Beginning of the seventeenth Century”,16
 and Giovanni Busino’s “First Researches on Broccardo Borrone”.17


      

      As an over-all reference for Genevan affairs the History of Geneva
,18
 also published by the Society for the History and Archeology of Genera, is particularly useful even though it is highly condensed. For detailed information regarding the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries Jean-Antoine Gautier’s History of Geneva
19
 remains invaluable. Gautier wrote early in the eighteenth century, so that his work cannot be considered definitive in the light of more modern research. But he relied heavily on documents from the Genevan municipal archives and his History
 contains a wealth of original material, judiciously presented.

      Although the study of François de Sales’ theories and practices has been based on printed rather than manuscript sources, several sets of manuscript documents ought to be mentioned for their peripheral value. The personal correspondence of Charles-Emmanuel I of Savoy,20
 collected in the Italian state archives in Turin, makes no mention of François de Sales in any connection. On the other hand this correspondence throws considerable light on the duke’s character, his method of dealing with subordinates, and his attitude towards religion. Similarly, though the letters which Charles d’Albigny, military governor of Savoy and commander in charge of the Escalade of 1602, wrote to the duke21
 do not concern either François de Sales or religion they demonstrate the political nature of Charles-Emmanuel’s Genevan policy. Finally, the records of the Chambre des Comptes
 of Savoy,22
 of no direct value for an investigation of François de Sales’ activities, are useful as background for the history of Savoy. Besides handling all ordinary state finances in trans-alpine Savoy. the Chambre des Comptes
 acted as court of appeal for tax and salary disputes, and supervised public works and internal improvements. The voluminous records of the Chambre
 have so far remained unpublished, nor have they been used to any appreciable extent by historians. The material contained in these documents offers an insight into the civil administration and the internal condition of Savoy — an insight which is all the more valuable because domestic affairs are generally neglected in the existing histories of the duchy.

      In conclusion I should like to express my gratitude to the Sisters of the Monastery of the Visitation in Annecy for permission to quote from the Works
 of Saint François de Sales, to the archivists in Chambéry, Turin and Geneva who made documents available to me, to the staff of the 
Connecticut College Library for their courteous and efficient interlibrary loan service, and to Miss Eugénie Droz who generously gave me the use of her books. My thanks go also to Professor F. Edward Cranz who read part of the manuscript and offered most helpful criticism. My greatest debt however is to Professor Garret Mattingly under whose guidance this study was first begun.

      
        New London
, Connecticut February, 1962
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      Chapter I 

THE GENTLE MISSIONARY

      Catholic saints are apt to be the victims of time. Their faithful posterity is generally not content to revere their memory and respect their humanity along with their godliness ; saints are expected to nourish living religion. As ideas and spiritual needs change, the character attributed to this saint or that changes also, or if it be found unadaptable, the saint in question goes out of fashion. The saints of the Counter-Reformation are particularly vulnerable to the latter fate, for most of them were more or less directly involved in the battle against Protestantism — whereas toleration at least in fact if not in principle has by now become a practical necessity in religion. In the case of Saint François de Sales however his spiritual teaching has continued to seem so pertinent and attractive that his work against Protestants has not been allowed to embarrass his modern public ; it has rather been reinterpreted to fit present views.

      Political and intellectual developments along with religious change have contributed to produce an idealized image of the saint divorced from his historical background and from his own closest concerns. While the emphasis might be new however, there was nothing new about the process. Every age since the time of François de Sales has adjusted its memory of him to accord with its conception of religion and its attitude concerning relations between the Catholic and Protestant churches. The most recent interpretation is only the latest in a long series of revisions in the hagiography of François de Sales. By now it is difficult to find the real person beneath the successive overlays of piety and prejudice.

      François de Sales is perhaps best remembered as the author of the Introduction to the Devout Life
,1
 a work intended to make the inner spirit of religion accessible to the Catholic laity. The book presents in essence his method of dealing with one of the central needs of the Catholic Church in his time : to transform external observance into inward experience and participation for the great mass of believers. François de Sales proposed to accomplish this by showing how lay persons could lead as deeply a religious life as the specially dedicated, provided they centered their affections on God and so infused their actions and worldly concerns. with spiritual meaning. This method proved to have wide appeal then and later, and indeed François de Sales’ teaching contributed greatly to the Catholic spiritual revival in early seventeenth century France and Savoy.

      But François de Sales was not, and did not consider himself to be, exclusively a spiritual teacher to Catholics. He was a Savoyard, bishop and prince of Geneva from 1602 until his death in 1622, though never in possession of a cathedral city which was the center of Calvinism in Europe.2
 He therefore stood at a very real outpost in the Counter-Reformation, and the reconciliation to Rome of the Protestant churches collectively or their members individually was at no time far from his mind. All his adult life he entertained and supported plans to recapture the city of Geneva for Catholicism, plans that sometimes involved him in both domestic and foreign politics. He also had frequent opportunities to convert individual Protestants ; in such cases he seems to have proceeded with great charm and humanity. His Catholic contemporaries in fact attributed a particular gift for conversion to him. But when early in his ecclesiastical career François de Sales had charge of a mission to convert an entire province inhabited by Calvinists, he did not hesitate to call on the secular arm for political and economic measures to reenforce his purely spiritual weapons. The province in question was the duchy of Chablais, a part of trans-alpine Savoy situated near Geneva. Partly for political reasons, the conversion of Chablais went slowly ; to hasten matters François de Sales obtained the support of the sovereign, Charles-Emmanuel I of Savoy. Thus the Calvinists saw their ministers and schoolmasters deprived of their positions, themselves declared ineligible to hold civil office and eventually menaced with exile. The duke personally announced this latter prospect to the nobility of the province in the course of ceremonies celebrating mass abjurations in Thonon, the capital of Chablais. François de Sales was present on that occasion, and exhorted the assembled gentry to obey their prince, accept instruction in his religion, and so avoid his displeasure. François de Sales indeed saw no real difference between disobedience to the Catholic Church and disobedience to a Catholic prince. His beliefs as well as his circumstances therefore dictated the course he took in Chablais, yet it is precisely that course which his modern students and biographers have found unpalatable. The revision of François de Sales’ portrait hinges on his conduct of the mission more than on any other part of his dealings with Protestants, and since the mission succeeded without any use of the physical violence that often accompanied other enterprises of the sort, he has now acquired the reputation of an innovator, an advocate of gentle, spiritual means of conversion in a harsh and intolerant age.

      François de Sales’ contemporaries and immediate successors already spoke of his personal gentleness with Protestants, though not all of them approved it. Generally however it was taken as proof of his exceptional and saintly nature, and as evidence of particular skill in the conversion of souls. No one then saw any contradiction between his kindly manner and his active prosecution of Protestantism by secular as well as religious means. The fact that state and church had common interests in whose defense each would support the other was still beyond question ; it was taken for granted.

      A number of biographies and recollections of François de Sales appeared shortly after his death, all written by churchmen, with a view to his eventual canonization. One of the first was a little book by Dom Jean de Saint François, general of the order of Feuillantines,3
 who had met François de Sales a few months before he died, knew some of his associates, had access to his correspondence, and now felt called upon to present the bishop’s life for the edification of the public. Among François de Sales’ various accomplishments, Dom Jean de Saint François found his method of converting Protestants especially noteworthy. He pointed out with admiration that François de Sales showed extraordinary perceptiveness when he avoided theological controversy in favor of a simple exposition of the Catholic articles of faith, and when he treated Proetstants with tact and courtesy — for pride was the essence of heresy and heretics were easily offended, so that if one wanted to reach them one should not antagonize them. And, Dom Jean de Saint François added, though the salesian method produced good results in individual cases, its use was especially indicated in Chablais where

      
        … spirits inclined no less toward rebellion against their prince as toward revolt against God… and it was needful to make them see that you were trying to save them, and not convince or confound them.

      

      In such a delicate situation, it was clearly the way of prudence to work on affections and inclinations rather than to present arguments to minds already on the defensive. So Franççois de Sales found plain explanations of his faith and

      
        … a very good and holy life more effective in winning hearts by example than doctrine and knowledge [would have been] by dispute and words.5



      

      That this course was dictated by expediency at least as much as by François de Sales’ own preference did not disturb Dom Jean de Saint François ; on the contrary, we are left with the impression that a sound appreciation of expediency is a laudable virtue. Similarly, he saw no need to justify François de Sales’ cooperation with the state, or his admission of political and economic pressures to a part in the process of conversion. All the measures used to combat Protestantism in Chablais Dom Jean de Saint François implicitly approved as necessary to abate a public danger ; they were called for by the obduracy of the inhabitants, and their severity in no way detracted from François de Sales’ habitual gentleness.

      
4

      

      Ten years after Dom Jean de Saint François’ book appeared Charles-Auguste de Sales’ biography of his illustrious uncle.6
 Thanks to the weight of François de Sales’ reputation, the bishopric of Geneva stayed in the Sales family for some time after his death, passing first to his brother Jean-François and then to his nephew Charles-Auguste. Even before Charles-Auguste attained this dignity he had access to the diocesan archives as well as to family papers, and he knew a good many of François de Sales’ colleagues and acquaintances. He also made the most of his own recollections of his uncle. What Charles-Auguste de Sales produced, therefore, was a book of memoirs taken at first or second hand, which give a fairly good picture of the impression François de Sales made on his surroundings.

      Like Dom Jean de Saint François, Charles-Auguste de Sales was not aware of any necessity to explain François de Sales’ cooperation with the secular arm. Later biographers were to dissociate François de Sales from the repressive measures applied in Chablais by contrasting his disinterestedness and charity with the duke’s seventy and political preoccupation, and intimating that François de Sales disapproved of Charles-Emmanuel’s high-handed methods but kept silence out of respect. Charles-Auguste de Sales, however, though his account of all the happenings in Chablais is very explicit, gave no hint of any disagreement between his uncle and the duke over the way to convert the province.

      On the other hand, François de Sales’ manner in his personal dealings with Protestants impressed his nephew as having been unusually saintly as well as prudent. In this connection Charles-Auguste related an anecdote which has since served as ammunition for biographers seeking to defend François de Sales against the charge that he was a persecutor : François de Sales’ fellow missionaries in Chablais at one time declared him unfit to convert heretics, because he did not overwhelm them with sharp invective but proceeded in such deliberate and courteous fashion that it seemed he was afraid of them. The missionaries carried their complaints to the bishop after they had found their colleague unheeding of their representations. François de Sales, however, explained that heretics being full of pride, they would not suffer abuse. For his part he had found soft words more effective with them, as well as more worthy of Christ, and he added :

      
        We must hold it a sure truth that men do more for love and charity than under severity and rigor.7



      

      To be sure, Charles-Auguste de Sales nowhere indicated that his uncle’s manner was to serve as a model for missionaries, or was other than a personal characteristic born of special humility and forbearance. And this humility and forbearance in no way precluded the use of strong measures to ensure the success of the mission.

      Charles-Auguste de Sales was not the last writer to celebrate François de Sales’ gentleness as a gift of God, a virtue edifying to behold but almost beyond emulation. Some twenty years after François de Sales’ death appeared a work in six volumes entitled The Spirit of Blessed François de Sales
,8
...
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