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Whereas the brothers are unanimous in recognizing in the charism of the Institute the 
prophetic intuition of the founder, Father André Coindre, in contrast, Brother Polycarp to 
whom our predecessors accorded the title of “Second Founder,” would seem, in some 
minds at least, not to have been as “prophetic” as his illustrious predecessor. But the 
reality is that Brother Polycarp, always faithful to the patrimony of Father Coindre, did 
breathe a new dynamism into the institute. And it is these contributions that I propose to 
underscore as they are revealed in his teachings and counsels. 
 
“When Brother Polycarp took on the direction of the Institute, it was traversing a critical 
period. But at his death, it was experiencing the full flush of prosperity: it had a set of 
rules, a membership of four hundred brothers with responsibility for a hundred or so 
schools, several foundations abroad, and even in America.1 Mgr. Martin, Archbishop of 
Rouen’s assessment of the Second Founder’s achievement makes it patently clear that if 
Brother Polycarp was man of continuity, but he was also of initiative, a man who managed 
to inject into the institute a new impetus. 2 This is very much in keeping with the views of 
the superior general, Brother Bernard Couvillion, as expressed in his recent circular, “A 
Patrimony of Hope.” In fact, without Brother Polycarp what might have become of the 
intuition and the legacy of the founder, however prophetic? “There was a general 
discouragement; and the symptoms of disintegration seemed to point to the imminent 
demise of the institute….3 and in a total collapse of optimism.4  
 
It might be said without the least exaggeration that the brothers had become “poor and 
without hope!” The contribution of Brother Polycarp to the institute was its renewal; 
indeed, from the outset he had been attentive to the cries of his brothers, “the morning 
star chosen by Providence to help his brothers hope in the promise of what they might 
become.” 5

 
 
His plan of renewal might be seen as following four major axes: 

 
1- structural and financial  
2- spiritual and fraternal  
3- pedagogical  
4- vocational and missionary  

 
 
 
 

                                                 
1 Positio p.5 
2 Paradis near Le Puy-en-Velay p.60  
3,4,5- A Patrimony of Hope p.19-20  
 
 
 



I- STRUCTURAL AND FINANCIAL 
 
1- Previous situation  
“The poor management of the finances of the institute had caused even the patrimony of 
individual brothers to be swallowed up. As far as rules and internal organization are 
concerned, the institute might be said to have been moribund, in a state of paralysis since 
the death of the founder.” 6

 
2- Renewal  
Brother Polycarp began by instituting a new form of governance, deliberative vote in 
council and consultation with the brothers at large, as much for decisions with a bearing 
on finances as for the drafting of a Rule. Very soon he realized the importance of 
providing the brothers with a “motherhouse” and of securing the legal recognition of the 
institute, with its corresponding civil rights and responsibilities. 
  
“For a long time now, I have been keenly sensing the importance of unifying the Rules, of 
setting them in order…But to accomplish such a difficult task, I have need of your assis-
tance…7 Let us spare no effort in hastening the advent of an era of renewal. As religious 
and as school teachers it is in our interests to have well-established governance, [with 
decisions] wholeheartedly put into practice by all.” 8 “To my way of thinking it is urgent 
that the congregation be definitively organized… It is growing every day, and it has a 
duty, therefore, to establish without delay those principles which will serve as a base for 
implementing measures likely to lead it to the goal of its very institution and reassure its 
members for the future.” 9 “I would be most grateful for you to share your thoughts on 
the modifications which you consider might be appropriate to each article.”10 “There is 
nothing that I have more at heart, my dear brothers, than the congregation to which I 
have committed myself entirely. I am certain that this congregation is dear to you too, 
and that not only is it your desire that it manage to survive, but that it grow: let us all, 
therefore, together take the means for it to attain this noble objective.”11

  
Response was not slow in coming. “The other thing which contributed to Brother 
Polycarp’s great joy was the rapid expansion which the institute was undergoing. He was 
delighted to see not only the increasing number of members, but also their professional 
development, and the growth in assets due to the on-going development of our apostolic 
venture.” 12 All this occurred because our “second-founder” succeeded in “engraving upon 
the institute the hallmarks of unity, dynamism and vitality, which allowed it to adopt a 
confident stride, and thus spread its apostolate far and wide, even overseas.” 13

 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
6 op.cit. p.21  
7 op.cit. p.25 
8 op.cit. p.23  
9 Positio p.339  
10 op.cit. p.296  
11 Paradis near Le Puy-en-Velay p.59 
12 Positio p.300  
13 Positio p.301  
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II- SPIRITUAL AND FRATERNAL  
 
1- Previous Situation  
“Over the course of the twenty preceding years, 41% of the brothers had taken their 
leave of the institute, among them Brother Borgia, dean of the first recruits and the 
founder’s right-hand man. Spiritual life in the institute had been seriously neglected, with 
the resulting attitude of every man for himself.” 14

 
2- Renewal  
“With a kind of holy candor he struggled resolutely against inclinations to laxness and 
sensuality which have always been real scourges upon a congregation, forerunners of 
moral squalor, and preludes to decadence.15 His energetic love was specifically directed at 
the spiritual well-being of several brothers the flame of whose generosity and sacrifice 
appeared to be waning. ‘We hold in our prayers,’ he added, ‘those members of our dear 
Congregation who cannot at this moment be said to number among our fervent religious.’ 
16 ‘Pray and pray fervently; be faithful to the holy practice of meditation…’17 ‘A religious 
who, due to laxity, does not rise on time in the morning for meditation is at a loss for the 
rest of the day: he is without energy; he is a soldier who finds himself on the battlefield 
without weapons. If he does not alter his behavior he cannot persevere in his vocation.’ 
”18

 
Do not betray the expectations of all those good parents who welcomed you with open 
arms. Accept to be the guardian angels of their children, and be as guiding lights to all the 
parishioners by the brilliance of your virtues.” 19

 
So as to strengthen fraternal bonds among the brothers, he spared no effort in visiting the 
local communities, sometimes covering fifty kilometers on foot, whatever the weather. His 
visits allowed him to assess for himself the undeniable progress that had been made. “I 
simply want to share with you my satisfaction during my visits among you this year. Truly, 
my dear brothers, you have made remarkable progress: those virtues which make for 
religious perfection have set down deep roots… You are on the right path; continue to 
walk that path without faltering and with ever-renewed energy.” 20

 
III- PEDAGOGY 
  
1- Previous Situation 
 “Father François had created a group of second class brothers who had little education. 
One of the Bishop’s advisors…was regularly spreading it abroad that the brothers were an 
ignorant lot, unable to either speak properly or direct schools. 21 … Five directors of 
schools had left, keeping the direction of their respective schools. The reputation of the 21 

                                                 
14 A Patrimony f Hope p.21  o
15 Positio p.286  
16 op.cit. p.318  
17 op.cit. p.295  
18 op.cit. p.448  
19 op.cit. p.452  
20 op.cit. p.300  
21 A Patrimony of  Hope, p.24 
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other schools was rather poor. Pieux-Secours, which the Founder had nurtured with such 
care, was moribund. 22

 
2- Renewal  
“In an effort to be as effective as possible, Brother Polycarp saw to the visitation of each 
local community at least once a year: this was a duty which he imposed on his heart as 
much as on his conscience. For him, it was not a matter of which task was for him most 
enjoyable, which he most preferred; he simply knew that it was the surest way of 
imparting the religious spirit, of kindling holy ardor in brothers committed to the education 
of youth.” 23

 
The boys’ attire, the way they answered his questions and his checking of their exercise 
books were all part of his way of quickly assessing the effectiveness of the brothers’ 
teaching methods and of appreciating the level of aptitude and dedication shown by each 
one as an educator.24 His own studies and experience helped him to comprehend the 
importance of banishing from lessons all apathy and monotony, so detrimental to the 
difficult work of teaching. He urged the brothers to make their lessons livelier by use of 
activities and emulation; they were to make use of reasoned thinking which makes lessons 
stimulating and prompts emulation among the pupils. … Those who followed his advice 
were sure to attain swift results.” 25

 
Moreover, he possessed the knack of encouraging the brothers to self-formation through 
personal study, though all the while not neglecting what had been sown in them by 
religious life. “Do not neglect you education: study hard, so that you can be of even more 
service to your Institute.26 Let us never lose sight…that we teach the profane disciplines 
so as to have the right and the opportunity to teach the divine science…Let us be 
conscientious regarding our duties of state; though we must neglect nothing so that our 
schools may never be bettered by others in terms of the quality of our teaching and the 
academic success of students, let us be diligent above all in bringing up the hearts of our 
boys, strengthening their characters, and making of them Christian men.” 27 “Be full of 
zeal and dedication for the salvation of their souls…” 
 
Never be discouraged, even when all your efforts seem to produce little results. 
Discouragement is usually born from self-seeking; it is comes from focusing on a that 
small portion of glory, or at the very least of the satisfaction and warm glow with which 
success will fill our hearts; but true success, God in his goodness, does not grant it here 
below. May the spirit of zeal, patience, and interior life be the soul of your soul.” 28 Brother 
Polycarp could already perceive signs of this zeal: “Your zeal, especially for the good of 
the children, is growing admirably.” 29

 

                                                 
22 op.cit. p.24  
23 ositio p.322 323   P -
24 op.cit. p.325  
25 op.cit. p.325  
26 op.cit. p.452  
27 op.cit. p.396  
 
28 op.cit. p.398  
29 op.cit. p.300  
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All the while requiring this zeal from his brothers, he was most solicitous for their physical 
health, which also had a bearing of the success of the children. He confided in the Vicar 
General of Moulins: “They have little time left to fulfill their religious duties; they are 
always on the go, or busy with their pupils. How can they find time to improve themselves 
as teachers…The truth is that within each brother, there are two men: the teacher and the 
religious; to each one must be afforded [sufficient] time to progress…The fact is that I am 
concerned that the health of my brothers will suffer, and their endless duties may have a 
harmful effect on the children who are especially entrusted to them.” 30 In a letter to the 
Pastor of Bresle, in which he requests a decent accommodations for his brothers, Brother 
Polycarp is even more explicit. “What I am requesting is as much for the sake of the 
health of the brothers who are to be in charge of the school, as for the children who will 
be attending it….” 31  
 
 
IV- VOCATIONAL AND MISSIONARY  

 
1- Previous Situation  
“There were only fifty-nine professed brothers remaining. 32 … The brothers were about to 
lose complete hope in the validity of their vocation itself. They had lost their self-respect. 
The choice they had made to become brother was becoming odious. …The sense of their 
religious vocation as brothers had been “gnawed away at its roots” and belittled. 33

 
2- Renewal 
“What had become of religious life? Where had our schools gone? Brother Polycarp set as 
his priority to re-establish for his brothers reliable guidelines for a gospel-based religious 
life, a religious life in harmony with the directives of the Church.” 34

 
“In summary, my very dear brothers, do your very best to tend towards religious 
perfection. Be faithful to your vows, observe the Holy Rules, practice community life, 
strive to kindle within you the spirit of submission to your superiors, and unity with all the 
members of the congregation. Finally, be faithful in your prayer life, and you will be true 
religious…35 These recommendation appear in even greater relief in the remarks he 
addresses to the pastor of the parish of Massiac in which he expresses a preference for 
keeping certain brothers there and for transferring others. 
 
“It would not be prudent to give the impression to our brothers in Massiac that they have 
been assigned permanently: I have learned over the years that each time people have 
adamantly insisted on keeping certain brothers in a particular establishment, the result 
was that the institution ended up being the worse for it. … Never let the brothers know 
that you consider them to be essential to the establishment; brothers who are overly 
commended, with the result that they consider themselves indispensable to a school, are 
precisely the ones who can be the cause its downfall. The brothers’ reward must always 

                                                 
30 Positio p.195  
31 op.cit. p.179  
32 A Patrimony of Hope p.21  
33 Paradis near Le Puy-en-Velay p.44  
34 Positio p.176-177 
35 Positio p.176-177  
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be sought from heaven; when they are the object of praise, they risk losing that ‘better 
part’.” 36

  
Though in this particular perspective he may seem to belong to another age, this did not 
prevent the expansion of the institute in terms both of structures and of human resources. 
Twelve new schools saw the light of day and other projects were I process when Brother 
Polycarp died. However, he was apparently somewhat hesitant when it came to extending 
the scope of the work of the Institute to distant administrative départements  like the 
Basses-Pyrénées. This was due to the cost of transferring brothers and of visitations. On 
the other hand, when he received the request from Rev. Bazin, vicar general of Bishop 
Portier of Mobile (USA) for a foundation in America, Brother Polycarp wasted no time in 
asking for volunteers. “A vast new field for exercising your zeal has just been opened in 
the New World. Confident of your dedication and your generosity, I have just promised 
five brothers to a holy bishop in America. Who will be the fortunate ones to be chosen for 
such a glorious mission? Which ones among you have been called to reveal the Divine 
Heart of Jesus and glorify the name of God on far-away shores?”37

 
CONCLUSION  
 
What must be borne in mind from the above is that Brother Polycarp managed to keep 
alive the legacy of the Founder, but at the cost of breaking new ground which involved 
the renewal of structures, of human resources, and the management of those resources. 
The renewal of the institute and the religious rife of each brother stands at the very heart 
of Venerable Brother Polycarp’s entire project of re-foundation. “In council, he succeeded 
in re-founding fully the Institute’s patrimony of hope.”38 His success can be attributed to 
the fact that his desire was to recondition the threadbare fabric of community. So as to 
meet head-on the cries and the manifold needs of the world, community life had to be a 
“living sign.” Doubtless, this is the reason that Brother Polycarp was so intent on 
emphasizing the concept of fraternal charity which was to be the soul of our institute: 
“Yes, my dear brothers, let us be firmly convinced that fraternal charity must be the soul 
of our congregation; and that, so long it filled with this love it will live and thrive; but if on 
the other hand fraternal charity should wane or die out in us, oh, then, let us be in no 
doubt; we shall see our poor congregation weaken, its life blood oozing out, struggling 
hard against the convulsions of imminent death.39

 
Ought we not today to strive to re-weave more tightly the fabric of our community life, so 
as to be together more attentive to the cries of our brothers and the young poor around 
us who are in search of hope?” 

 
 

Nianing, February 2006 
translated by Brother Roger Bossé

                                                 
36 p.cit. p.304   o
37 A Patrimony of Hope p.25  
38 Positio P. 414-415 
39 Positio P. 414-415 
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