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I woke early this morning, struck by the link between my election and the presentation of Brothers 

Bernard and Joseph on the Province of France yesterday afternoon.  And I felt that it is important that this 

highest authority of the Institute place in the record our deepest gratitude to our Mother Province.  As one 

of its thousands of children, from possibly the most distant of places, and as the Provincial of its eldest 

son, I wanted to share this short reflection and place it in the permanent record of the Institute. 

 

When Brother Polycarp was inspired to send the first brothers out from France, he wrote a letter 

requesting volunteers with his name the first on the list.  That letter included these questions: 

 

“Do you feel disposed to go to this faraway country? Do you think you are able to give up country, 

friends, family, and goods to go and proclaim the inexhaustible treasures of the Heart of Jesus as well as 

to cause our Institute to flourish [elsewhere]? You must also ask yourself if you are able to learn a new 

language; if your health can stand up to the rigors of the voyage; if your courage, dedication, and zeal are 

equal to the dangers and hardships that you will certainly encounter.” 

 

These questions have not changed, and we still face them today.  They are relevant to us as we sit in 

Chapter, and chart a way forward.  Are our courage, dedication and zeal, is that fire Father Coindre 

wished to bring to flame on the earth, to our hearts, from his heart and sourced constantly from the Heart 

of Jesus, enough for today and for tomorrow? 

 

The Province of France sent out hundreds of missionaries but one has somehow stood out to me over the 

years … his name is Brother Claudius Lagarde (1823 – 1853).  He is notable because he is the only 

French brother in the United States whose resting place we do not know.  Thirty years old, and only two 

of religious life, Claudius left with a group of six other brothers in 1853 from LeHavre for the New 

Paradis in Dubuque, Iowa. On the last leg of the journey up the Mississippi River between St. Louis and 

Dubuque, Claudius fell overboard while trying to fetch water. His body washed ashore a few days later 

and was buried by the mayor of the town, of which we have no further record, and who turned over the 

gold Claudius was carrying, sewn into his cassock, to pay for the New Paradis. He was our first brother to 

die in America. 

 

The gift of the Province of France to us all, like any mother, is most precious of all, because it is our very 

life itself.  No matter the number of brothers on the ground in France, we must always acknowledge the 

debt we owe to them – that first fervor which we constantly need to recover, that first desire to witness to 

the compassion of Jesus in all we do, that first hope and trust with which they stepped out on unknown 

paths to share their passion with us, that first confidence that the Spirit guides us even when the way may 

at times seem uncertain.   And we pray that those same first gifts, shared with us so fully, continue to fill 

the brothers, the communal life, the prayer and the ministries of the Province of France today and into the 

future. 

 

Polycarp’s question though is the one that lies before us, here in this place, in the tasks of this Chapter. 

Are our courage, dedication and zeal, enough for the challenges of today?  And that question can only be 

answered in our efforts and work over the coming weeks, and in our brothers, our ministries and our 

communities in the years ahead. 

 

In his letter to the Romans, Paul quotes from an early Christian song, “the only thing we should owe to 

anyone, is the debt of love.” (Romans 13:8)  It is the debt we owe to the Province of France and, on 

behalf of the Institute, we offer our deepest thanks. 


