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I am happy to begin the...series SOURCES OF 
LIFE with reflections on Father Gailhac's 
spirituality as a basis for greater under­
standing of our heritage as Religious of 
the Sacred Heart of Mary. Such understanding 
of our spirituality will, I believe, help us 
to follow Jesus Christ more faithfully and 
will unite us as an apostolic community in 
the Church, in order to respond to needs 
in the spirit of our Institute. It will also 
enable us to give our lives so that all may 
have life.

The thesis presented here needs to be tested 
by your own experience and understanding of 
our tradition. Only together can we discover 
the expression of our heritage most appro­
priate to our own times. In my reflections, 
I will underline three characteristics of 
Father Gailhac's spirituality: its single 
two-fold axis; its Johannine christology 
and its incarnational quality. The conse- 
quencesof this spirituality for our own 
times are many and will, I hope, be dis­
covered in our common reflection. 

»
The elements of our founder's spirituality 
I have chosen to underline in this article 
are not the only ones to be found there 
but seem to me to be crucial. There are 
many others - Mary, the Church, for example 
which hopefully will be the basis of further 
reflection by others in the Institute.

Mary Milligan, RSHM 
January 25, 1983
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PRINCIPAL ELEMENTS OF GAILHAC'S SPIRITUALITY

A spirituality is a coherent and ordered 
whole of theological elements, expressed in 
life; it is a perception of the Christian 
mystery realized in history. A spirituality 
can be lived by a person or, insofar as the 
elements are ordered in a similar way, by a 
group. To understand a spirituality is pri­
marily to determine which are the central, 
organizing elements coloring the way all else 
is seen. It is to discover the "central 
vision" toward which all other elements con­
verge. In any Christian Spirituality, it is 
also important to determine the aspect of 
Jesus Christ, which is most "attractive" in 
the literal sense of that word.

1

Two -.f o_l d_ax_i.s

Father Gailhac had a particular intuition 
for what was essential. Many aspects of his 
life reflect this sensitivity to the essential, 
and it i$ especially evident in his spirituali­
ty. The summary of the Law and the Prophets 
made by Jesus could well serve as a resume of 
the principal lines of Gailhac's vision: Love 
God above all else and love one's neighbor as 
oneself. As Jesus unified and simplified all 
religious obligations in this doub 1 e-faceted 
law, so did our founder unify all aspects of 
his own vision in this two-fold love. God and 
the human person: both must always be a focus 
of any expression of spirituality faithful to 
our heritage. A total commitment to God and 
a total gift of oneself to others are one 
reality for our founder.
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This integral vision of the two fundamen­
tal lines of his spirituality is evident in 
the early formulations of the "end of the In­
stitute" and in the statement of the spirit 
and mission of the Institute. In all these 
formulations, we see the two-fold focus on 
God and the world expressed as a single 
reality:

In the earliest versions of our Constitu­
tions, Father Gailhac states the end of the 
Institute as follows:

1850 "... to undertake all the works
which could contribute to the 
salvation of women."

1870 "... to undertake all the works of
zeal which can contribute to the 
glory of God and the salvation of 
souls."

Our founder understood that the gift of 
oneself to others is, in itself, an act of 
worship of God. From his letters, it is 
clear that he uses the term "glory of God" 
to include complete dedication both to God 
and to others. For the founder, the "glory 
of God" was a way of expressing the unique 
and burning love of God and others which 
led him to pour out his life in single- 
hearted prayer and service. In his last 
letter to the sisters, dated October 1888, 
he wrote:

For me, I have only one desire: to seek 
God's glory, and, in heaven, to meet my 
children who have gone there before me 
and to wait for all the others who will 
bring with them all those they have
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acquired for God's glory

So intimately is God's glory associated 
with the salvation of others - of his "chil­
dren" as well as of those whom they served - 
that Father Gailhac could ill imagine an 
eternity where he contemplated God alone. 
He truly grasped the unity of the great com­
mandment and understood that God's glory ££ 
the salvation of the world.

The same unity of two poles is evident 
in the js £ ° f t h e congregation. It is not
faith or zeal but faith and zeal. In this 
expression, taken from the constitutions of 
the Brothers of the Christian Schools, our 
founder saw a way to verbalize the double 
commitment of the Institute to God and other 
people. Faith, for him, was total commitment 
to the Absolute of God in one's life; zeal, 
an expression of that total commitment in the 
service of others. A single love expressed 
itself in union with God in Jesus Christ and 
in laying one's life down for others. All 
elements of our religious life were meant to 
deepen this spirit within us and to integrate 
our consecration to God and our dedication 
to the mission of Christ. "Prayer, virtue and 
constant application", an attention to the 
present moment and to God in the present 
moment: these are enumerated as means to 
acquire this one spirit.

The mission which the founder gave us as 
a Community likewise has a double focus. It 
is perhaps here that we can best see the in­
terrelatedness of the two aspects which are 
fundamental to his spirituality. The Institute 
of the Sacred Heart of Mary exists to know and
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love God, to make God known and loved. Per­
sonal knowledge and love of God is integral 
to our mission; making God known and loved 
is a necessary outflow of our contemplation 
and interior knowledge. Just as faith with­
out zeal is inauthentic and zeal without 
faith is activism, so knowing and loving 
God without expressing that knowledge is an 
illusion, and making God known and loved to 
others without a personal knowledge is both 
hypocritical and impossible.

The model for the unity of the two axes 
of our life is Jesus Christ himself. Through­
out our founder's letters, imitation of Jesus 
in his one, all-embracing love of God and 
others is a theme. In 1877, he wrote:

Study Jesus, his entire life, everything 
he did... He sought only two things: the 
glory of his Father, the salvation ^ot 
persons. May your attitudes be his.

Our present constitutions echo this need 
to find the integration of the double axis 
of our life in Jesus Christ: "We integrate 
our lives by centering them in Jesus Christ 
whose love in us is the source of our faith 
and zeal". (no. 9)

Father Gailhac's ability to capture what 
was essential and to relativize non-essentials 
has situated us in the heart of the Christian 
mystery. Jesus' closest disciples were called 
to integrate, to live as one reality their 
utter attachment to their Lord and their pro­
clamation of the gospel. Whether in Mark's 
remembrance that the disciples of Jesus were 
called to be his companions and to be sent 



out (3:14), or in John's terminology that 
they were called to remain in him and to go 
bear much fruit (15:4,16), the dynamic is 
the same. They were to live their commit­
ment in faith to Jesus and to the world in 
a single movement of love of God and desire 
to establish God's reign in this world. As 
a congregation, we are able to identify our 
spirituality with nothing less than the 
heart of this love which all disciples of 
Jesus are called to live.

II

Ou r_F ounde r J_s_Ch r_i^_t oj. ogy

All Christian spiritualities are rooted 
in a christology, an experience of salvation 
in Jesus Christ which colors all elements of 
one's life. An experience, an understanding 
of Christ, gives rise to a particular way 
of following Him. A second characteristic 
of Gailhac's spirituality is, therefore, 
that it will always be consistent with a 
certain christology. We will see here that 
the operative image of Jesus for our founder 
was that of John's gospel, a christology 
which was summed up for him in the parable 
of the Good Shepherd.

The name of Jesus is a constant refrain 
in the writings of our founder and the 
images he presents of Jesus are many and 
varied. He speaks, for example, of Jesus 
as Incarnate Word, the Beloved, our Brother, 
only true Foundation, Leader, Restorer of 
all things. He sees him "seated at the 
right hand of the Heavenly Father," growing 
in age and wisdom, "in our midst," as well
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as in the gospel. Jesus is guide, support, 
light, nourishment, consolation, the gate. 
Underlying all these images and titles, we 
discover Jesus "who desired, who sought 
only two things: the glory of Jjis Father 
and the salvation of persons."

It is, in fact, the Jesus of John's 
gospel on which our founder's christology 
is based. In the fourth gospel, Jesus' 
deepest se1f-understanding is as the One 
sent by God. When he speaks of God, it is 
most often as "the One who has sent me" 
(6:57; 7:16,33; 12:44, 45 etc.). Of him­
self, he can do nothing at all (5:19) but 
only what the Father gives him to do (5:20, 
26; 14:7,9,10,11).

Although the title does not often 
appear in Gailhac's writings, the image of 
Jesus sent by his Father best summarizes 
all other images and titles we find there. 
The "One sent by the Father" accents both 
Jesus' intimacy with the Father who sends 
("The life of ^esus Christ is the life of 
the Father..." , and those to whom Jesus 
is sent ("Jesus came to repeal to the world 
the charity of the Father" ). Jesus is the 
perfect image of his Father and has become 
flesh to do the work of God in the world. 
"Jesus loved his Father and loved us. It 
is love for his Father and for our salva­
tion which motivates all his works." The 
emphasis of this title is, therefore, on 
relationships.

The titles "Savior" and "Model", which 
are most frequent in Gailhac's writings, 
also accent Jesus' relationships. If he is 
Savior, it is precisely because he was sent 
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by the Father and was faithful to the Father's 
will at all times. As Savior, he is the link 
between God and humanity. And Jesus becomes 
"Model" of this relationship to God and huma­
nity. In his obedience to the One who sent 
him, in his gift of his life to all those to 
whom he is sent he becomes "Model" for his 
disciples.

Other characteristics of the fourth gos­
pel also mark our founder's christology. It 
is remarkable that, in this gospel which so 
stresses mission, the object of the sending 
is not specified. Jesus is sent "to the 
world", to save the world (3:17) but never 
does the fourth evangelist specify what 
Jesus will do to save the world. This non­
specificity of Jesus' work corresponds very 
well with Father Gailhac's own vision that 
the Institute of the Sacred Heart of Mary 
would undertake any work which would save. 
Again, he uses a variety of terms to des­
cribe the object of Jesus' mission, f_q_r_ 
what he was sent: to reveal the mercy of 
God, to obey the Father, to make God known, 
loved, and glorified, to make the Father 
known and to establish his reign, to re­
unite what is separated; to bring peace and 
charity. Basically, Father Gailhac would 
say what the fourth gospel says - that Jesus 
came that the world might be saved (3:17), 
that all might have life and have it abun­
dantly (19:10).

For John's gospel, it is belief in 
Jesus Christ which saves. The entire 
fourth gospel insists on faith - its object, 
its importance. To believe in Jesus is to 
have eternal life. Indeed, the one who 
believes in Jesus will not be judged (5:24),
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is already risen (11:25), walks in the light 
(12:46) and has eternal life (3:16, 6:47). 
And to believe in Jesus is to recognize in 
him the glory of God; it is, through see­
ing and hearing what he says and does, com­
ing to believe that He is the one sent by 
God (5:24; 6:29,40,69). To believe in Him 
is to become a disciple.

In sharing the fundamental vision of 
Jesus which was that of the evangelist John, 
Father Gailhac likewise stresses the key 
themes of the gospel, one of which is "be­
lieving". It is not merely accidental, then, 
that faith as a total commitment to Jesus is 
a keystone of our own spirituality as an 
institute. In the encounter with Jesus and 
his call to us, we are faced with a choice 
which will affect our entire life, all our 
choices, all aspects of our existence. Will 
we follow Jesus Christ totally and completely? 
Will we, like him, lay down our life for the 
life of the world? Will we become true dis­
ciples? In a word, will we truly believe in 
Jesus? The spirit of faith and zeal which 
characterizes our Institute arises from our 
YES to these questions.

Because the christology of the fourth 
gospel is the source of Father Gailhac's 
own, the terms "glory" and "works" can be 
better understood by comparing them with 
the way they are used in the fourth gospel. 
For John, "glory" is "the very being of 
God as actively concerned for humanity", 
and revealed in history. God's glory is 
manifested in Jesus Christ and "we have seen 
his glory". (Jn 1:14) For Gailhac too, to 
do all for the "glory of God" is to make 
known through one's life - words, deeds 

8



and works - the very nature of God as acti­
vely concerned for humanity. To make God 
known is to witness to the saving presence 
and action of God in history - his "glory".

For John, Jesus' works are revelatory 
of the fact that lie was sent by God. They 
are a "symbolic manifestation of God's 
glory and can tye understood only by one 
who believes". For our founder as well, 
the "works" are meant to reveal God and 
therefore are to accompli^ the fundamental 
Work which is redemption. The Johannine 
Jesus likewise makes the distinction be­
tween the "works" and the Work: "Then they 
said to Him, 'What must we do, to be doing 
the works of God?' Jesus answered them, 
'This is the work of God, that you believe 
in him whom he has sent'". (6:28-29) For 
our Institute, a diversity of works is a 
way of accomplishing the one Work for which 
we are sent (mission): to make God known 
and loved, that is, to reveal God and call 
others to recognize God's glory in Jesus 
Christ. This is what it means to come to 
believe and to have eternal life. f I

Because the fourth gospel constantly 
nourished his spiritual experience, we 
could underline other aspects of Gailhac's 
theological synthesis which are reflected 
there» Returning more specifically to our 
founder's christology, however, it is in 
the tenth chapter of John's gospel that we 
discover the main elements of that christo­
logy. Any one of these elements can be 
found throughout Father Gailhac's spiritual 
doctrine .

In idhn 10, we find the image of the
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Good Shepherd. In the few writings where 
Gailhac mentions the Good Shepherd, his de­
velopment of this figure is minimal. Volume 
VIII of his writings contains seven retreat 
conferences/prayers/notes on the Good Shep­
herd. In only two of these does he elabo­
rate on the parable, and in both he follows 
the same basic outline: the Good Shepherd 
1) knows his sheep, 2) leads his sheep, 3) 
defends and protects his sheep to the point 
of giving his life for them. He sees in the 
image of the Good Shepherd an expression of 
"mercy and love for Jumanity which is the 
great work of God".

In spite of the minimal reference and 
development of this theme in Gailhac's 
writings, a closer look at John 10 reveals 
fundamental elements of Gailhac's spiritu­
ality which are reflected in his christology:

a) mutual knowledge. The sheep follow 
the shepherd because they know his voice. 
Likewise the shepherd knows them. This 
mutual knowledge - "a knowledge of love", 
says Gailhac - is the basis of a deep re­
lationship of imitation. To know God in 
Jesus Christ and to make God known is the 
mission that Father Gailhac will give to 
the Religious of the Sacred Heart of Mary.

b) unity and universality. The Good 
Shepherd must bring into the one fold under 
the leadership of the sole shepherd those 
who are not of the flock. His call goes 
beyond those who are immediately at hand 
to include all those whom the Father has 
given him. Our founder's concern for re­
vealing God in all nations, to all classes 
of people, through any appropriate work 

10



surely reflects this universality. And we 
know his efforts to unify the congregation 
through a common spirit, a common spiritua­
lity, a genuine and effective love. He knew 
that "it is love which brings unity to birth 

1 2 and to completion."

c) obedience. The Good Shepherd gives 
his life for his sheep because "this is the 
charge I have received from my Father." 
Obedience is at the heart of his mission. 
Come to do God's will, he does it to the 
point of laying down his life. Father Gail- 
hac speaks of the vow of obedience as the 
essence and perfection of the religious life. 
"The vow of obedience is above all the others.'

d) to lay down one's life. "I lay down my 
life" is a constant refrain in John 10. The 
shepherd lays down his life willingly so that 
the sheep may have life abundantly. This 
commitment to the sheep to the point of losing 
one's own life is the measure of the zeal, the 
"devotion" which we are to have.

Other parallels between Father Gailhac's 
christo l*o gy and that of the fourth gospel 
could be indicated. What seems clear is that 
his experience of Jesus Christ, the One sent 
by the Father to make God known and to bring 
life to the world through this revelation, 
was capital. This experience affected him 
profoundly and inspired him to give his own 
life so that the world might be saved. Every 
one of the works he created was in some way 
meant to bring abundant life to persons - 
to the young, the poor, the wealthy, to 
women and men, lay and religious, to Protes­
tants and Catholics, to a _1 _1 persons - through 
revealing to them the mercy and charity of God

13
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Ill

An_ iLn£££na£_i o n a i_£u a i_£y

A third characteristic of our founder's 
spirituality - again one which we might under­
line in the fourth gospel - is its incarna­
tional quality. This can be seen first of all 
in what he says about faith. To him, the test 
of one's faith was its "visibility" in one's 
life, in "works." A faith which did not act 
was, at least, open to question. It is sig­
nificant, for example, that in formulating 
the spirit of our Institute, he changed the 
text which he borrowed from the constitutions 
of the Brothers of the Christian Schools. 
Where they were asked to have a "faith which 
sees all with the eyes of faith...", our 
spirit was to be a "faith which should be 
manifested" in life. This adaptation of 
the FSC text reveals our founder's concern 
for the expression of our faith-conviction 
in the choices, actions and attitudes of our 
life. Likewise, in his treatises on faith, 
he always emphasizes the manifestation of 
faith in practice. Indeed, he speaks most 
often of "practical faith," that is, of faith 
which acts. The practice of virtue, for ex­
ample, was a proof of one's faith, of one's 
desire to follow Jesus Christ. He writes:

To respond to the unspeakable love of the 
Father and the marvelous dedication of 
Jesus Christ for us, two things are ne­
cessary: faith and practice.

Faith must produce humility and conver­
sion, and if these are not evident in our 
life, then our faith is false and without 
value. He ends his treatise on the life of 
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faith with the following prayer: "0 God, 
with all your Church, we ask you to give 
us a deep and strong faith and to add to 
our faith both determination and action. Amen".

In many of his letters, Gailhac exhorts 
the sisters to manifest their convictions in 
life and to reflect on their life as a test 
of their convictions. In a letter of June 26, 
1880, for example, he writes:

The true Christian is not one who thinks 
he/she has fulfilled all justice by be­
lieving in the gospel, but the one who 
believes and conforms her/his conduct 
to the teachings of the gospel.

To underline this authenticity, he con­
tinues with a sort of examination of con­
science regarding the vows:

You have made a vow of poverty. Are you 
really poor in spirit? in heart? Do you 
like to feel poverty?... Does your heart 
regret what you have already left? Does 
it w,ish to take it all back? Does it not 
seek to enjoy the memory of what you have 
left?... Don't you fear too much to lack 
what can be useful but which is not abso­
lutely necessary? Have you not desired 
the superfluous?

Challenging questions on chastity, obe­
dience and zeal follow, always to help the 
sisters narrow the gap between their words 
and their lives. And he reminds them:

The lesson (to others) is only effective 
when one does what one teaches.

1 3



In a letter written for Easter, he again 
stresses that the genuineness of our love is 
seen in our lives:

"Your love for Jesus Christ must not re­
main a vague feeling. Jesus Christ did 
not just seem to be risen, he is truly 
risen and he showed himself to be truly 
risen... You also, to prove that you 
have truly risen, that your love is au­
thentic, live and act in a way that is 
coherent with your vocation... Give all 
your attention to loving God and making 
him loved, glorifying him by your life 
and making him glorified."^'

Another facet of Gailhac's incarnationa 1 
spirituality is his own attention to reality, 
to the revelation of God in the human. The 
"will of God" for him was never abstract but 
something he discerned in the events of his 
own life. These events were kept in his 
heart and weighed. They revealed God's word 
to him. In the establishment of new founda­
tions, for example, Father Gailhac looked at 
the needs of a locality and at the possibili­
ties - the health and the talents - of the 
sisters. But he was also sensitive to un­
foreseen events in daily life. Mother St. 
Thomas' visit to an old friend led us to 
Lisburn; a chance meeting with Mme. Peter 
during a trip to Rome brought the Institute 
to the United States of America.

When he urges the sisters to "watch over 
themselves and walk in the presence of God" 
in order to live the spirit of faith, Gailhac 
exhorts them to be attentive to the present 
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moment. To live in faith is to have a dis­
cerning attitude in the concrete events of 
life in order to discover there the will and 
action of God. It is, like Mary, to keep all 
things in one's heart, meditating on them, 
learning to sift internal and external events 
in the light of faith. "Follow the light 
which enlightens you."^®

Because of his attentiveness to events 
and his ability to "read" them in faith, 
Father Gailhac saw that we could live our 
mission always and everywhere. To know and 
love God, to make God known and loved does 
not require a particular activity or a par­
ticular location. In both good health and 
sickness, youth and old age, the mission of 
the Institute could be lived. "Let us profit 
of everything for our sanctification and for 
the good of God's work."^

The spirit of the Institute witnesses to 
the incarnationa 1 character of our founder's 
spirituality. For him, zeal was to be an ex­
pression of that faith which is knowledge and 
love of Jesus Christ. By our zeal, our faith 
was to be concretized in daily life and was 
to be in itself a way of making God known and 
loved.

CONCLUSION

I have emphasized here three characteris­
tics of Gailhac's spirituality: the unity of 
his two-fold vision, his Johannine christo- 
logy, and his incarnationa1 theology. Each 
of these has, I believe, a particular rele­
vance for us who live almost a century after

1 5



our founder's death, in an age extraordina­
rily blessed by the event of Vatican II, ex­
traordinarily challenged by the immense and 
complex problems of our times.

Religious women in the past two decades 
have embarked on a search for an apostolic 
spirituality capable of sustaining a contem­
plative commitment to the justice which must 
mark all we do. That search has been for 
integration, for a vital synthesis of our 
commitment to the Absolute of God and to the 
dignity of our brothers and sisters. It is 
a spirituality based on the experience of 
God in history. The unified vision with 
which Gailhac was graced contains the ele­
ments of such a synthesis. One has the im­
pression that he never had to struggle to 
harmonize the diverse elements of his vision. 
Rather, their unity was in the person of 
Jesus Christ who was the center of Gailhac's 
life and vision.

The unity of John's christology reinfor­
ced this grace of integration. Jesus as the 
One sent stands as one with the Father who 
sends and with those to whom he is sent. His 
mission of revelation is at one and the same 
time o_f the Father and _to humanity. A response 
to Jesus plunges the disciple into the mystery 
of filiation at the same time as it introduces 
her/him into a community os sisters/brothers. 
To be a disciple of Jesus is to be in commu­
nion at one and the same time with God and 
with the community of disciples.

If there is a particular challenge to 
the Church today, it is to be authentic, to 
live as disciples of the One Who lays down 
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his life for his brothers and sisters. In 
many countries of our world, Christians are 
literally giving their lives for the cause 
of human dignity - which is God's cause. 
They are reading the events, the movements 
of their own times, the social, economic, 
political and ecclesial reality, and are dis­
covering there the voice of God. They discern 
those elements of injustice which must be de­
nounced, those life-giving realities which 
must be fostered. And their authentic living 
of their faith is creating a Church which is 
truly a community of disciples of a poor, 
loving and merciful Lord.

Because of its focus on the central "law 
of the gospel", the spirituality of our 
founder, of our Institute is one which weathers 
well the changes of our world. From its riches 
we are well able to respond to the needs of our 
times, so unlike those of our founder and foun­
dresses. We have been mandated by the Church 
to make God known and loved through a diversity 
of ministries, always in a spirit of faith and 
zeal. To meet the needs of men and women of 
our time, our Institute possesses the grace of 
mobility and a spirituality which calls us to 
a life totally committed to God and to the 
dignity of those created in God's image. In 
the writings of Father Gailhac and the history 
of our Institute, we have the seeds of an 
apostolic spirituality able to motivate us to 
give our lives so that all might have life. 
The integration of our tradition is truly ex­
ceptional. But, somewhat like a treasure 
hidden in a field, it needs a bit of digging 
to be uncovered. And that digging must be 
done together. The treasure hidden in our 
sources can free us to minister to those most
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in need in our suffering and broken world; 
it can sustain a persevering commitment to 
human dignity and social justice in the face 
of the difficulties and persecution which 
such a commitment necessarily entails. Re­
discovery of our own spirituality will enable 
us to lay down our lives in joy only to take 
them up again in fullness.
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