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Camus' Credibility 
  
As one  generally known for his very close and long (14 years ), intimate relationship with St 
Francis de Sales, it appears that he had some friendships that might be surprising.  One of them,  
Guy Patin, Dean of the Faculty of Medicine of the University of Paris and numbered among the 
foursome (Tetrade) of independent thinkers of his day,1[1] boasted about having in his library the 
portrait of the Bishop of Belley  and calls him his "good friend." and one of his mentors ("dieux  
tutelaires').2[2]  Camus also cited in some of his sermons some verses from the notoriously  
libertine poet Théophile de Viau, whom he defends in one of his novels.3[3]  Do these 
associations and similar ones cast serious doubts about Camus' credentials as a reliable 
transmitter of the Salesian spirit or do they hint at the wide appeal that Salesian thought had in 
his day and beyond?  It is the purpose of this study to try to answer these questions. 
  
L'abbé de Baudry, who had serious reservations about the reliability of Camus as a faithful 
witness to Salesian thought,  writes: "The Jesuit [P. Sauvage in 1755] tears the Bishop of Belley  
thoroughly apart.  He presents him as a deist, a leader of the Jansenists, an enemy of religious 
orders, an obscene author, in a word, a demon" 4[4]  These epithets  paint an unusually harsh 
picture of a bishop, who was generally admired in his lifetime for his austerity and devotion to 
Francis de Sales. One of the editors  of the Annecy edition of the saint's complete works, sharing 
l'abbé de Baudry's position,  does not believe  Camus to be "a faithful interpreter of the saint's 
teaching.".5[5] One would think that this judgment would have decisively exploded the "legend" 
of Camus' reliability in matters pertaining to Salesian teaching. But, as we shall see, the legend 
does  not end there. 
  



Along the same line, a recent article appears to espouse, by implication,  the view that Camus did 
not consider himself to be the friend of St. Francis de Sales. I say by implication because he 
makes no attempt to refute that position and simply quotes it approvingly.  The article is entitled 
"Camus, Freund des hl. Franz von Sales" (Camus, Friend of St. Francis de Sales).  Fr. Wehrle 
accepts uncritically the reasons that Tietz gives concerning the relationship between the two 
bishops. Tietz claims, among other things, that Camus always looked upon the saintly bishop as 
a mentor and teacher and as an "angel" rather than a human being, that de Sales never permitted 
a deep intimacy between them, that  Camus never  uses the word "friend" when speaking of him 
and rejects the  Salesian notion of a spiritual  director as a friend.6[6]

  
To accept this view is to completely undermine  not only the nature of the relationship of de 
Sales and Camus, but also to cast serious doubts about Camus as a faithful disseminator of the 
Salesian spirit.  To admit that Camus rejected the notion of friendship as expounded by the saint 
and so fundamental to his thought is to question whether Camus really understood the saint's 
teaching.  It would have been more tantalizing and more accurate if Fr. Wehrl had put a question 
mark after the title. In any event, we will reserve for later a closer look at Tietz' position as 
expounded by Fr. Wehrl. 
  
St. Jane de Chantal's relationship with Camus does not appear to be a very warm one.  Although 
she admired him as a spiritual writer and a person of integrity, she lacked confidence in his 
judgement.  She advises Mère Anne-Catherine de Beaumont in Paris on December 14, 1623: 
"Seek the advice of Father Binet on the matter of accepting young women without the 
knowledge of their parents. This can be done, but there are certain matters that must be 
considered. Likewise seek advice about the Bishop of Belley. He is a good prelate, but he has 
certain principles that are not appreciated by everyone ."7[7] We can assume that Jane was among 
those who did not care for some of his positions. 
  
What most disturbed Jane about Camus is that he wanted to change  the way of life of the 
Visitation monastery in his diocese at a time when she was trying to obtain from Rome a bull 
preventing unwarranted incursions of local bishops into the internal government of the various 
monasteries.8[8] She rightly felt that without this protection, the order would be destroyed.  So 
she was justifiably  alarmed at the very idea. 
  
Camus' penchant for polemics, especially with religious orders of men, earned him the hostility 
of  both King Louis XIV and Richelieu.  His harsh attacks  against religious orders, led Jane to 
write him a stern letter telling him that his approach was causing great scandal, dissuading him 
from his attacks against religious  and urging him to bear the attacks made against him as our 
Lord did and also with the gentleness and moderation that his saintly mentor used in similar 
situations. (Cf. OEA, XIV, 417-419). She clearly does not see him reflecting the Salesian spirit 
in these squabbles. 
  
Jane notes in a letter  to Mother Jacqueline Favre that one of Camus' books dealing with the 
interior life according to de Sales was not well received and should be squelched.9[9] It appears 
that Jane never saw the book and is just reporting what  was told her, I imagine, by a reliable 
source. What is interesting or revealing  is that she should report it in a negative light without 
having read it. 



 
  
De Sales' Admiration for Camus 
  
This not too flattering picture that emerges of Camus stands in stark contrast with the great 
admiration that St. Francis de Sales had for him.  In his preface to the Treatise on the Love  of 
God, the saint is effusive in his praise of  Camus: 
  
I will say nothing of the Parenetic of that river of eloquence which now flows through all of 
France by reason of the multitude and variety of his sermons and splendid writings.  A close 
spiritual consanguinity has been  contracted by my soul with his, since by the imposition of my 
hands he has received the sacred character of the episcopal order to the good fortune of the 
diocese of Belley and to the honor of the Church.  Along with the thousand ties of sincere 
friendship that bind us together. ..10[10]

  
We note that the saint describes his relationship with Camus as one that is marked by "a 
thousand ties of sincere friendship."  Francis does not use the word "friendship" in a casual 
manner but with the full meaning that he gives it both in this work and in the Introduction to a 
Devout Life. (Cf. III, chp. 17-22). This should be kept in mind with regard to the opinion calling 
this friendship into question. De Sales says that he has a "sincere dilection" for Camus. 11[11]  In 
the Salesian vocabulary the word "dilection" is very telling and expresses for the saint a 
preferential spiritual friendship. (Cf. Treatise, I, chp. XIII). Camus himself wrote a work on 
"Pure Dilection." 
  
Evidently, Francis assiduously read the books that Camus authored. He tells his friend that he is 
still waiting for the books he promised to send, books which he will greatly treasure because of 
the special affection he has for him.12[12]

  
In a letter to Camus' vicar general, Chanoine Honorée des Echelles, Francis makes reference  to 
Camus, who, in what is considered to be his first pious or devout novel, La Memoire de Daire  
(composed around 1618 but published in 1620) alludes to the saint under the name of Theophile, 
a lover of God. The saint comments:  
  
"Oh! If I truly were  Theophile, as your distinguished prelate calls me (more in accordance with 
the magnanimity  of his charity than in keeping with the knowledge that he has of my 
weaknesses)… But if you can love me because I am not a Theophile, love me so that I can be 
one, asking our great Androphile [lover  of men] that he make  me by his prayers his Theophile. 
  
The saint goes on to say that he will be spending several days of relaxation with the Camus and 
mentions that the latter is writing an "histoire" (pious novel) that describes the properties of 
sacred love.  So this letter not only reveals the high regard in which he held Camus, but also his 
awareness of Camus as a novelist.  La Memoire de Darie relates in fictional form the life and 
death of the wife of the saint's brother Bernard de Sales, Marie-Aimée de Chantal, who is 
referred to under the name of Darie. 
  
 



 
 
Camus, Controversial Figure 
  
From what we have seen thus far, it seems that we are dealing with two different persons. (Cf. 
Wehrl 80). These contradictory views of Camus can be partially explained by the many hats he 
wore and his extremely prolific pen (having written over 200 books).  In addition to being 
admired as a very close associate of Francis de Sales, Camus was known as an excellent 
preacher, a fierce and combative polemicist, a respected spiritual writer, and a talented novelists 
( over 40). His numerous writings  and the fact that he took pride in never reviewing what he 
wrote make it challenging to come to an accurate assessment of his reliability as a faithful 
transmitter  of the Salesian spirit. 
  
Camus' on-going battle with religious orders was prompted primarily by the scandalous lives that 
some of them led and also because they refused to recognize  the bishops' legitimate authority 
over pastoral matters, going so far as to reject the decrees of the Council of Trent on the flimsy 
reason that because this Council was made up only of bishops, they were not applicable to 
exempt  religious.  A number of his attacks against them were written in a bitter and biting tone 
and elicited similar responses. One response entitled Le Rabelais des évêques particularly got his 
goat. The squabbles became so scandalous that even Cardinal Richelieu  intervened to get Camus 
to desist  But to no avail. 13[13]  
  
St. Jane, as mentioned above, tried to convince Camus to stop these attacks by reminding him 
that he should go about trying to reform those religious orders in the way his mentor did, quietly, 
unobtrusively and behind the scenes.14[14]  He did stop for a while but then took up the cudgels 
with as much gusto as ever.  This trait of his character is all the more surprising since he was 
well aware of how much de Sales abhorred all controversies and runs counter to his professed 
desire to imitate the saint . In Francis' view, they generally generated much more heat than light.  
Camus records the following exchange:  
  
The Bishop thoroughly disliked controversy of any kind.  In fact, he would not permit religious 
arguments to be carried on at table, or after meals, claiming that they were not bottle topics.  But 
I once countered him by saying that if we broke these bottles it was only to let out the flames of 
truth. "You mean the flames of anger," he replied, "and in them you will find smoke and 
darkness rather than light."15[15]

  
In passing, I would like to point out the tone of free exchange that is characteristic of Camus'  
relationship with the saint that betrays a very close and intimate friendship. So even though 
Camus looked upon  his friend's sayings as oracles, he felt quite free to question them on 
occasion. The word "countered" readily captures  this spirit. 
  
Camus tells us that the saint even admonished him on how to deal peacefully with unjust attacks. 
One day, Camus complained to Francis de Sales about a serious wrong that someone did to him. 
And the saint while completely agreeing with the rightness of his cause replied: "In this matter, I 
only find one thing to your disadvantage. 'What  is that?', I said. 'It's up to you to be the more 



prudent one and to remain silent.'"16[16]  Evidently, Camus did not follow this advice in his 
battles with religious orders. 
  
Camus as Spiritual Writer and Director 
  
Not all of Camus' polemic writings, however, were as contentious and as confrontational in tone 
as those with the monks and religious.  He showed himself to be much more balanced in his 
views and moderate in his explanations in defending the concept of "pure love, " perhaps being 
mindful of the saint's saying that "You can catch more flies with a spoonful of honey than you 
can with a barrel of vinegar" (Kelley 23). 
  
However, the tendency to be combative and contentious  does occasionally rear its ugly head 
even in these writings.  In his Défense du pur amour, Camus established the orthodoxy of his 
position by referring his readers to specific chapters in the Treatise on the Love of God and asks 
them to consider these very carefully. By doing so, they will find the basis for all of the 
statements that he puts forth in defending the concept of pure love. Even while making this 
defense, the spirit in which  he states his conclusion is at odds with the way and the spirit in 
which his saintly friend would have handled those who disagreed with him. Camus impugns the 
personal motives of those who are at odds with him when he states that his adversaries are "more 
in love with themselves than God and his glory."17[17]

  
Not everyone looked kindly on his spiritual writings. Bossuet once remarked: " Concerning the 
Bishop of Belley, he is an author so confused and whose theology is so imprecise that  we 
shouldn't trouble ourselves about what he says."18[18] This dismissive remark does not stand up 
under  close scrutiny.  It is true that he was not an original thinker, but his talent was to enrich 
and elaborate on the writings and thoughts of others, especially St. Francis de Sales, and to 
present them in a very attractive and interesting way. 
  
After quoting a passage from Camus'  La Défense du Pur Amour, pp. 500-522, Bremond states: 
"These words are truly memorable, which I cite with a double joy since … they splendidly 
summarize the Salesian and berullian philosophy, better yet the evangelical philsophy of prayer 
… "19[19] The citation deals with not teaching all Christians regardless of age, gender, capacity 
that we should perform all of our actions out of love for God as our final end.  
 
Bremond notes the same fidelity to the thought of Francis de Sales in Camus' work, Caritée.  On 
almost every page Camus cites the Treatise on the Love of God so much so that Bremond calls 
him the saint's double.  He also notes that Camus uses quotation marks sparingly and does not go 
over what he has written. (Cf. Bremond, II, 206). 
 
Although one commentator believes that  Camus needed better balance in his treatment of the 
relationship between the theological virtue of hope and a disinterested love of God, he renders 
this judgment on Camus' prudence in theological matters: 
 
Moreover, this unrepentant chatterbox  is a very prudent person.  Particularly in the areas of 
theology and spirituality, he moves with a thousand precautions.  He is aware, we would say, that 
his originality consists not in priding himself of its depth, but of presenting in an agreeable 



manner the ideas  of others. His theology consists in the translation of the great masters such as 
Suarez, Bellarmine,  seasoned with edifying traits and pleasant images. His spirituality  draws on 
the authoritative writers of his day, in particular St. Francis de Sales." (Joppin 57). 
St. Jane herself recognized his  considerable talents as a spiritual writer.  In her letter urging him 
to end his acrimonious attacks against  monks and religious orders, she suggests that he turn his 
attention to writing about such things as  "pure dilection." (Cf. OEA, XIV, 417-418). 
 
His very close friendship of 14 years with the saint, helped Camus to become  very familiar with 
his thought. This is why in the thirty years that he survived his saintly friend, he considered 
himself to be the valid interpreter of his thought.  His aim and purpose in writing was to explain 
and complement  Francis' work.20[20]  However, he should not be considered as the simple 
"epigone of his model" (Cognet  306). He favored the abstract school of spirituality in his 
Direction à l'oraison mentale.  However when Canfeld's thought fell into disfavor, beginning 
with his Devotion civile, Camus reconsiders his position, becomes uneasy with it and later 
disavows in Théologie mystique (1640) the passivity espoused by Canfeld and the Northern 
mystics. (Cf. Cognet,  307-309). He shows in his defense of pure love that he is faithful to the 
teachings of his saintly mentor.(Cf. Cognet 307-309). 
 
In ecumenical matters Camus seems to have followed the spirit of the saintly bishop. Initially, he 
wrote some very vicious tracts against the Protestants. But in 1640, he published a work with a 
much more conciliatory and ecumenical tone entitled, L'avoisinement des protestans vers l'Eglise 
Romaines, which attempted "to demonstrate that divisions among protestants and Catholics  are 
often based on misunderstandings and a question of terminology rather than on the substance of 
things. They are often very close to one another." Here Camus sounds like he has inspired the 
recent dialogue between Catholics and Lutherans. Richard Simon, considered to be the father of 
modern biblical criticism, liked this work of Camus so much that he edited a new edition giving 
it the title Moiens de Réunir les Protestans avec l'Eglise (Ways  of Reuniting Protestants with the 
Church).21[21]

 
As we have seen above,  the claim is made by one writer that Camus  distanced himself from 
Francis by rejecting the notion of friendship as a constitutive element of spiritual direction.  If 
this is so, then how do we explain the fact that the saint confided  to his spiritual guidance in 
1619 Mademoiselle Le Gras (St. Louise de Marillac)? Camus was her spiritual director at a 
particularly difficult period in her life when her husband was ill and died. "The letters they 
exchanged testify to the saint's confidence in her director…."22[22]

 
Camus as Novelist 
  
Camus repeats with insistence that he began to write pious novels, which he called "histoires" at 
the suggestion of St. Francis de Sales.  "Our Blessed Father gave me the charge as coming from 
God to write these devout stories."23[23] In fact, the very first novels that he wrote  -- 
Agathonphile, Parthénice, Elise, Dorthée, Alexis were reviewed by Francis.  We have already 
seen above  that the saint was familiar with Camus' first novel, La memoire de Darie. Jean 
Descrains notes that Camus wrote 21 collections of short stories from 1628 to 1644 and thirty 
some novels . There are two hundred and sixty titles listed. In six years, he wrote  about 1,000 
short stories!24[24]



 
Camus wanted to  counteract the devastating moral and spiritual effect of the secular novels of 
his day, in particular l'Astrée  d'Urfé, a friend of Camus, by using his not inconsiderable writing 
talent  to demonstrate  the inanities and emptiness of a purely romantic  or illicit love  and to lead 
his readers to make the resolution to embrace the love of God. Here is the way  Camus 
enunciates this goal: "For always [read often] one or the other lovers, or both of them together, 
having considered the emptiness of the things of this world, the malice of mankind, the risk one 
ceaselessly  runs regarding his salvation by walking in the ways of the world, resolved to give 
themselves completely to God."25[25]  
 
In Agathonphile, which Camus states the saint read in manuscript form and approved before and 
after it was published, this goal is exemplified. (Sage xxv-xxvi).  He tells us that he wrote this 
novel to try to accomplish in fictional form the plan of St. Francis de Sales to write a treatise on 
the love of neighbor, which the saint mentions  in the Treatise on the Love of God.26[26] Camus 
believed that this genre would permit him to show the attractiveness of true love . 
 
In the story of Philargyrippe, which forms an important  part of Agathonphile, we  see the 
teachings of his saintly mentor incorporated.  Just as in Francis' thought, so in this and other 
novels of Camus, love  has the primacy of all the passions. Camus explains this primacy in 
words reminiscent of the saint's in the Treatise on the Love of God.27[27]

  
The Salesian ideal of friendship which Camus sets forth in the story of Philargyrippe 
demonstrates how  deeply he understood and appreciated the saint's teaching  on personal 
relations. Philargyrippe describes his relationship with the parents of Deucalie, his intended bride 
who had died, in terms of a spiritual friendship which faithfully echoes what de Sales says in the 
Devout Life regarding friendships.  He says that he looked upon them as his own parents, even 
though death took away the basis of that relationship.  Deucalie's mother remarked to him that 
when she looks at him,  she sees her daughter in his face and that their friendship is a great 
consolation to her. Philargyrippe replies: 
  
Mother, I called her (for her graciousness permitted to address her this way), you are quite right 
in saying that your daughter appears in me as my parents tell me that I look half dead in your 
daughter. For it is true that the perfect union of an all holy and sacred love formed in our hearts 
causes me to take in her tomb half of her death and makes her take on in me half of my life and if 
true friendship is nothing else than one soul in two bodies… why couldn't the lovable Deucalie 
not be able to come alive in me as I go dying in her.  And if love is a transformation of the lover 
and the thing loved, you can certainly see your daughter in me since my soul is filled with the 
idea of her perfections. 28[28]

  
  
Camus expresses several ideas on friendship that evoke those of Francis de Sales  The idea of 
one soul in two bodies (Aristotle), love makes us like the one we love, and also the immortality 
of friendship. "Your daughter lives on in me." This is not exactly the immortality that Francis 
espoused, but, nonetheless, one that he would find acceptable.29[29]

  



The above citation gives us a flavor of Camus' writing that might appear a bit too precious for 
our tastes. Nonetheless, he was very widely read in his day, judging from the large number of 
reprints of his novels. Sage believes that some of the mishaps of Philargyrippe are not credible. 
Furthermore, his work appears too hurried, certain aspects are not sufficiently elaborated, and it 
lacks cohesiveness and harmony. This being said, Camus shows himself to be " a master of the 
spiritual life" and an inexhaustible source of "optimism and human tenderness" that distances 
him from the pessimism of Jansenism.30[30]  
  
One of the foremost French literary critics was not so kind to Camus. Sainte-Beuve remarks, "It 
is either in an error of taste or  in a rather too artificial game to claim to make something out of 
nothing and to think that you can revive something that never had life"31[31] Bremond  takes issue 
with this very harsh criticism. He believes that, in this regard, Sainte-Beuve let his heart run 
away from his head, or allowed his judgement  to be affected by the prejudices of his friends.  
  
Ovcr all, his novels had a very beneficial effect; otherwise Camus would not have spent so many 
years in writing them. (Sage xx-xxii)  Essentially they demonstrate  that "goodness is the true 
beauty of the soul" ("La bonté et la vray beauté de l'âme")  to use Camus' expression.32[32] This 
expression succinctly sums up chapter 1 of Book 1 of the Treatise and is a major theme of de 
Sales' two spiritual masterpieces. 
  
Camus and L'Esprit 
  
Camus is primarily known and appreciated as the author of The Spirit of St. Francis de Sales 
(L'Esprit du Bienheureux S. François de Sales). The original version was in six volumes and 
appeared from 1639 to 1641.  One commentator notes, "Camus is not the author of this work, 
which is only a collection of sayings attributed to him.  The whole work was written by one or 
two compilers under circumstances that we would like to know more about and which do not 
inspire complete confidence" (Cognet 305).33[33]  Pierre Collot  made an abridged version of it in 
1727. Jean Descrains has discovered at least 38 re-editions or adaptations of this version.34[34]

  
Although Camus might not be the author of L'Esprit in the strict sense, it cannot be easily denied 
that  the work accurately contains, for the most part, Camus' views and his exchanges with 
Francis de Sales. The objections raised by l'abbé de Baudry have been, in this writer's view, 
effectively answered by Bremond.  In critiquing the indictment of l'abbé De Baudry's "Des 
doctrines fausses et des récits faux que Pierre Camus met dans la bouche de saint François de 
Sales," Bremond, after having treated each of the accusations, admits that there are certain 
excessive statements on some very specific matters and that Camus gets carried away, but these 
should not cause us to get in a dither.35[35] After examining the other criticisms of l'abbé De 
Baudry, Bremond writes:  
  
Nineteeen corrections in a work of six volumes…We have seen, I think, evidence that the critical 
sense of our censor does not match the depth of his zeal.  Several of his criticisms are 
unimportant. Let us put the worst face on it. Let us say that he is right on all of these points. Let 
us tear out from Camus' book thirty or fifty pages. What is left [of the] the entire book remains  
more solid than brass.36[36]

  



The views and anecdotes that are given in l'Esprit  give us precious insights that have fixed in the 
Catholic imagination the charmingly human and tender personality of the saint as no other work 
has done. It reminds us that we are known by the company we keep.  In revealing Francis to us, 
Camus reveals himself. The personal ties that bind us count for a great deal in Salesian 
spirituality, which sees spiritual friendships as necessary for growth in the spiritual life. "The 
emphasis on the personal is not just a charming detail of Salesian spirituality; it lies at its heart in 
a way that few spiritual classics could match.  Francis' experience was a world in which 
admiration, affability, and a gentle understanding grew into friendships, and to know his friends 
is to understand his works and to know the major influences on them."37[37]   
  
Free and open communication is for Francis de Sales at the heart all friendships.  The nature of 
the communication determines the nature of the friendship. Francis says that he opens his heart 
to Camus: "I will tell you this little word, but a word of a friend, [spoken] to the ear of your 
heart."38[38] This reveals the nature of their intimate friendship What we see communicated in 
page after page between these two friends is the whole range  of the devout life, viz., prayer, the 
virtues, love of God and neighbor, even the nature of true friendship itself. Following an 
important principle regarding faults in our friends, Francis admonishes Camus: 
  
François would often admonish me for my many faults, saying: "I expect you to be very grateful 
to me for this.  It is the greatest proof I can give of my friendship, and I would be more sure of 
yours if you would do the same.  You are much too cautious…The love I have for you is so great 
that I cannot endure the least imperfection in you."39[39]  
  
Although Camus greatly admired the saint and almost always refers to him in this work as "notre 
Bienheureux  Père, " he does  speak of Francis as his friend.  "François' devotion to our Blessed 
Lady was eminently judicious.  Indeed, we should expect nothing else from one so sincere and 
single-minded as our dear friend"(emphasis added) (Kelly 222). 
  
There are occasions when Francis gives confidences to Camus that he did not think advisable to 
make generally known because of the misunderstandings that might easily occur. One of the very 
interesting chapters that Collot saw fit to exclude from his condensed version had to do with the 
number of people who are saved.  This was done, as a foreword of a later edition of the L'Esprit 
notes, because of the rigorism of that period, alluding no doubt to the enduring influence of 
Jansenism in France.40[40]  Camus records it  in the following way: 
  
His extreme gentleness always inclined him to the less severe opinions as long as they were 
probable. I was talking to him about the fearful passage  of the Gospel, "Many are called but few 
are chosen [Mt. 20, 16; 22, 14]. I was saying that the number of elect had been called a little 
flock, and that…those of the damned was infinite….He responded that he thought there would be 
very few Christians (he meant of those who are in the true Church, outside of which there is no 
salvation)who were damned 'because having the root of true faith, this root ordinarily  produces 
fruit sooner or later, that is to say, salvation, and being dead, it would come alive, operating 
through charity. 
  
And when I asked him what the Gospel passage of the small number meant, he said that by 
comparison to the rest of the world, and of the infidel countries, the number of Christians is very 



small, but that of this small number, very few would be lost according to this noteworthy saying: 
"There is no condemnation  for those who are in Christ Jesus"[Rom. 8, 1]. This is to be 
understood…of justifying grace, but this grace is not separated from a living faith and animated 
by charity. Moreover, the one who gives the grace to begin, also gives the grace to finish well.  
The Christian vocation, which is a work of God, is also a perfect work and one which leads 
finally to total consummation, that is, to glory. 
  
Camus' comment that follows shows that he is a bit uncomfortable with this opinion and finds it 
necessary to remind his readers that we still have to live holy lives if we expect to be saved.41[41] 
This is a good example of how Camus was faithful in reporting the saint's teaching even when he 
appears to be inclined to disagree with it. 
 
What accounts for the popularity that the l'Esprit has had down through the years and in many 
different countries is the way  Camus brings to light the spirit of freedom that Francis so 
cherished.  As a young Bishop, Camus frequently sought the advice of his saintly neighbor on 
pastoral matters and employed a special courier to carry his questions to him.  On one occasion,  
he was asked by the officers of the soldiers billeted in his diocese about allowing them to eat 
eggs and cheese during Lent. Camus felt that the people of his diocese would be greatly 
scandalized if he gave permission.  Francis replied that he would not only give them permission 
to eat eggs and cheese, but also meat. "God grant that they do nothing worse than eat eggs or 
beef, cheese or cows…." (Collot 160-161). When one considers that in the eyes of many of the 
faithful and clerics as well, to break the Lenten fast in those days was considered to be almost 
tantamount to denying one's faith, Francis' response is all the more remarkable. 
  
The Salesian spirit of freedom is exemplified in his well known saying: "Do all through love and 
nothing through constraint."  Camus gives us a deeper insight into the saint's understanding of 
this motto, and of the relationship between love and freedom, when he says: 
  
Perhaps the most favorite of François de Sales' mottoes was: "Do all by love and nothing by 
constraint.' Indeed, it was the main spring of his rule for directing others.  I have heard him say 
many times that it is a tyranny abhorrent to both God and man to force the human will.  He could 
not tolerate that absolutism which insists on obedience, willing or unwilling. 'Those who love to 
be feared, fear to be loved, " he said, "and they themselves are more afraid than anyone, for 
whereas other men fear only them, they fear everyone." 
  
How often I have heard the Bishop say: "There are no galley slaves in the royal vessel of divine 
love - every man works his oar voluntarily!" (Kelly 63). 
  
Conclusion 
  
The goal of this study was to determine whether Camus was a reliable transmitter of the spirit 
and teaching of St. Francis de Sales. The views on this subject have been varied and even 
contradictory. What makes the task so difficult is the sheer volume of his writings and the 
difficulty of obtaining many of them.  There is little doubt that in his battles with religious  
orders, the spirit which animated his attacks went directly contrary to the irenic and non-
contentious approach that characterized the method of St. Francis de Sales, a spirit with which 



Camus was very familiar, having experienced it first hand and having enunciated the saint's 
abhorrence of controversies.  So it is puzzling to know why he gave into a combative 
temperament even after St. Jane strongly urged him to desist and reminded him how contrary it 
was to the mind of his saintly model.  Camus so admired Francis de Sales that, as he himself 
informs us, he tried to imitate the manner of the saint's preaching with artificial and sometimes 
laughable results, but, curiously, he did not strive to imitate his gentle and conciliatory manner in 
his criticisms of monks and religious. So in these conflicts, he certainly  did not succeed in 
transmitting the saint's spirit. In fact, his penchant for polemics made him less effective in his 
professed goal of being faithful to the saint's teaching, a teaching that not only involved content 
but also the manner and spirit in which it is communicated. 
  
In his controversies on the question of pure love, Camus was very careful to navigate  perilous 
theological shoals and succeeded in articulating with clarity, charm and precision the saint's 
teaching. Camus showed himself here to be much more restrained in opposing the views of 
others, but, on occasion, he does not refrain from making some personal attacks.  The spirit that 
Camus evinces in his work published by Richard Simon on ways of seeking a rapprochment with 
Protestants is characterized by an ecumenical approach that Francis de Sales would have happily 
endorsed. 
  
As a prolific novelist, Camus used this medium to incorporate in creative and engaging ways the 
teachings  of the saint.  It is an interesting study of how an ecclesiastic tried to grapple with the 
secular culture of his age and to use one of its tools, the novel, to negate or rather counterbalance 
the pervasively pernicious influence of the secular novel.  Camus explores in these writings the 
meaning of true love and friendship and how God's love must permeate  and transform human 
love. Given the wide readership that he had during his lifetime, it is safe to assume that he was 
able to reach and touch the hearts of many with the Salesian spirit.  An intriguing question is 
what influence through these pious novels and other writings did Camus have on how Corneille 
portrayed the passions of his characters.  A recent study attempts to show the influence of 
Francis de Sales on Corneille's  conception of man's grandeur. 42[42] In analyzing Camus'  theory 
of the passions, one writer believes Camus  prepared the way for Corneille.  (Levi 133). 
Additional research in this area could further elucidate Camus' influence as a faithful 
disseminator of the Salesian spirit since his reliance   on the saint's teaching about the passions is 
evident. 
  
Attempts to minimize or even deny that Camus had a very close, intimate friendship with  the 
saint have as their purpose to undermine Camus' reliability and cannot stand up under close 
scrutiny. Navatel based his position primarily on the objections of l'abbé Baudry, which 
Bremond masterfully counters, and St. Jane's letter urging Camus to stop his bitter attacks on 
religious orders. In this letter, Jane  does not deny the existence of this friendship but rather 
assumes it and makes an appeal to Camus to do what his dear friend would have done  in similar 
circumstances. The more telling argument for the intimate nature of this relationship is one  
based on a close analysis of L'Esprit itself and on Camus' other writings, especially his pious 
novels.  As we have pointed out, the nature and spirit of the exchanges recorded in L'Esprit 
reveal an openness and an intimacy that most friends would greatly envy. Their relationship  has 
all of the traits of a deep spiritual friendship, which the saint highlights in his Introduction to a 
Devout Life, viz., a relationship in which "two, three, or more souls share with one another their 



devotion and spiritual affections and establish a single spirit among themselves" (Ryan, III, 175). 
To claim as Tietz  does that Camus looked upon the saint as an "angel" rather than a man and 
hence could not be friends with him runs counter to everything we know about this relationship.  
Admittedly, Camus was in awe of his mentor and considered him to be far above himself.43[43] 
But in the Salesian conception of friendship this is not necessarily an obstacle to establishing 
such a relationship. . After all, the saint clearly points out that true friendship can exist between 
human beings and God.(Cf. Treatise, Bk. 1., chp. 13). If this is so, then, no matter how highly 
Camus regarded his idol, this does not prevent him from developing a deep and lasting friendship 
with the saint. 
  
The most extensive, enduring and effective way in which Camus showed himself to be a faithful 
and reliable interpreter of the Salesian spirit was by means of L'Esprit de St. François de Sales. 
As we have seen, the best known version, that of Collot, has gone through numerous editions  
not only in French, but also in German. There are also translations in Italian and several in 
English. This compilation was looked upon as practically being the work of the saint. For 
example, it was included in the final volume of the complete works of the saint published by 
Bethune.44[44]  At least one edition mentioned above  attributes authorship to the saint. 
Furthermore, so many of the pithy sayings that are attributed to Francis are found only in this 
work. Among some of the most notable are: "You can catch more flies with a spoonful of honey 
than you can with a barrel of vinegar"(Collot 4). "The truth which is not charitable springs from 
a charity that is not true" (Ibid. 21-3). "We must fear God out of love and not love him through 
fear"(Ibid 110).  It is true that, at times, they might not be the exact words of the saint, but they 
certainly convey and capture the essence of the saint's thought and spirit. 
  
C. F. Kelly in his edition of The Spirit of St. Francis de Sales has numerous notes that are 
frequently long citations from St. Jane's Deposition  in the canonization process of the saint. 
These corroborate and/ or expand upon the sayings found in this work. In his preface to the third 
edition of Chanoine F. Vidal's  book, André Ravier, whose credentials as one of the foremost 
Salesian scholars of the past century are impeccable, states: "Tout le livre  est d'une sonorité 
salésienne."45[45] This judgment is made not only on the basis of the grouping of appropriate 
texts from the works of the saint, but also of the numerous selections from the L'Esprit de Saint 
François de Sales. Obviously in the mind not only of Chanoine Vidal, but also in Ravier's 
judgment, l'Esprit, over all,  is a reliable source that reflects the true spirit of Francis de Sales. 
  
Despite his reputation for leading an austere life, Camus had a surprising  influence on some of 
the leading intellectuals of his day, especially among the famous foursome  -- Guy Patin, Gabriel 
Naudé, François La Mothe Le Vayer and Pierre Gassendi -- known in French as libertins érudits. 
These men were not libertines in the sense of leading loose lives, but rather intellectual liberals 
that critically examined certain religious practices and commonly  accepted beliefs, which, in 
their judgment,  bordered on superstition. No doubt, they relished Camus' intellectual agility in 
his polemic writings and the liberté d'esprit, which he learned from his saintly mentor.  Naudé 
was so charmed by Camus that he wrote a very  favorable study on him and even published one 
of his novels.46[46] The incisive insights into human nature, which Camus  gives in L'Esprit and 
his many other writings that have a Salesian flavor were, no doubt,  a source of inspiration to 
Gassendi.47[47] The liberal foursome were also very familiar with the writings of the saint, whom 



they greatly admired.48[48]  Pascal and very likely La Bruyère  read Camus because he embodied 
for them the ideal of Christian humanism.49[49]

  
In his own day, Camus' appeal was  extensive, including not only the pious but those particularly 
known for their intellectual prowess . This is a revealing aspect  of the attractiveness of the 
Salesian spirit, which Camus faithfully and successfully worked to promote and propagate. 
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