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The casual reader might be surprised to see how St. Francis de Sales, the gentleman saint, could
in any way be linked or associated with Francois Rabelais, whose writings are at times
admittedly scabrous and obscene. And yet even in the 17th century, an an admirer of Francis de
Sales apparently saw a close relationship. He had portraits of Rabelais along with Erasmus and
the saint in his study and referred to these men as his "dieux tutelaires." * It might even surprise
the saint himself to have his name mentioned in the same breath as Rabelais, especially in view
of the opinion he had of him. In a letter to Celse-Bénigne, son of St. Jane de Chantal, as he was
going off to court, de Sales advises the young man not to read that "infamous Rabelais and
certain other writers of our era who make a career out of doubting everything, of despising
everything and making fun of the maxims of antiquity." ? It is Rabelais' mocking and scoffing
attitude that the saint finds particularly offensive. Perhaps this severe judgment can be explained
by the fact that the saint probably read a poor or incomplete edition of Rabelais' works. 3

Whatever the reason for this severe judgment, the main purpose of this paper is to show a
relationship between Rabelais' ideas on Christian life and freedom as expressed in the Abbaye de
Théléme, especially the first two paragraphs of chapter 57 of Gargantua that contain the famous
motto - "Do what you will" ("Fais ce que vouldras), and the ideal of the religious life proposed
by the saint to the first sisters of the Visitation.

The long shadow of Erasmus, the prince of Christian humanists, was cast on both of these well-
known writers, who helped to fashion the modern French language. Rabelais was a close friend
and admirer of Erasmus, who had a great influence on his writings, especially in Gargantua and



Pantagruel. * The influence of Erasmus on Francis de Sales was brought to bear primarily
through Louis de Granada, the Spanish Dominican, particularly in his Libros de la oracion,
which exudes the spirit of Erasmus' Enchiridion. Definite similarities to Erasmus can be seen in
Salesian spirituality:

The principal traits of Erasmus' spirituality - return to Sacred Scripture and the Fathers,
interiorization of the Christian life, an invitation to all to climb the high road of the spiritual life,
the primacy of mental prayer, etc. - that Louis de Granada brings to the fore finds a faithful echo
in Salesian thought, especially in the Introduction to a Devout Life. °

As we examine more closely these two writers, the influence of Erasmus on both of them will
become more evident. Rabelais' description of the Abbey of Théléme is particularly helpful. This
was a unique abbey unlike any that existed at the time. As a Franciscan friar and later a
Benedictine monk, Rabelais was intimately acquainted with the religious life of his day and
became disenchanted with it. He depicts this abbey as a splendid Renaissance castle in contrast
to all the others. There were no external walls and no clocks. It was coeducational, admitting
girls from 10 to 15 years and boys from 12 to 18. They could even marry, amass riches and live
in freedom. Rabelais described it in this fashion to make Théléme the very anti-thesis of
monastic life that prevailed in his day.

As a true Christian humanist, Rabelais tried to reconcile the Christian religion reinvigorated by
its original inspiration (i.e., scriptural texts) with the total development of human nature, an
essential aspiration of the Renaissance. The whole rule of the monastery was summed up by the
motto: "Do what you want (or what you will)" (Fais ce que vouldras). Over the main entrance of
the abbey was an inscription that forbade entrance to hypocrites, and others but admitted people
of noble families and noble bearing and carriage and also "evangelical Christians." "Enter that
you may find a profound faith. Then you may confound both by speaking and writing the
enemies of the holy word." ® To fully appreciate the relationship of Rabelais to Erasmus, it is
necessary to cite the well-known passage from chapter 57 of Gargantua:

Their whole life was governed not by laws, statutes or rules, but according to free will. They got
up when they wanted to, drank, ate, worked, slept when they had the desire to do so. No one
awakened them or forced them to drink or to eat or do anything else. . . . In their rule, there was
only this regulation:

Do what you want.

because free people, well-born [bien nés - the same expression used by de Sales in his letter to
Celse-Bénigne] and learned who associate with good people have a natural gift and inclination
that always impel them to act virtuously and avoid vice. They call this honor. ’

This passage has aroused a good deal of commentary. Both Lucien Febvre and Michael Screech
as well as others have convincingly demonstrated that it is no longer tenable to hold that this
story is of pagan origin.? The light that Screech has thrown on the evangelism of Rabelais and
especially on these two paragraphs favors the view that certain characteristics of the Christian
and religious life are common to de Sales and Rabelais.



People criticize Rabelais for having a lapse of memory in this section because in the latter part he
seems to take back the only law of the monastery - "Do what you want." Instead of following
their own will, the Thelemites submit themselves to the good pleasure of others. "If someone
says, 'Let's drink," everyone drank; if someone says, ‘Let's play,’ everyone played. . . ." ° Michael
Screech explains that this paradox was well-known at the time of Rabelais because it was the one
preached by Luther in his treatise on Christian Liberty. The pertinent passage from this work
cited by Screech is as follows:

And so that | may make the road smooth for the unlearned, whom alone I intend to serve, | will
set down then two propositions on the freedom and servitude of the spirit:

The Christian man is very free, the Lord of all, subject to no one.
The Christian man is very obliging, the servant of all, subject to all. *°

Luther explains that these two propositions come from St. Paul, especially his first letter to the
Corinthians where the Apostle says: "For while free with regard to all, | have made myself the
servant of all. . . " (1Cor 9:19). It is this kind of freedom so admired by Erasmus and Luther
which is the foundation of the ideal of the Thelemites. But we must not conclude that Rabelais
embraces all aspects of Luther's teaching.

Here Rabelais wants to contrast the life of the Thelemites with that led by the majority of monks
and religious of the time, who, by their lack of self-discipline, compromised their evangelical
freedom in order to merit. But the Thelemites are free not to follow their own self-love, but to be
at the service of each other. "The Abbey of Théléeme," remarks M. Screech, "rejects rigorism in
favor of an obliging love of one's neighbor.™ 11

The scoffing of Erasmus and Rabelais with regard to the corruption of the religious life of the
time must have had an effect on Francis de Sales. These two men as well as the saint were very
sensitive to the necessity of reforming many monasteries and religious life itself. "It is very sad,"
the saint wrote to Pope Clement VIII, "that among several monasteries of different orders
established in this diocese, you can hardly find one where discipline is not shaken, and even
completely trampled under foot." ' In their eyes, the only effective way to accomplish the
reform of religious and monastic life was to call the religious back to the Gospels, to Christian
love. We must remember that the reason why de Sales founded the Visitation was precisely to
help reform the Church and religious life. 13

Our saint remarked that far too many monks professed the vows of chastity, poverty and
obedience without practicing them. They had all the privileges of the religious state without
leading a genuine Christian life. There is an allusion to this deplorable situation in the
Introduction to a Devout Life:

If they are vowed. . . they place a man in the state of perfection. Yet to arrive at perfection itself,
it suffices that they be observed. There is indeed a difference between the state of perfection and
perfection itself. Bishops and religious are in the state of perfection, and yet all are not arrived at
perfection itself, as is too plainly to be seen." 14



In the beginning, the Visitandines were not obligated to make public vows, but on the advice of
their confessor and of their superiors, they could take the simple vow of charity. The
Congregation of the Visitation was originally founded for widows and young girls of weak
constitution who were not able to bear the austerities of an order of women in those days.
Consequently, fraternal love would replace the austerities of religious orders as the second article
of the first Constitutions indicates:

Since the Congregation does not have many austerities nor bonds as indissoluble as those found
in religious orders and regular Congregations, it is necessary that the fervor of charity and the
power of a very intimate resolve supply for all of that and take the place of laws, vows and
jurisdiction. . . . 15

Because it lacked austere practices common to religious orders of that day, the Visitation was
attacked and derisively called "The Confraternity of the Descent from the Cross."” One could say
with M. A. Screech that de Sales "rejects rigorism here in favor of an obliging love of the
neighbor." In a passage reminiscent of the obliging Thelemites, de Sales expands the meaning of
obedience by stressing its Latin root meaning of obaudire in the sense of to listen to God
speaking to us through the will and desires of others:

The fourth kind of obedience is a certain flexibility of our will to follow the will of others. It is
an extremely attractive virtue which . . . disposes us to always do God's will. For example, if
while going in one direction, | encounter a sister who tells me to go in another direction, God's
will for me is to do what she wants. . . and so it is in all indifferent matters. 16

The two principal exercises of the Congregation of the Visitation were contemplation and the
care of the sick and the poor. Here is the way de Sales describes the mission of the Visitandines:
"Now this Congregation having two principal exercises: one, contemplation and prayer, which is
practiced primarily in the community, the other the service of the poor and sick.” *' It is the
apostolic work of visiting and taking care of the sick which inspired the saint to give his
Congregation as patron Our Lady of the Visitation.

Perhaps now the relationship of the Visitation with the Abbey of Théleme becomes more
plausible. Several years before the foundation of the Visitation, de Sales wrote to St. Jane de
Chantal, the co-founder of this Congregation, words which emphasized the relationship between
the spirituality of the Thelemites and that of the Visitation:

If you happen to leave out some of what | am telling you to do, have no scruples about it, for
here is the general rule of our obedience written in capital letters:

DO ALL THROUGH LOVE, NOTHING THROUGH CONSTRAINT;
LOVE OBEDIENCE MORE THAN YOU FEAR DISOBEDIENCE
I want you to have a spirit of liberty, not the kind that excludes obedience, (this is freedom of the

flesh), but the liberty that excludes constraint, scruples and anxiety. If you really love obedience
and docility, I'd like to think that when some legitimate or charitable cause takes you away from



your religious exercises, this would be for you another form of obedience and that your love
would make up for whatever you have to omit in your religious practice. *®

The saint inculcated this ideal in St. Jane and in the first sisters of the Visitation as we see from
several spiritual conferences and sermons.

Like Rabelais, Francis de Sales did not want his religious to do anything by force or constraint,
but totally and completely out of love. In a very real sense, he wanted St. Jane de Chantal, all of
the Visitandines and all those who sought his spiritual guidance and advice to do want they
wanted or what they freely willed. Salesian obedience is not conceived in a narrow, legalistic
fashion, nor is it limited to the fulfilling of an external rule. The spirit of liberty or the spirit of
freedom ( liberté d'esprit - the same expression utilized in the French translation of Luther's
treatise on Christian Liberty), i.e., the liberty of the gospels, leaves us free to respond to the
needs of our neighbor. It is a liberty which does not exclude submission. The ideal of the
Thelemites does not exclude submission either, but inclines us to submit to each other out of
love. It is what de Sales calls the "obedience of love." Speaking of the conformity of our heart
with God's through holy benevolence which moves us to will what God wills, the saint explains:
"In this point consists the very profound obedience of love, which does not have to be moved by
threats or rewards, nor by any law or commandment. . . ." **

The motto "Do what you want" fits in well with this passage. The saint would say that we do
what we will or what we want when we do it freely and spontaneously not by force but by love,
which is constrained only by liberty. Moreover, this motto is the equivalent of the principle
"follow nature” so esteemed by the Ancients and by the saint. In one of his spiritual conferences,
de Sales recommends to the Visitation sisters this maxim to follow nature or reason so as to
achieve equanimity of mind. It is here especially that the link between the ideal of the Thelemites
and that of the Visitandines becomes clearer. In a sermon preached to the sisters in 1614 (i.e.,
when the Visitation was still a Congregation without solemn vows), he recommends that they
follow "reason and the superior point of the soul, which always tends to the true good by the
instinct which God gives it."  These words recall those of Rabelais, who says that the
Thelemites do what they will because, "free people, well-born, learned, who associate with good
people have a natural gift and inclination[instinct] that always impel them to act virtuously and
avoid vice. They call this honor."”

It is easy to lose one's way here by misunderstanding the meaning of the word "instinct™ and
conclude that Rabelais is favoring naturalism. But M. A. Screech points out that by speaking of
"instinct," Rabelais borrows from the language of the scholastics. The latter used the expression
“a natural instinct" to signify a "gift of God." 2! This is precisely the meaning that de Sales gives
to this word in the passage cited above. In this same sermon to the Visitandines, the saint
emphasizes this idea: "We have a self which is completely heavenly that makes us perform good
works; this is the instinct which God has given us to love him" ?

We should note here that it is not all human beings but only the heavenly or celestial man in the
Pauline sense who does what he wills or wants because he freely chooses to be guided by the
Spirit of God, the Spirit of Love, and in so doing follows his own will. Paradoxically, while
doing his own will, he fulfills at the same time the will of God, who wants us to love one



another. The very word "théleme" is taken by Rabelais from the New Testament where it is used
about 60 times to designate the will of God. %* So the Thelemites, far from being libertines, are
essentially those who freely and lovingly do the will of God.

Conclusion

In conclusion, we can say that in a very limited but important way there are some striking
similarities between Frangois Rabelais and Francgois de Sales. The ideal of the Thelemites and
that of the Congregation of the Visitation are very closely related because they are based on the
good news and represent a reaction against the legalism and the formalism which prevailed in
many monasteries of that day and, indeed, in Christian life and thought and which Erasmus
attacked so effectively. Both ideals combine the concept of love with the liberty of service of the
neighbor . They express confidence in human nature ennobled by grace and divine love - a
hallmark of the Christian humanism of Erasmus as well as of Salesian Christian humanism.
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