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your former vain pursuits.
(Introduction, Part IV, Chapter 2)

defines courage as “the state or
quality of mind or spirit that en-
ables one to face danger, fear or
vicissitudes with self-possession,
confidence, and resolution: brav-
ery.

Regardless of the state and
stage of life in which we find our-
selves, we know from personal —
and often, painful — experience
that our life has its share of dan-
gers, fears and vicissitudes. To
face these difficulties, trials,
headaches and heartaches head on
is to show courage. Literally, to
take heart. In broad strokes, there
are three kinds of people who
need courage to lead a life of de-
votion. (1) Those just beginning;
(2) those making progress along
the road; and (3) those who have
but a few steps remaining on the
journey. (That should cover just
about everybody!)

For those just starting out,
Francis de Sales offered this ad-
vice: “Although light is beautiful
and pleasing to our eyes, it may
nevertheless be blinding after we
have been in the dark for a long
time...It may well turn out that
changing your way of life will
cause you many problems...At
first it will be hard for you to give
up the glory that fools and scof-
fers brought you in the midst of

To those whose tribulations
have almost come to an end,
Francis wrote: “Continue and per-
severe in this blessed enterprise
of the devout life. Our days glide
away; death is at the gate...I say
to you, look up to heaven, and do
not forfeit it for earth. Look down
into hell, but do not cast yourself
into it for the sake of fleeting
things. Look upon Jesus Christ,
and do not renounce him for all
the world. And when the labors of
a devout life seem too hard for
you, sing with St. Francis of As-
sisi: Such are the joys that lure
my sight. All pains grow sweet,
all labors light.” (Introduction,
Part V, Chapter 18)

Most of us are somewhere in
the middle, up to our necks in the
day-to-day challenges — some
large, many small — trying to
live a happy, healthy and holy
life. To us, and our companions,
Francis writes: “Thanks to our
savior, we are climbing Mount
Tabor, since we are firmly re-
solved to serve Christ well and to
love his divine Goodness. We
must encourage one another in
holy hope. Let us climb always,
let us climb, without growing
weary, toward this heavenly vi-
sion of our Savior. Little by little,
let us leave behind us affections
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for the low things of earth and
aspire to the happiness that has
been prepared for us. (Letters of
Spiritual Direction, page 163)

Francis sees a great paradox
here. While troubles can indeed
present obstacles to our growth in
holiness, they can also be re-
ceived as opportunities for
growth: “Devotion should not
only be generous, so as to not be
dismayed by difficulties. In fact,
difficulties should increase our
courage, for, as the saying goes,
those whose courage does not
grow in the midst of troubles and
contradictions is not very val-
iant.” (Conferences, I, p. 11)

To be sure, there are major
troubles — death, divorce, dis-
ease, loss, betrayal — that can
cause us to lose heart in our at-
tempts to live life and share love
to the fullest. Most days, how-
ever, it isn’t the obvious problems
that can dishearten us; rather, it’s
the sheer multitude of the small-
est, almost imperceptible ones.
The Russian writer Dostoyevsky
once remarked: “Any idiot can
handle a crisis. It’s the day-to-day
living that will wear you out.”
Francis de Sales would tell us:
“Don’t be ashamed to practice the
ordinary, everyday actions that
bring us to the love of
God.” (Introduction, Part V,
Chapter 18)
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