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The spirit of Francis de Sales
At two diocesan parishes, local Oblates of St. Francis de Sales spread their

patron’s call to holiness through ministry and way of life.

GRETCHE� R. CROWE | CATHOLIC HERALD

3/11/09

For 400 years the spirituality of St. Francis de Sales has been a bedrock of the development

of everyday Catholics. The patron saint of writers’ straightforward “how-to” book on living the

Faith, Introduction to the Devout Life, is celebrating its quatercentenary this year. According to

Oblate Father Lewis S. Fiorelli, general coordinator of formation and past superior general of

the Oblates of St. Francis de Sales, it remains just as relevant now as in 1609.

In an article written for Columbia magazine last month, Father Fiorelli said Introduction to the

Devout Life is filled with “practical and spiritual guidance” for lay people.

“Francis keeps the chapters brief, clear and conversational in tone,” Father Fiorelli wrote. “He

addresses his audience as individuals, while using many helpful images to gain their attention

and win their hearts.”

Oblate Father William Metzger, pastor of Our Lady of Good Counsel Parish in Vienna, said

those looking for an overview of the saint’s teachings should automatically look to Introduction

to the Devout Life.

“It’s practical,” Father Metzger said. “You can still read his writings and get something for

today out of it.”

Oblate Father Tom Murphy,

pastor of St. John Neumann

Parish in Reston, said that

Salesian spirituality is most

effectively expressed through

one’s way of life.

“A lot of times the Salesian spirit

is the manner in which something

is done, not necessarily a

doctrine that is annunciated,”

Father Murphy said. “(Francis de

Sales’) life was one of simplicity,

prayer. He was a man who tried

to take the ordinary things of life

and do them in an extraordinary

way. I think people see the value

of the little things that they do for

God and for each other.”

Oblates in Arlington

The Oblates of St. Francis de Sales arrived in the Arlington Diocese in 1956 when

then-Richmond Bishop Peter L. Ireton asked the Oblates’ Wilmington-Philadelphia Province to

run the newly created Our Lady of Good Counsel Parish. Their numbers increased when they

began staffing Bishop Ireton High School in Alexandria in 1964, St. John Neumann Parish in

1979 and Paul VI Catholic High School in Fairfax in 1983. The Oblate Sisters of St. Francis de

Sales arrived to staff Holy Cross Academy in Fredericksburg in 1998. Oblate Father Mark

Mealey serves as diocesan vicar general and Oblate Father Tony Pinizzotto is in residence at

St. Timothy Parish in Chantilly. The Oblates have since left the two high schools, but their

ministry remains intact at the parishes.

“I think we have a nice relationship with the diocese,” said Father Metzger. “We see ourselves

as co-workers in bringing the Lord to the people, but in the spirit of Francis de Sales.”

Salesian spirituality has become a way of life for Judi Kenney, a parishioner of Our Lady of

Good Counsel since 1975.

“I love it, it has changed my life,” Kenney said, adding that St. Francis de Sales taught her to

turn her worries over to God.

“He says ‘Do not worry about tomorrow,’” Kenney said. “We’re going through rough times, but

I really feel like things are going to be okay.”

Part of the saint’s appeal is his understanding of human nature and his acceptance of all,

Father Metzger said. This acceptance, the priest added, is felt by the parishioners in Vienna.

“If people have a problem, they know they can come in,” Father Metzger said. “We talk; it’s not

a lecture. We’re down to earth. Francis says we’re all sinners and that we have to accept and

work with each other.”
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Though Ireton is without an Oblate priest for the first time in 44 years — Principal Father

Matthew J. Hillyard was transferred last summer — the school is attempting to retain its

Salesian tenets. Principal Tim Hamer said the school intentionally increased its focus on St.

Francis de Sales this year, so as not to lose the long-standing tie with the Oblates.

“We went into the year deliberately creating new opportunities to bring Salesian spirituality to

students in a different way — and also to alumni and parents in a way we never had before,”

Hamer said.

St. Francis in schools

In January, Ireton was commissioned as what they claim to be the first Oblate-affiliated school

in the United States. The school established the “Live Jesus Charter,” a new set of guidelines

for the students that encourages them to live according to the “distinctive spirituality” of St.

Francis de Sales. Oblate Father Jim Greenfield recently conducted a course in Salesian

spirituality for parents and alumni. And other Oblates have led faculty formation retreats

focused on particular elements of the teachings of the saint.

“For us, it’s been an exciting year where instead of being focused on the loss of the resident

Oblate, the focus has been on developing this new relationship model to raise the profile of

Salesian spirituality throughout the community,” Hamer said.

Though the Oblates also left Paul VI, their spirit remains “all over the place,” said Denyse

Kline, campus minister. “It’s been a thread that runs through this community.”

The saint’s “Direction of Intention” hangs in every classroom and a St. Francis de Sales

prayer is prayed every day.

Salesian spirituality is “the foundation that was brought to this school,” Kline said. “It was more

St. Francis than it was necessarily the priests themselves.”

The goal at Paul VI is for students to realize that they are called to make a difference in the

world, Kline said, and that they live by two of the saint’s major tenets: to be who you are and

be it well, and to do ordinary things in an extraordinary way.

The same goals can be said for parishioners at Our Lady of Good Counsel, St. John

Neumann and all hoping to follow St. Francis’ call to holiness.

“All of us are called to be holy,” Father Murphy said. “The message is the same: that you need

to find God and a relationship with God in the circumstances in which you find yourself.”

For a primer on Salesian spirituality, the annual retreat “Live Jesus 2009” is scheduled for

March 21 at St. John Neumann. Presentations will focus on gentleness, gratitude and,

because this is the Year of St. Paul, Pauline themes. For reservations, go to oblates.org.
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