
 

 

 
 274 

 THE LAST CONFERENCE 

 

    of Our Very Holy and Blessed Father on [several] of Our Very Holy and Blessed Father on [several] of Our Very Holy and Blessed Father on [several] of Our Very Holy and Blessed Father on [several]     

    Questions That Our Dear Sisters of the VisitationQuestions That Our Dear Sisters of the VisitationQuestions That Our Dear Sisters of the VisitationQuestions That Our Dear Sisters of the Visitation    

    Asked Him on Saint Stephen's Day, Asked Him on Saint Stephen's Day, Asked Him on Saint Stephen's Day, Asked Him on Saint Stephen's Day,     

    Two Days before His Blessed DeathTwo Days before His Blessed DeathTwo Days before His Blessed DeathTwo Days before His Blessed Death 

    1622162216221622 (v1) 

 

 As he entered, he said:  "Good evening, my dear Daughters.  I have come here to bid you my 

fond farewell and to talk to you because the Court and worldly affairs are consuming the remainder 

of my time.  In a word, my dear Daughters, I must take care of them.  I come to bring to an end the 

consolation that I have enjoyed up till now.  What have you to say?  Undoubtedly, nothing more.  It 

is true that women always have many answers.  It is always better to speak about God than about 

human persons."  Someone said to him:  "Monseigneur, we want to speak to you so that we might 

learn how to speak about God."  And he said:  "Self-love is served under this pretext.  There is no 

need of an introduction.  What more can I say?  However, our Sisters are troubled."   

 Someone asked him if it was not better to go ahead very simply paying attention to the virtues 

of God and not those of Superiors and the Sisters.  He answered "no."  It was not contrary to 

simplicity and that it was a good idea to do it.  But whoever would want to pay attention to their 

virtues so as to pick one who is more virtuous than another, and then to be able to murmur and find 

fault with their virtues in order to tell others, would commit a sin.  "This is not what she meant, but to 

pay attention to them in order to imitate them and to draw edification from them is something else.  

If you regard their virtues with great charity in order to imitate them, you are doing something good.  

The virtues of God, as God, are so excellent and preeminent that to satisfy our weakness he desires 

to create us in order to show us an example of what we must do so as to be able to imitate him.  I am 

telling you, it is good to look at and depict the example of the Saints so as to imitate them, as well as 

the example of the King of Saints, Our Lord and Savior.  It is written that Saint Anthony spent the 

whole year of his novitiate considering the virtues of his Brothers, and like a careful bee, he gathered 

from each of their flowers the honey that he needed (n1).  The love of God is inseparable from love 

of the neighbor.  However, it is always better to look at the virtues of Our Lord."   

 "Monseigneur, there are some Sisters who are so preoccuppied with noting the virtues of 

Superiors that they are always looking to praise and commend them."  "Is this done in the 

community?"  "Yes, Monseigneur, there are three or four who habitually do it."  "My Daughter, you 

ought not fret over it.  When inferiors see that the Superior is a bit vain and that she wallows in being 

praised and loved, they should sooner praise her so that the Superior might love them and not for 

any other reason.  But if they would see that the Superior sulks and looks very displeased when 

someone praises her, they should not be as ready to do it."  "What must one do, Monseigneur, when 

someone praises us?"  "One ought to run away from that and leave them there.  With reference to 

inferiors, when the Superior praises them for some good actions that they have done, one ought not 

run away from them.  Sometimes we must allow it.  But for Superiors, they ought not allow it in any 

way.  However, they ought not be startled by it because where there are a great number of Sisters 

there will also be a great deal of praise and flattery." 
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 "You now ask if it is a great weakness to desire certain positions and to become upset when 

they are not given to us.  Having more reputable jobs is a weakness that unsettles our human spirit.  

We are so eager to have some position in order to surpass the others by far, like being the Superior 

or the Assistant so as to show one's noble intellect, for my Sister gives orders and is so well disposed.  

We are so ready to show that we know how to give orders so well."  "But, if I were Superior, I would 

practice so many virtues, humility, charity."  "Yes, my Sister, our self-love loves very much that the 

beauty of our intellect be seen.  My Sister is so gentle when she is raised above the others and no one 

says anything to her, the whole world is aware of her virtue.  There is no doubt that one would indeed 

be intensifying her self-love in such a case.  The desire for responsibility is very common; there is 

nothing wrong provided that it not be in our will.  We must not care about all that.  It should not be 

found in a religious community that someone seeks and desires more respected positions.  Those in 

the world and those at Court do nothing else but desire and run after titles and honors.  The Court is 

the place for that.  But in religious life desiring certain jobs is a sign that we are not very stripped of 

self. 

 "We must then take note that there are persons who have such great fear that the desire for 

certain positions does not enter their minds.  They are always anxious and tense and they never have 

any tranquillity of spirit.  Nor do they rest for awhile.  They are so centered on their anxieties that 

they keep their hearts vulnerable.  And the devil, who sees their heart so vulnerable, puts this 

temptation within it.  They resemble those who fear robbers.  They come outside and leave the door 

open; and while this is happening, the robbers enter and do what they will.  You must not be upset 

(v2) when you experience the desire for higher positions.  As long as we live, our nature will create 

them.  We must not fear anymore when this desire arises within us, provided that we always keep the 

superior part of our spirit close to God.  Instead of preoccupying ourselves with a vain fear, we must 

keep our heart in God and one with Him.  (In fine, we must ask for nothing and refuse nothing) (v3) 

but leave ourselves in the arms of Divine Providence without wasting time on any desire except what 

God wants to do with us.  Saint Paul practiced this abandonment so well at the very instant of his 

conversion.  When Our Lord had blinded him, he said very quickly:  `Lord, what do you want me to 

do?' (n2).  And he remained steadfast in what God had ordered him to do.  Our whole perfection is 

focused on this very point.   

 "We must not then desire positions of honor.  This is a stumbling block to the union of 

ourselves with God, who is pleased with lowliness and humility."  "Monseigneur, it is not only 

positions of honor, but all others."  "Saint Paul forbids us to desire lofty and high ranking positions.  

Seeking the lowest is tolerable.  However, this desire is even suspect, for Saint Paul in writing to one 

of his disciples forbad him among other things to concern his heart with any desire (n3).  So much 

did Saint Paul recognize this fault." 

 "You also ask if one could desire some of the lowest positions because they are troublesome, 

for it seems there would be more merit obtained in the sight of God than remaining in one's cell."  

"Yes, my Daughter, for David said (n4) that he loved most `being the lowliest in the house of the 

Lord' than being the greatest among `sinners'."  He said: "Lord, it is good that you have humbled me, 

so that I might experience your vindication" (n5).  However, such a desire is very suspect and can only 

be a reflection of our humanness.  Do you think that by having the desire for the lowest and most 
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humble positions you would have the strength to accept the lowliness and the humiliations that you 

will experience in them?  A good deal of distaste and bitterness could come from humiliation.  

Perhaps if you would feel the intense suffering that can come from mortification and humiliation, 

then you would know whether you would always have the needed strength.  We must consider the 

desire for either type of position, the lowest or the highest, to be a temptation.  It is always better to 

ask for nothing but to be ready to be obedient.  It would be better to be in your cell through 

obedience, doing some small thing, reading or doing I know not what, if you did it with more love 

than the Sister who is in the kitchen who would be doing more work and whose eyes would be 

burning but did it with less love.  For it is not in the multiplicity of things we do that we please God 

but in the love with which we do them. 

 "We must in no way make these judgments on whether there is more merit or not.  For the 

likes of us, we must not look for merit, and I do not like the idea of always wanting to look for the 

situation where there will be more merit.  For the Daughters of Holy Mary must not be bothered with 

that, but they must do all their actions for the greater glory of God.  If we could serve God without 

merit, which we can't, we ought to want to do it.  We should be careful that by wanting to choose 

where there will be the most merit, we might not bring about a change in our heart.  It is like talking 

about some hunters who, when the hounds have their sense of smell thrown off and are filled with 

different scents, easily lose the pack of hounds" (n6). 

 "That is not what I was asking about, Monseigneur, about searching for where there is the 

most merit, but rather that there seems to be more to do for God in the more difficult positions than 

in being in one's cell."  "It is not the size of our actions that pleases God.  As I already have said, a 

Sister who would be in her cell doing only some small work might merit more than someone else 

who would have a great deal of difficulty but did it with less love.  It is love that brings perfection to 

our works.  I am telling you further:  there might be someone who in suffering martyrdom for God 

with one ounce of love would merit a great deal in that she could give nothing greater than her life.  

However, there might be another person who would suffer only a little with two ounces of love.  She 

would have much more merit because it is charity and love that give value to our works.  You know, 

or you ought to know, that contemplation is better than action and the active life.  But if in the active 

life there is found more union with God, it would be far better.  But if a Sister being in the kitchen 

holding a saucepan (n7) near the fire has more love and charity than another, the fire of the stove will 

in no way deprive her of charity and love; just the opposite, it will help her.  She will be more pleasing 

to God.  It often happens that a person will also be united to God both in the active life and in 

solitude.  In short, I always come back to the point of where there is a greater love. 

 "It is better to desire nothing and to refuse nothing.  All desires come only from nature and 

serve the restlessness of our spirits as well as satisfy our self-love under the pretext of doing it for God. 

 Say one of you would be more comfortable to sew in your cell so as to avoid any difficulty because of 

a fear of conflict, such a desire would not be directed toward a good end.  Such a person ought not 

desire to be in her cell when there is no need.  A Sister should want to do what she does for God and 

eliminate such desires from her heart.  My God, when will our Sisters not have so many of these 

desires and pay attention to doing and wanting only what God wants, a will which is formed through 

our Rule and Superiors!" 
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 "You now ask if when someone does not feel like doing a job with gentleness of spirit because 

one has a great dislike for it, ought she tell the Superior or accept it very simply? (v4)  Oh, my 

Daughters, one must not talk like this, for this would be contrary to simplicity.  I am not saying that 

someone cannot speak about it if she wants to, but she ought not say anything but do it very simply.  

It is dangerous in that our self-love wants to talk about it out of fear of not being able to do it well, to 

excuse ourselves when we might make a mistake, and thus it  ought to be avoided.  This is very 

dangerous and suspicious because we would do it under the pretext of humility and it would be 

worthless.  Moreover, it would be contrary to humility.  If someone would give me some better or 

less esteemed jobs, I should accept them and do them with humility without saying a word about it.  I 

should not speak about them in any way except when someone asks me about it.  Then I should very 

simply tell the truth, as I see it, without saying anything else. 

 "But you ask if someone shouldn't talk with the Superior about the movements of her heart 

while giving an account of herself.  To give an account is something different.  Yes, it should be given 

very simply.  But for all of the little things that transpire in our hearts, I would find it better if it would 

all transpire between God and myself, since they are not worth noting (v5).  If anyone would choose 

burdensome positions in a religious community by one's fantasy, wouldn't this be simply doing her 

own will?  Why should you be so concerned about having difficulties and burdens because they are 

imposed by our Superiors, who represent God for us?  (n8)  `I have been made like a beast of 

burden' to carry out the commandments of the Lord.  Here we see, in fact, the submission that we 

always ought to have in everything that is commanded us by God and our Superiors. 

 "You ask whether desires, although involuntary, slow us down very much on the way of 

perfection.  Oh, no, my Daughter!  Our nature will always produce them.  Involuntary desires, 

thoughts and feelings can in no way harm perfection.  We see this so well in Saint Paul, who on being 

tempted about `the thorn in the flesh,' and with this feeling weighing him down very heavily, asked 

three or four times to be relieved of it.  And then he heard Our Lord, who told him:  `My grace is 

sufficient for you, my strength is made perfect in weakness' (n9).  After that he remained calm and 

peaceful in his suffering and temptation.  Ought we be upset if we experience suffering, provided that 

we do our part?  From now on, let us not uselessly complain about it.  This can do nothing to us if we 

do not will it.  Our Lord wanted to give us an example in the Garden of Olives on this very point.  He 

was willing to experience these opposing movements in the superior part of his spirit.  Even though 

his will conformed to the will of his eternal Father, he allowed himself to experience them.  But there 

was this difference between Our Lord and ourselves in that he voluntarily felt these out of love for us 

while being able to be free from them inasmuch as he was God.  But we are not able to be free from 

them, even though we do not will them.   

 "You ask whether it would be better to simply turn away from them than to dispute them with 

our reason and insist that our will reject the temptation (v6).  Undoubtedly, my dear Daughter, 

wouldn't it be better to speak to Our Lord by simply turning away than disputing and being obstinate 

in the face of the devil?  Simplicity is always preferable in everything.  I am going to give you an 

example.  If the desire arose in me to become Pope and the papacy was continually on my mind, I 

would only laugh and I would turn away from it by thinking of the good in eternal life, that God is 

lovable, that those who are in heaven are happy with possessing him.  In doing that, I would turn away 
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much more freely and courageously; for when the devil puts the desire for the papacy into my mind, 

I would be talking to God about his beauty or I know not what, but similar things." 

 "You ask whether someone ought to have a qualm of conscience when that person pays no 

attention for a day or two to rejecting it but is taken up in God and pays no attention to turning away 

from it.  My dear Daughter, wouldn't it be better to remain in the presence of God rather than to 

reflect so much on what is happening in ourselves and around us?  You ask whether a person should 

feel a scruple for not being able to keep one's mind calm, since these desires and temptations have 

lasted a long time.  Should such a person confess it?  You can do it if you want to and say:  `I accuse 

myself of having had a temptation of vanity for two or three days and I am doubtful about having 

rejected it.'" 

 "You say, Monseigneur, that we should desire nothing.  Shouldn't we desire the love of God 

and humility?  For Our Lord has said,  `Ask and it will be given you, knock and it will be opened to 

you'" (n10).  "Oh, my Daughter, when I say to desire or ask for nothing, I mean with reference to 

worldly goods.  What belongs to the virtues, we can ask for them.  When we ask for the love of God 

(v7), we include all the virtues; and when we ask for charity, we include humility and the other virtues; 

for they are in no way separable from one another."  

 Someone asked holy Father what should be done if a Sister should see a novice who, on 

entering the community threw herself into developing this indifference of desiring nothing and 

refusing nothing, whether there would be anything to fear that this was nothing more than weakness 

or carelessness of mind than anything else.  Would she not do better to devote herself to humility 

and the other virtues that are necessary?  "Oh, no, my dear Daughter, if she were led down this road, 

there would be nothing to fear, for by desiring only to please God she would be practicing all the 

virtues and everything that is necessary to please God.  For the love of God surpasses all the virtues 

(v8)."   

 Someone else asked whether or not this is a sign if we follow out our own feelings to avoid 

sitting next to a certain Sister at recreation (v9), or of crying when we are told about it.  "My Daughter, 

this would be wrong in winter but not in summer, for she would want to be warm in winter.  

However, I must be more serious; such an action would be to openly (n11) intensify our feeling 

rather than simply to leave the empty seat.  With regard to the tears, there is something natural here 

that cannot be prevented and we are sometimes so prone to tears, especially when there is a change 

of Superior, to show that her Sister is not insensitive (n12) and that she is not taking it well.  This 

becomes a great boost to self-love in that we are indeed in its debt.  In a word, these are only the 

weaknesses of women." 

 "You now ask how to make a good Confession.  Do you want me to tell you?  You know so 

much, but I like it very much when you raise your questions here.  I would say that Confession is a 

very important thing.  There are three things necessary for it:  the first is to go there purely to be 

united to God by means of the grace that one receives in this sacrament.  Religious have in the 

sacrament a great advantage over people in the world, apart from the occasions that arise from 

serious breakdowns because mortal sin is the only thing that separates us from God.  Venial sins do 

not separate us from Him, but they open a small gap between God and ourselves.  It is through the 
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power of this sacrament that we reunite ourselves to God and place ourselves in the first state of 

grace. 

 "The second and third (v10) conditions are to go there purely and charitably.  Instead of 

doing that, one (v11) often finds there people who are confused and embarrassed.  This means that 

they do not truly know what they want to say.  This is most important, for they upset the confessors 

because they cannot hear them or understand what they want to say, and instead of confessing their 

sins they (v12) usually sin in their Confession.  They commit four great failures:  the first is that they 

are going to relieve and unburden themselves rather than please God and be united with him.  We 

seem to have a very self-satisfied spirit; we unburden ourselves well and we have said everything, and 

we think that is sufficient as if our peace and tranquility depended only on that.  In these 

unburdenings, which are long and drawn out to the confessor, there is the danger that we mix the 

failings of others with our own.  This must not happen.  This is where there is the danger of failure 

and where sins are usually committed in Confession. 

 "The second failure is that people want to say in confession some beautiful words and 

phrases, recalling great stories so as to be well thought of while exaggerating their faults in their long-

windedness.  Whether it be a serious fault or sin, they will tell it in such a way that it will seem very 

insignificant.  In so doing, they do not give the confessor any knowledge about the state of their spirits. 

 "The third failure is that they want to confess with such great finesse and lack of openness that, 

instead of accusing (v13) themselves, they want to be excused by an extreme examination of 

themselves, fearing that someone will see their faults.  This is very dangerous for someone to want to 

do voluntarily. 

 "The fourth failure is that they are satisfied only with exaggerating their faults, and they make 

what is a smaller fault a very great one.  Both of these faults are very great.  My only wish is that one 

tell simply and very honestly the things as they truly are.  We ought to go to Confession purely to be 

reunited with God, with a true sorrow for our sins and a firm purpose to amend one's life 

completely." 

 Someone else asked whether the Sisters ought to mention in Confession small matters of 

obedience along with greater ones and whether one should accuse oneself like this:  "My father, I 

accuse myself of being disobedient in a matter of importance, or in a slight matter; or whether one 

must tell very simply the matter as it is, and whether one ought to mention matters of obedience to 

the Rule and the Constitutions, since some are matters that are counsels for us as well as others that 

we are absolutely obliged to do."  "My Daughter, your question is most important.  Your Confession 

must be more clear and complete than anything else.  I have never approved of the more general 

type of confession.  We must tell things as they are.  You put the confessors to a lot of trouble.  They 

do not understand you and they think small faults to be great ones.  If your disobedience is of great 

moment in itself, very simply tell it as it is.  With reference to small faults, that is another matter.  Tell 

the confessor:  `I accuse myself of having failed in two small matters of obedience that are of no great 

importance.'  The confessor will remain composed knowing that this is not grave matter. 

 "We must also consider the circumstances of so many of our small failures, for the Rule and 
the Constitutions do not oblige under pain of sin in themselves.  It is then not the Rule or the 
Constitutions that make the sin, but the circumstances and the motivations which cause them on each 
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occasion.  For example, the clock, which is the voice of God, calls us in the morning and I stay in bed 

for another fifteen minutes after it has sounded.  Don't you see in this that it is not the Rule and 
Constitutions that make us sin, but that it is a venial sin because of laziness through which you were 

disobedient?  With regard to the Rule, my Daughter, there is no doubt that the faults one commits 

against it are no more serious than those one commits against the Constitutions.  The Rule is the 
foundation of religious life and the Constitutions are the ways and guidelines so that we might better 

observe the Rule.  For those things that are counseled in the Rule and Constitutions, there is no need 
to confess them, for they are in no way sinful.  However, the circumstances could be such with a 

counsel that would make something sinful, like contempt for something.  Contempt always involves 

us in something seriously wrong. 

 "Are you asking, my Daughter, if at recreation someone has followed through on some strong 

feeling and done something as a consequence, like disagreeing with someone on some slight matter 

during recreation, without perceiving until later what happened, is this a matter for Confession?  (Oh! 

no, my Daughter, there is none), since it happened (v14) through surprise and simple recreation.  But 

if you did not subdue it, it ought to be confessed.  Those who do things against the Rule through 
surprise are not guilty of sin, no more than those who do things through the surprise of passion.  It is 

only a will that has reached a decision that commits sin." 

 Someone asked whether during the examination of conscience one ought to distinguish venial 

sins from imperfections.  "My dear Daughter, there is no doubt that it would be very good to do it for 

those who know how to do it.  But out of two hundred people, there would only be two who know 

how to do it.  The holiest of people themselves don't do it.  This is why they bring such great distress 

and a great number of imperfections to Confession without distinguishing sinfulness from 

imperfection.  This often upsets confessors, since they must distinguish so as to be able to see if there 

is sinful matter in order to give absolution.  While on this subject, I will mention what happened to 

me once when Sister Marie of the Incarnation (n13) came to me for Confession while she was still in 

the world.  After having come to me for Confession two or three times, she accused herself of several 

imperfections.  Upon her having said everything, I told her I could not give her absolution because 

there was no matter for absolution in what she confessed.  She was greatly taken aback because she 

never made the distinction between sin and imperfection.  Being aware of this made her add a sin 

that she had committed in her past life, like you yourselves do, and she thanked me for the 

knowledge that I had given her on what up to then she had been ignorant of.  You see then how 

difficult it is?  For even though she was very clear, nevertheless she had remained in ignorance for a 

long while.  It is not absolutely necessary to make this judgment when someone does not know how 

to do it, because this great servant of God did not stop being holy by not doing it.  It is good, however, 

to do it when one is able to do so." 

 "You now ask what is the difference between a venial sin and an imperfection.  Venial sin 

depends on our will.  When there is no willing involved, there is no sin.  For example, if I came here 

and asked for the Superior, and if I would tell her that I came to see her on behalf of the Princess 

and that she sends her greetings and some other thing, and if in all this there was no particular order 

to my words and if I only did this ordering in my mind, this is of no great import.  But if I had 

willfully done this, a venial sin would have been committed.  An imperfection is when we commit 
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some fault through surprise, without deliberately willing it, like for example, if I tell a story at 

recreation and if during my telling it I should let slip a few words that are not entirely true through 

simple lightheartedness and not perceiving until afterwards that it had been done, that is in no way a 

sin but an imperfection (v15), and cannot be confessed.  There is no need to do it anyway.  

Nevertheless, one could confess it, not having anything else to confess, but a sin committed while in 

the world ought to always be added to the Confession because you do not have matter for 

absolution." 

 Someone else asked if, truly knowing that she has venial sins, she could approach 

Communion without Confession because you have said that venial sins cause a small break between 

God and oneself.  He answered:  "O, dear Jesus, yes, my Daughter, unless you would want to deprive 

yourself of it in all humility!"  "Could one ask to go to Confession outside of the time provided for the 

community?"  "If it is a day when the community ought to go to Confession, you could ask for it (v16). 

 If you would not be permitted, you could go to Communion when the community does so, without 

going to Confession, unless your conscience would bother you too much (n14).  Then you could 

deprive yourself of it with permission.  However, I do not approve of your going to Confession 

outside of the days when the community does so, because it can only lead to suspicions on the part of 

others that one has committed something very serious (v17)." 

 Another Sister asked if there would be a sin and matter for Confession in the following case:  

a Sister has a natural dislike for a Sister whom she has talked about in the community.  Then the 

Sister who has been talked about makes up something that will be shared as thoughts taken from her 

readings (n15) to show that the Sister who has talked about her has committed a fault.  "Undoubtedly, 

my Daughter, this would more firmly root her natural imperfection.  With reference to the thoughts 

drawn from her reading, if she would share by saying:  I have drawn this from my reading; or better, I 

learned this from my reading, she would be lying because she would already have committed it in her 

mind and not have read it in her book." 

 A Sister raised this question, "Whether having read something of value for a Sister who had 

committed some fault with which our reading was dealing and whether I might tell my reading of it 

for love of her, would this be wrong to do?"  "If you would do it with a great deal of zeal so that this 

Sister might profit from it, there would be nothing wrong with it.  We ought to help our neighbor in 

every way possible and friendly correction is even called for here.  I seem to remember the example 

of Arsenius, who committed a small act of immodesty that you already know about (n16), and 

truthfully, the gentleness with which these holy Fathers corrected him was admirable.  He took it well, 

seeing that one ought to accept correction gently, particularly from senior members of the community 

(v18)." 

 Another Sister asked him if a Sister does not change and continues to show her natural dislike 

even after Confession, would she not lose the fruit of her prayer?  "Oh, no, my Daughter!  But yes, in 

relation to the merit and agreeableness of good conversation.  Furthermore, she does not fulfill her 

responsibility to the community." 

 Someone else asked him whether we ought to do something when the Superior tells us about 

something we have not done.  "My dear Daughter, to that I say that virtue ought to be practiced in two 

ways.  When the Superior tells us:  `Tell me, Sister, have you done such a thing?' If you have not 
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done it, you ought to speak the truth simply and humbly.  If she asks again whether you have done it, 

make two acts, one of submission and the other of humility, because it is known that you have failed." 

 Someone else asked whether a Sister ought (to refrain) (v19) from bringing something to the 

attention of the Superior when the Sister thinks that the Superior has a need to know; or better, 

should one keep quiet, thinking that the Superior possesses the spirit of the Rule well enough to ask 
when she has such a need or necessity arises.  "My dear Daughter, I say that there are two kinds of 

Superiors.  The first are very strict and stern in themselves, and with this type one shouldn't wait for 

them to ask, but anticipate it at times with discretion.  Furthermore, I want to say, in fact, that 

Superiors feel bound to a holy austerity with reference to the observance of the Rule.  This will make 

them all the more reserved.  Others are too self-indulgent and easy-going and lighten the burden of 

observance very willingly.  The latter need not be pressured.  It suffices that one do what they ask for 

(v20).  If by accident they ask too often, there is no cure.  One must not stop giving them what they 

ask for.  When the Sisters know that the Superior is a little indulgent toward herself, they should try 

to make her take the necessary remedies and they should encourage her so as to be loved by her.  By 

doing this they make it very clear that it is not done through charity because they are rarely upset 

about their Sisters when they are sick.  I would say to you that among all the Saints in heaven, there 

are very few that are entitled to all the virtues.  Some have exceeded on the side of austerity.  There 

are very few who would be found within the bounds of holy moderation.  There are also very few 

Superiors who are considered in this situation of holy moderation (v21).  Some are too strict while 

others are too lenient." 

 "I have noticed in all our communities that our Sisters do not know the difference between 

God and the feeling of God's presence, between faith and feeling.  This is a grave weakness.  It seems 

to me when they do not feel the presence of God, they are not in his presence.  For example, a 

person will undergo martyrdom for God, and yet that person will not think about him in the present 

except in her suffering.  Whoever does not have the feeling of faith does not stop meriting in light of 

her earlier commitment and makes an act of great love." 

 "We have nothing to desire except the union of ourselves with God.  You are more happy 

than others by being in religious life.  All of your exercises continually bring you to this union.  You 

have only to do them without wasting time on desires."   

 This is the last conference that our Holy Father gave to the Sisters of Lyons on the evening of 

the Feast of Saint Stephen.  He died on the Feast of the Holy Innocents, 1622. 

 When he saw the lighted candles (n17) to lead him back to his quarters, he asked the Sisters 

with astonishment:  "What do you want me to do?  I would have passed the whole night here without 

knowing it.  I must go.  The voice of obedience calls me.  Good-bye, my dear Sisters (v22)." 

 Then, our Mother (n18) humbly begged him to tell us what he wanted most to remain deeply 

engraved in our hearts.  He answered:  "What do you want me to tell you, my dear Daughter?  I have 

told you everything in these two words of refusing nothing, desiring nothing.  I have nothing else to 

say.  Look at the Baby Jesus in the crib.  He underwent all unpleasant things at the time, the cold, all 

that his Father allowed to happen to him.  He did not refuse the little relief that his Mother offered 

him.  He did not cry out as he extended his hands so as to rest on his Mother's breast.  He left all that 



    The Last ConferenceThe Last ConferenceThe Last ConferenceThe Last Conference 
 

 

 

 
 283 

to her care and forethought.  So, we must desire nothing and refuse nothing, accepting all that God 

sends us, the cold, the unpleasant things of the times." 

 Someone asked him if he would be warm enough when the fire was built.  "Oh, I see well that 

it is the intention of obedience that I be warm, as long as this is not done with too much fuss." 

 

 May God Be Praised! 

 

 

 

    NOTESNOTESNOTESNOTES 

 

 1.   Saint Athanasius, Life of Saint Antony, 3. 
 

 2.   Acts 9:16. 

 

 3.   2Tim. 2:22. 

 

 4.   Ps. 88:2. 

 

 5.   Ps. 118:72. 

 

 6.   Hounds. 

 

 7.   Saucepan. 

 

 8.   Ps. 72:23. 

 

 9.   2Cor. 12:7,9. 

 

10.   Matt. 7:7; Lk. 11:9. 

 

11.   Openly. 

 

12.   Insensitive. 

 

13. Madame Acarie, whose company Francis de Sales frequented during his stay at Paris in 1602. 

 

14. Bother too much. 

 

15. Taken from the readings that are done at the assembly after Vespers.  cf Constitution 6, 
Oeuvres XXV, 63. 
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16. cf. The Sixth Conference, On the Subject of Modesty. 
 

17. According to the unpublished History of the Foundation of the First Monastery of Lyons (cf. 

1348), Francis de Sales was interrupted here by servants who came to remind him of the late 

hour.  He took leave of the community in the words that the manuscripts have joined 

together under a special title and which we place here at the end of the Last Conference.  The 

1629 edition has placed the substance of this passage at the end of the Twentieth and 
Eleventh Conferences. 

 

18. See the last variant.  "The words `I carry all of you in my heart and I leave you this as a pledge 

of my friendship,' which are not part of the manuscript of Rouen, of Mans, of Paris and the 

Colloquies, should they not be taken as a later allusion to the embalmed heart of the Saint 

reserved at Lyons?"   

 

 

    VARIANTSVARIANTSVARIANTSVARIANTS 

 

1. E1629 reproduces some passages of the Last Conference in the Twentieth and Eleventh 
Conferences entitled On the Subject of Asking for Nothing and Refusing Nothing.  (See also 
the variants toward the end of the Thirteenth Conference.)  We are giving the integral texts in 

accord with the manuscript of Rouen, of Mans and of Paris.  With reference to the great 

dissimilarity between the text of the 1629 edition and the text of the manuscripts, it is not 

possible to give the variants according to the method we have adopted here.  The integral text 

of the Twenty-First Conference of the 1629 Edition will be found below: 
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    The TwentyThe TwentyThe TwentyThe Twenty----First ConferenceFirst ConferenceFirst ConferenceFirst Conference    

    on the Subject of Asking for Nothingon the Subject of Asking for Nothingon the Subject of Asking for Nothingon the Subject of Asking for Nothing    

    and Refusing Nothingand Refusing Nothingand Refusing Nothingand Refusing Nothing    

 

 My Mother, I was speaking one day to an excellent woman religious who asked me if 

she, while having the desire to communicate more often than the community, could 

ask the Superior for it.  I said that if I were such a religious, I think that I would do 

this:  I should not ask to communicate more often than the community does.  I would 

not ask to wear the hair-shirt, or a girdle, to make extraordinary fasts, nor to use the 

discipline, nor anything else.  I would be content to follow the community in 

everything.  If I were in strong health, I would not eat four times a day.  But if I were 

commanded to eat four times a day I would do it and say nothing.  If I were weak and 

were ordered to eat only once a day, I would eat only once a day without thinking if I 

were in poor health or not.  I wish for a few things.  What I do desire, I desire very 

little.  I have very few desires, but if I were reborn I would have none at all.  If God 

came to me, I would also go to him.  If he did not want to come to me, I would stay 

where I am and would not go to him. 

 I say then, we must not ask for anything and refuse nothing but remain in the arms of 

Divine Providence without wasting time on any desire except to want what God wants 

from us.  Saint Paul practiced this abandonment in so excellent a way at the time of 

his conversion.  When Our Lord blinded him, he immediately said:  "Lord, what will 

you have me do?"  From that moment he continued in absolute dependence on what 

God wanted him to do.  Our whole perfection lies in the practice of this point.  Saint 

Paul himself, writing to one of his disciples, defends himself among other things of 

not allowing his heart to be filled with any desire, so well did he have knowledge of 

this failing. 

 You say, so we ought not to desire virtues, but Our Lord said: "Ask, and it will be 

given to you."  Oh, my Daughter, when I say that we ought not ask for anything or 

desire anything, I mean things of this world.  As for virtues, we can ask for them; and 

by asking for the love of God, we understand everything, for the love of God contains 

everything. 

 With external matters, you say, "May we not ask for lowly positions because they are 

more laborious and they give more opportunities to humble ourselves for God?"    

My dear Daughter, David said that he loved more "being lowly in the house" of God 

than being among sinners.  "It is good, O Lord," he said, "that you have humbled me 

that I may learn about your vindication."  Yet nevertheless, the desire would be very 

suspect and can be only a human thought.  How do you know if while desiring lowly 

positions you will have the strength to accept the humiliation that you will encounter 

there?  What if disgusts and bitterness arise?  For even though you may now have the 

strength to undergo mortification and humiliation, how do you know if you will have 

the same strength tomorrow?  Briefly then, we must see the desire for positions, 
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whether they be low or honorable, in light of temptation.  It is always better to desire 

nothing and hold ourselves ready to receive what obedience will impose on us.  And 

whether these are honorable or lowly, I should take them and accept them humbly 

without saying a single word except if I am asked, and then I should simply tell the 

truth as I thought it.   

 You ask me how we can practice this holy indifference when sickness comes upon us. 

 I find in the Holy Gospels a perfect model in Saint Peter's beautiful mother-in-law.  

That good woman, lying sick of a great fever, practiced many virtues; but the one 

which I admire the most is her absolute self-surrender to the Providence of God and 

the care of her Superiors.  She was stricken with fever, still was tranquil and peaceful, 

without any anxiety, and causing none to those who were with her.  Yet we all know 

what is the natural condition of a fever patient; the burning restlessness makes rest 

impossible, and is accompanied by a thousand other discomforts.  Now, this great 

surrender, which our sick woman made of herself into the hands of her Superiors, 

prevented her from being the least anxious or uneasy as to her health, or as to the 

probability of her recovery; she was content to bear her sickness with gentleness and 

patience.  Oh, how happy was this good woman!  Certainly she deserved to be well 

cared for, as indeed she was by the Apostles who, without any solicitation on her part, 

provided for her cure, out of charity and compassion for all that she suffered.  Happy 

will those Religious be who make a complete and absolute surrender of themselves 

into the hands of their Superiors, who will assuredly through motives of charity wait 

on them and provide most carefully for all their wants and necessities.  For charity is 

much stronger and more eager than mere natural affection. 

 This sick woman knew very well that Our Lord was in Capharnaum, and that he was 

healing the sick, yet she did not become anxious and upset herself, trying to send 

someone to tell him that she was suffering.  But what is more admirable still, she saw 

him in her home where he looked at her and she at him.  And so she did not speak a 

single word about her illness to prompt him to have pity on her, nor was she eager to 

touch him to be cured.  For such an anxiety of spirit that someone might have amidst 

their sufferings and illnesses (to which not only people of the world are subject, but 

also very often Religious) arises from self-love and causes one not to be herself.  Our 

fever patient does not cause her sickness and she does not look forward to talking 

about it.  She puts up with it without becoming upset like someone who would 

complain about it or someone who would try to be cured.  She is content that God 

and her Superiors who have authority over her know about it.  She sees Our Lord in 

her home as the Supreme Physician, but she does not look at him as such, so little 

does she think about her own healing.  In her eyes he was her God alone, to whom 

she belonged in health and in sickness, being as content to be sick as to be in perfect 

health.  How many would have used little tricks and subterfuges that they might be 

healed by Our Lord, and would have said that they only asked for health that they 

might serve him better, fearing that he might not be able to do everything for them!  
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But this good woman had no such thought, and showed her perfect resignation in not 

even asking to be healed.  I do not, however, say that we may not very justly ask this of 

Our Lord, who alone can give us the boon, but it must be with this condition, if such 

is his will; for we should always say:  "Thy will be done." 

 It is not enough to be sick and afflicted because God wills it; but we must be so as he 

wills when he wills it, for as long as he wills, and exactly in the manner in which it 

pleases him; neither choosing nor rejecting any sickness or affliction, however mean 

and low it may seem to us; for sickness and affliction without humility often inflate the 

heart, instead of humbling it!  But when we have any kind of pain or ill without honor 

or when dishonor, degradation, and humiliation are themselves the very ills from 

which we suffer, what opportunities arise for exercising patience, humility, modesty, 

and gentleness of mind and heart!  Let us, then, be most careful, like this good 

woman, to keep our hearts submissive, profiting as she did by our maladies, for "she 

rose up" as soon as Our Lord had driven away the fever, and "ministered to him."  In 

doing this she certainly showed great virtue, and that she had profited by her sickness. 

 For, being once rid of it, she desired only to use her health for the service of Our 

Lord, employing it for this purpose the very instant she had recovered it.  Truly she 

was not like people in the world who, after a few days' sickness, require weeks and 

months to recover themselves. 

 Our Lord upon the Cross shows us how we must mortify our self-indulgence.  When 

a burning thirst was consuming him, he asked for nothing to drink, but simply made 

known his need, saying, "I thirst."  After which he made an act of perfect submission; 

and when someone offered him, on the tip of a lance, a sponge steeped in vinegar to 

quench his thirst, he moistened his blessed lips with it.*  How wonderful!  He knew 

that it was a drink that would increase his suffering, yet he took it simply without 

showing any displeasure or disgust, to teach us with what submission we ought to take 

the remedies and nourishment presented to us when we are sick, without showing so 

much distaste and dissatisfaction, even though we may be doubtful whether they will 

do us any good.  Alas!  when we are suffering even the very slightest upset, we do just 

the very contrary to what our gentle Master has taught us, for we never cease bewailing 

ourselves, and seem as if we could not find a sufficient number of persons to carry 

our complaints and laments to, or who will listen to the list of our aches and pains. 

 Our suffering, whatever it may be, is quite unexampled; what others may have to 

endure is not to be compared with it.  We are too impatient and worried for words; 

nothing can be found to satisfy us.  Truly, it is a sad thing to see how little we imitate 

the patience of Our Saviour, who forgot his own grief and agonies, and even strove to 

hide them from men, contented that his heavenly Father, through obedience to 

whom he endured them, should look upon them, and that thus his wrath should be 

appeased towards that human nature for which he suffered. 

 Do you ask what I desire should remain most deeply engraved upon your mind, so 

that you may put it into practice?  Ah, my dear Daughters, what shall I say, except 



    The Last ConferenceThe Last ConferenceThe Last ConferenceThe Last Conference 
 

 

 

 
 288 

those excellent words I have so often already recommended to you:  Desire nothing, 

refuse nothing.  These two words say everything, for they teach us the practice of 

perfect indifference.  Look upon the Infant Jesus in the Crib; he accepts poverty, 

nakedness, the company of animals, all the inclemencies of the weather -- all, in fact, 

that happens to him with his Father's permission.  We are never told that he stretched 

forth his little hands to his Mother's breast; he left her to provide all that was necessary 

to him, but at the same time, he never refused the little comforts which she gave him. 

 He received the services of Saint Joseph, the adoration of the kings and of the 

shepherds, all with equal indifference.  So, too, we ought to desire nothing and refuse 

nothing, but suffer and receive with perfect equanimity of spirit all that the Providence 

of God may permit.  May God give us the grace to do this. 

 May God Be Blessed! 

 

 In the 1933 edition this Last Conference is placed after the Twenty-Second Conference and 
before the Collection of Questions.  It is the Last Conference of our most holy and blessed 

Father on many questions that our dear Sisters of Lyons raised to him two days before his 

blessed death, Saint Stephen's Day, 1622.  We present here the entire text according to the 

Rouen Manuscript of which we have completed a lacuna by making use of the Paris 

Manuscript (see Variant 21) of this Conference. 

 

2. E1933.  "...be upset when we feel desires in ourselves, as long as we will live." 

 

3. Rouen Manuscript has "one in him," but we have supplied the omission of the Rouen 

Manuscript from the Mans Manuscript. 

 

4. E1933 "...simply?  Oh! no, my dear Daughter, we must not say, for that would be contrary to 

simplicity.  I am not saying that one might not speak about it absolutely, but it would be more 

perfect to say nothing about it and do the exercise.  It is dangerous...."  

 

5. E1933.  "...worth noting.  But if that overpowers the mind and makes us commit a fault, that is 

what ought to be told.  If anyone...." 

 

6. cf. Rouen Manuscript has "to willingly reject it."  This is what we are correcting. 

 

7. cf. E1933.  "...the love of God and charity, we include humility and all the virtues, for they are 

not separated from one another at all. 

 "Someone asked whether a Novice when first entering the community throws herself into this 

indifference of desiring nothing and refusing nothing, whether there would be anything to fear 

in that, since it would be rather from weakness or carelessness of spirit than anything else, and 

whether it would not be better that she devote herself to humility and the other virtues that are 

necessary." 
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 8. cf. E1933.  "May it please God that there may be many who would be led in this way; for 

having nothing else in one's mind than this desire to please God, they would do everything 

with perfection, without becoming upset about what others think of her. 

 Someone asked him...."  

 

 9. E1933.  "...recreation when she has told us.  This would be ...." 

 

10. Rouen Manuscript, "The Third."  We fill the omission of the Rouen Manuscript from the 

Mans Manuscript. 

 

11. Rouen Manuscript, "they."  We correct it from the Paris Manuscript. 

 

12. E1933.  Rouen Manuscript "they."  We alone corrected this. 

 

13. E1933.  "...accusing themselves, they excuse themselves through a...." 

 

14. Rouen Manuscript "...confession in that it happened...."  We supply the omission from the 

Mans Manuscript. 

 

15. E1933.  "...in no way sinful but an imperfection and there is no need that I confess it.  

Sometimes, while having nothing else one could do it but one must always...." 

 

16. E1933.  "...if you would not be permitted to do it, remain peaceful unless your conscience...." 

 

17. E1933.  The next paragraph is not part of the text.  The 1933 edition resumes with "A Sister 

replied...." 

 

18. E1933.  "...senior members.  If a Sister will not amend her life on showing her dislike, she 

loses the merit." 

 

19. E1933.  Paris Manuscript, "to prevent."  We correct the manuscript from the Colloquies. 
 

20. E1933.  The next three sentences are not part of the 1933 edition.  The text resumes with:  "I 

would say to you...." 

 

21. The following sentence is not found in the Paris Manuscript. 

 

22. E1933.  "...My dear Daughters, I carry all of you in my heart and I leave you this as a pledge 

of my friendship. 

  "Then Our Mother..." (See Note 13) 


