35. Leaving for Oceania
Once the Society of Mary had been officially approved by the Pope, and the Marists
had elected Jean-Claude Colin Superior General, and the first twenty priests had professed
their vows, much had still to be done. An administration had to be set up, a decision had
to be made on the location of the headquarters or Motherhouse of the Society, seminary
programs for the spiritual and theological tracing of new members had to be developed,
and ministries undertaken. The preaching of missions in parishes would continue, as
would the staffing of the diocesan minor seminary in Belley. Eventually secondary
schools would be staffed by Marist priests (Champagnat’s teaching Brothers would for
many years limit themselves to rural elementary schools), and the Society would take on
diocesan major seminaries. But the most pressing need that had to be addressed
immediately was the launching of the mission to Oceania.
As we recounted previously, Jean-Baptiste Pompallier had been consecrated bishop on
June 30, 1836, well before the September 24 vow ceremony. And by then the decision had
been made about who would accompany Pompallier on the mission. Four priests and
three brothers were selected from among the several who had volunteered. They were
Fathers Peter Chanel, Claude Bret, Catherin Servant, and Pierre Bataillon; two of
Marcellin Champagnat’s teaching Brothers, Marie-Nizier Delorme, and Michael
Colombon; and one Brother from the priests’ community in Belley, Joseph-Xavier Luzy.
Consider the courage these men displayed in choosing to participate on this mission:
they would bid farewell to their families and friends, never expecting to see them again;
they would sail to the part of the world most distant from their home country over
treacherous seas in flimsy wooden sailing ships; and they would disembark on a series of
small islands where the inhabitants were believed by Europeans to be dangerous savages,
and would try to bring them the Good News of God’s love for them and convert them to
the Christian faith.
The farewells were difficult. Claude Bret was an only child. When he went to ask their
consent, his mother cried while his father could only say, “It is not up to me to give you
permission for what the Lord calls you to.” When Peter Chanel hesitated about going,
Jeanne-Marie Chavoin, Superior of the Marist Sisters helped him over his anxieties with a
few energetic words about priests who grow moldy in the midst of comfort and do nothing
for God’s glory. He was very close to his sister who by this time was a Marist Sister, and
all they could manage to say to each other was, “Goodbye, sister”; Goodbye brother.” As
for his widowed mother, he did visit her, and they were invited to dine with the parish
priest at the rectory; they conversed at length, but the next morning he could not deal with

a final farewell, and slipped away in the wee hours, leaving it to the pastor and a friend to help
her find the courage to deal with her loss. And Catherin Servant wrote these words in a letter to
his parents, “I understand how big a sacrifice it is and how painful. My heart does not allow me
to underestimate what your heart feels towards me...Not everyone will understand that it can
also be a source of happiness for parents to give their son to go and win souls in faraway
countries.” And they told him that nothing is lacking to their happiness but his absence.
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Prayer for Vocations to the Society of Mary (Marists)
Lord Jesus You gave the Church St Peter Chanel as an example to Marists and the people of
Oceania of gentleness, compassion and love in action. Welcome many young men and women
into the Marist Family, to work as Priests, Brothers and Sisters. Help us too, to share our
charism with lay people throughout the world and to work in partnership with them in
Mission for the good of your Church and our world. This prayer we make to the Father in your
name and through the Holy Spirit. Amen
Mary Mother of the Church and our mother, choose more young people to follow Jesus your
Son in religious life and priesthood and to bear your name as members of your Society.
(Please pray this prayer often.)
All articles can be found on St. Louis’s website “About Us” in the Marist Tradition section

