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A F K E N C H  C A T H O L I C  O N  C H U R C H  A N D  
Sc T A T E 

A s  Vicar-General of the diocese of Nimes in southern France, 
as founder of ihe Assumptionists, and above all ,as hellper, adviser, 
and often guiding spirit of nearly all the great religious enterprises 
of his day in France, Fr .  Emmanuel d’Alzon was one of the most 
infuential leaders of French Cathokism in the XIXth century. His 
writings, with their frequent allusions to contemporary events, would 
serve as a penetnating and supremely interesting commentary on the 
passing of the Third Republic. ‘Thus, in 1835, writing to  a friend, 
he crystalised his thoughts on the Church’s part in politics : 

. . . I (assure you, I have made u,p my mind about politics, my 
most intimate conviction being .that Christianity must be separated 
from parties . . . in order to dominate them all by spreading through 
socicty the so often stifled secds of justice, order and charity. Chris- 
tianity is destined to be the foundation of society : belonging to no 
particular fraction of the bo,dy, it must ernbriace them all, link them 
together, and force them to forgive one another. 

In the light of this principle, Ithe co-operation of the spiritual 
and temporal powers for their niutuai b’enefit, he  would almost cer- 
tainly have welcomed the fall of the ’Third Republic, whose rise he 
watched wistfully for ten years before his death : much as he, the 
descendant of some of the noblest families in France, would have 
regretted the circumstances of that falf, he would, as a far-sighted, 
optimistic:, an11 Christian thinker, have considered the actual passing 
of the Kousseau-inspired system, which had so largely betrayed the 
Catholic traditions, the ‘ soul ’ of France, as a providential step- 
ping-stone, a link in the long chain of historical events, from the 
worst thread.:, of which God is forever weaving greater good. 

I t  might of course be said that F r .  d’Alzon was not a typiaal 
Frenchman. In a way he was not, for he was always above the 
average and ahead of his times. When still a seminarist, he wrote : 
‘ Every young man must keep abreast of his times. If he is 3 

Catholic, he rnust go  ahead of them . . . by thinking a t  the double.’ 
This article proposes to sketch-in his own words as far as s p c e  

wil: allow-how Fi-. d’Alzon did this m d e r  the dift‘erent forms of 
government v;hich quickly succeetled one another in his day. His 
policy was w c r  the same : to further the unity and extension of 
God’s kingdom on earth through full liberty for the Chutch. 
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Already under the restored monarchy his letters abound in de- 
nunci,ation of the abuse of royal absolutism, especially with regard 
to the Church and education. I t  is- understandable then that he 
welcomed the Second Republic in Fcbruary, 1848, as a harbinger 
of religious as well as political freetloni. With his habitual shrewd- 
ness, he immediately summed up the implications of the situation : 
freedom having usurped the kingship, granting licence even to many 
cvil tcndencies, a t  least, it was up to the Catholics to procure, by 
*.\my ;of compensation, full religious freedom for themselves. 

JVith his support, the staff of his college a t  Nimes started a news- 
paper, La Liberk! Pour 7ozis, with a v i ca  to propagating this policy, 
which he himself defined in an article entitled ‘ What  W e  Are ’ : 
after declaring that true sons of the Church consider religion as 
;I reality, and not a fnask, he added : 

YVe !are Cufhol ics  . . . and Catlioliziem is fur us an eighteen-hun- 
dred-year-old giant, ~ v h o  is ever c n  the march, who is ever growing, 
\\tho appears at times to stop, but who, just when he is thought 
to be exhausted, rises up with new grace. and vigour, carrying hu- 
manity away in his strong arms to t h c  limitlcss regions of the 
future . . . 

1 lien he suggested reasons for rallying to the republican causc : 
no worltl movement can prosper without God’s blessing-indeed, His 
Church watches the democratic movenicnt iv i th  #a favourabk, though 
cautivus, eye, and, after all, the cliildreu of God are equal inso- 
niuch as they share the same liberty, partake of the same bread, 
and dwell in the house of the same Father. 

‘ W e  are Republicutis, ’ the article concluded, ‘ beca1i:;e Cliristia- 
nitji, Jestined to triumph over all, must show its mettle under all 
forms of government and face every ltind of trial . . . . Finally, 
we are Republicmi Catholics,  because if to-day in Frlance, in Europe, 
two things are made to be united, they are : religion nizd l i b e r t y ,  God 
a i d  the people . ’  

Similar foresight, det,achnient, and penetration arc recurrent and 
even more strilring in F r .  md’Alzoii’s vxitii1g-s just before and undcr 
the Third Refpublic. Already in 1868, in the days of the Second 
Empire, addressing the General Chapter of his Congre,gation con- 
cerning its spirit, he clepicted contemporary relations of Church and 
State : the rebellious spirit in politics is biit ;I shadow of the general 
revolt against God’s law, he said : indeed, 

Satan, in order to overthrow the Church, tries to upset the whole 
social structure, and the fifty or sixty thrones which have collapsed 
beneath his blows during the last century are the symbol of his final 
efforts to overthrow the throne of the Vicar of Jesus Christ on earth, 

I ?  

e-- 
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since he  cannot overthrow the throne of Jesus Christ in Heaven. 
The infernal hordes cry out : Nolxnius liztnc reg.?zors sityeis iios . . . 

‘Then, after recalling that we n;ust prove our love for God’s law 
by our zeal in defending the Church against the forces of rebellion, 
he concluded : 

Finally, love for the Church opens o u t  before us, especially in 
these days, new horizons. Look around you : chasms grow deqper, 
ruins pile up, catastrophes are brewing. In the midst of all this 
confusioii, the Church, unshaken on her rock, sees the old world 
sw:allowed up, just as, from the shores of Hippo, St. Aug-ustine 
watched the Kome of the Caesars being submerged by the irresistible 
waves of barbarism . . . . Let us do likewise ; without vain regrets 
for the past and without presumptuous hopes for the future, let us 
carry on our worlc as God puts it before us. Perhaps it will be 
greater with rc-Christianised peoples than wiih barbarians torn from 
all the rudeness of the uncivilised world . . 

On the eve of tbc birth of the ’l‘hird Republic in 1870, speaking 
a t  his college immediately sfter the Vatican Council, F r .  d’Alzon 
niade an interesting allusion to England, whiist expounding his idcas 
concerning ec!ucation and. democnacy : 

. . . One of the best-known French Protestant writers has ex- 
pressed his surprise at  seeing that the three principal leaders of the 
movement in favour of infullibility were three Bishops of free coun- 
tries : an  Englishman, a Belgian, and a Swiss. He  might have 
adcied almost the entire hierarchy of the Unitcd States. How could 
one associate pontifical despotism, hencefortli attaining its zenith 
of power, wit!i the love of the old English Constitution, with Belgian 
freedom, an3 with Swiss or American radicalism ? On the other 
hand, how could one rxp1,ain why the majority of the Bishops most 
devoted to Gallican errors owed their position to erastianism, or 
were supposed to  rely on erastianism for support. 

Puzzled by these apparent contradictions, I put the matter to the 
saintly and illustrious Archbishop of )Vestminster : his noble and 
sympathetic face lit up  : 

‘ill1 ! ’ he said, ‘ modern governnicnts have all turned erastian 
and I doubt whether they will last . . . Soon there will remain 
stlanding only two things : the Pope (mid t l ie nations. I have ex- 
p-essed this convii2tion in very exalted circles without being Con- 
tradicted ; and it is because in England they know my convictions 
on this point that niy position there is unassailable.’ 
T l ~ e  P o p e  alzd the  nutions, Fr. d’Alzon went on, such is the slogan 

f c r  the future, . . . that is what the Bishops of the free countries 
see in papal infallibility: a higher morlal power in order to govern 
a greater liberty according to justice. 



A FRENCH CATHOLIC ON CHURCH AND STATE 2 29 

At the next Chapter in 1873, after the rise of the ’I‘hird Repub- 
lic, Fr .  d’Alzon set his Congregation to help in rebuilding the re- 
ligious life of the nation oul of ths spiritual ruins resulting from 
the Franco-Prussian war. He exhorted his reIigious to base their 
social work on the principles of faith, remembering that temporal 
authority draws its power from it4 own submission to God’s will, 
and he added : ‘ To-day the Church has three great encniies : revo- 
lution, Prussia and Russia, and Russia is not the Icast to be feared 
of the three . . .’ 

H e  ended with three counsels : the first was to  foster mutual con- 
fidence, for ‘ is not the cause of truth God’s cause, and whose is 
God’s cause except His own? . . .’; the second was to beware 
of complacent self-dec-eption ; and the third was : 

True prudence is the queen 
of moral virtues: now a queen commands, acts and, if necessary, 
fights. Some people have turned her into a woman aged by fear;  
that kind of prudence goes about in bedroom-slippers and a dressing 
gown ; she has a cold and coughs a great deal. I want no such con- 
ventional lprudence . . . Personally, I would prefer to trust pas- 
sionately in God’s Providence, even if I should, abandoned by all, 
have to g o  and die in hospital . . . 

Once more, in 1874, in a circular letter preparatory to the next 
General Chapter, Fr .  d’Alzon defined certain ‘ landmarks,’ by means 
of which a way may be found amidst the labyrinth of social prob- 
lems. From the firm conviction that Divine Providence will neces- 
sai-ily triumph, in its own good time, over revolt, and that Our 
Biessecl Lord is continually performing miracles in the work of Re- 
demption, Fr .  d’Alzon concluded that we cannot help ‘ seeing the 
constant existence of social miracles wherever Jesus Christ lays His 
hand.’ and that ‘ to deny miracles in the development of human af- 
fairs is not only to deny Jesus Christ, but to deny the fact, as visible 
as the sun, of the Church’s existence.’ 

‘ the societies which adhere to the Church, without possessing 
promises of immortality, draw from their contact with an indestruc- 
tible society principles of duration which, since the advent of Chris- 
tianity, they will find nowhere else.’ 

All this leads up  to the last ‘ landmark ’ containing two warnings, 
which have lost nothing of their significance to-day. ‘The first in- 
cists that : 

‘ t h e  cause of the Church, the cause of Jesus Christ the King, 
consequently God’s cause, is the cause of truth and good, and that 
every time we see a nation defending that cause openly and loyally, 
with the Church we can support that nation.’ 

To practise the boldness of faith . . . 

So, the letter continues : 
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And the second warning reminds u s  that  : : 
nations live a s  such either out of self-interest o r  for an ideal. If 

they live out of self-interest, they are traders carrying on their busi- 
ness’. . . But there are some who live for a n  ideal ! If that  ideal 
is true the nation which defends it has God’s blessing. 

‘Alas ! ’ the letter concludes, ‘ France received this blessing. W h a t  
has she done with i t ?  France was born the day Clovis espoused 
the cause of Christ’s Divinity against the old Roman world and 
barbarism, both plunged in Arianism. She grew in the plains of 
Poitiers, when CbarIes MarteI there repulsed IsIamism, which was 
threatening Europe. She flourished when Charlemagne strengthened 
the temporal power of the Papacy. She reached her zenith when 
St. Louis, dying on a bed of ashes, breathed his last on the shores 
of Africa for the cause of Christ’s sepulchre. Her mission was ever 
clear. In spite oi  a few family squabbles, the eldest daughter of 
the Chuich knew how to defend her mother’s cause before the 
world. Has she deserled this mission so unique in history? Judg- 
ing from what has happened, we have reason to think she has, and 
if we saw some nation ready to rqplace her, it  -would be for us a 
period of bitter anguish. Fortunately, our successors in this noble 
work are not forthcoming; the place is still left for us : let us find 
a means of recovering ,and keeping it.’ 

’These last paragraphs are a strangely prophetic indictment of the 
Third Republic. With them should be conipated n remark made 
in a letter to a n  old friend : 

“I  tremble, I confess, a t  the sight of the progress of unbelief, 
lest our Lard should transfer the light hitherto borne by France 
to England ! ’ 
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