THE COMING OF THE TEACHING BROTHERS

SHARING THE STORY

When on 6th June 1694 the young French priest Jean-Baptiste De La Salle recognised that “God, who guides all things with wisdom and serenity, whose way it is not to force the inclinations of persons, willed to commit me entirely to the development of the schools as one commitment led me to another which I had not foreseen at the beginning”
he took twelve of his followers and vowed with them to associate themselves for the rest of their lives in providing a completely gratuitous education for the “children of the artisans and the poor.” In this society at this time the word ‘children’ usually referred to boys.
Some eight or nine years previously De La Salle had asked members of his growing community of teachers what name they wished to be called. De La Salle’s early biographers record that the community - not De La Salle –renounced the title of ‘teachers’ [maîtres = masters] and chose to call themselves ‘Brothers.” They understood “brotherhood” as being “brothers to one another and older brothers to their pupils.” In making this choice, they gave themselves both an identity and a mission.

In communities of men established by the Desert Fathers (3rd century AD) and the first communities of the Benedictines (6th century) there had always been this concept of brotherhood expressed progressively in terms such as the Latin word Frater, and subsequently by equivalent terms in modern languages. In these instances the word signified the fundamental status of the person in the community irrespective of whether or not some members received ordination. Within monastic communities each ‘frater’ was assigned to general duties of prayer and work [ora et labora] and to particular assignments according to his education and talent.
Brotherhood for De La Salle’s Brothers was much more specific. In establishing their rule the Brothers of the new congregation made a clear choice that they would not be priests but would live their brotherhood through the mutual support of one another in the community, while at the same time spending their lives in the Christian and gratuitous education of the poor.
 Their identity as “brothers to one another” and their mission as “older brothers to their pupils” were at the same time both complementary and inseparable.  

Implications of being ‘older’ brothers
Innovative practices flowed from the idea of being “older brothers.” At a time when corporal punishment was practically synonymous with schooling, the Brothers determined that the basis of their teaching flowed from building a relationship which was consistent with being the ‘older brother’ to each of their pupils and caused them to determine “that corporal punishment is absolutely forbidden”. Pupils were addressed by their baptismal names and the singular person was used, as in the family. While the singular forms (‘thou’ and ‘thee’) have become archaic in English usage, the Brothers’ use of the first name instead of the family surname was in itself an assumption of the family relationship already present through the meaning given to the word ‘Brother.

Historians recognize that De La Salle’s major contribution to education was his insistence on the training of teachers, for members of his own brotherhood but also for training teachers who taught in country schools. De La Salle’s practical experience of twenty-five years teaching in Catholic schools was set out in the text provisionally known as The Conduct of Christian Schools,
 which was first circulated as a manuscript between 1706 and 1717 and later given definitive form by De La Salle himself before his death in 1719. For two successive summers (1705 and 1706), a group of experienced brothers was asked to reflect on the first 25 years of the Brothers’ experience and formulate their most successful teaching methods and practices. Over the next 10 years De La Salle Brothers (as they are known in most English-speaking countries) were asked to suggest improvements before the text was re-printed.
  The process of crucial reflection used to develop this seminal work in Catholic education proved influential in shaping both thinking and practice in male and female teaching congregations in France (and in many other countries) as the new teaching congregations developed and spread during the 19th century.

There are many significant changes between the first manuscript of 1706 and the printed version of the Conduct in 1720. Most astonishing is the development of the 6th chapter with the title Correction – not Punishment - which begins by pointing out six ways “in which the behavior of a teacher becomes unbearable to his pupils.”  Not only is the ‘unbearable’ aspect clearly depicted, but each of the six examples is followed by a statement as to why it is unbearable. Probably the most striking statement deploring the first unbearable behavior [“the teacher’s penances are too rigorous and the yoke imposed by the teacher too heavy”]
 simply states, “Often children do not have enough strength of body or of mind to bear the many difficulties with which life presents them”. It would be difficult to find in any historical period a more compassionate observation about the lives led by the children of the poor. The observation derives not from any theory but from close contact with the daily life of the poor in 17th century France. 
The statement is more striking in that it is all-encompassing, noting not just the weakness of the body, but also that of the mind. It was to such children that the De La Salle Brother was called to be the ‘older brother’.
Teaching in French and through French

De La Salle’s schools taught in French rather than through Latin, which was then the custom. When the bishop of Chartres, a personal friend of De La Salle from seminary days, remonstrated with him over this innovation, he responded by acknowledging to his friend the importance of Latin, but also stating quite firmly that, in the two years at most that poor boys could attend school, it was important to give them some mastery of their native tongue. For De La Salle prayers were in Latin, the Mass was in Latin, but French was the language of instruction.

Following the publication in 1691 of the first Academy French dictionary, a notable attempt to standardise the spelling and pronunciation of the French language, the De La Salle Brothers’ schools developed a small 30 page document called a syllabary.  From this pupils learned the correct pronunciation of their language and were also trained to write and spell it correctly. Acquiring skills in pronunciation and in spelling widened the possibility of their being employed.   

Teaching writing

Unlike other fee-paying Catholic parish schools of the time which concentrated on teaching reading to the children of the growing middle class, De La Salle’s schools were gratuitous, free, open to all who wished to come, and from the very beginning insisted on teaching not only reading but also writing.
 This immediately put De La Salle into conflict with the guilds of the ‘Writing Masters’ who insisted that they alone were authorized by the Church to teach writing.
. In their view the De La Salle Brothers’ schools threatened their livelihood. But the majority of the pupils in the boys’ schools run by the Brothers could not afford to pay the writing masters.
As the “older brother”, the Brothers sought to ensure that their pupils attained a standard of reading and writing that made them employable in an historical period in France that coincided with the growth of large towns and cities. Again and again, especially in Paris, the schools of the Brothers were attacked, sacked and closed by court orders supporting the writing masters. But De La Salle was stubborn about the importance of writing, and showed himself willing to accept various compromises so long as the schools could continue to function as he desired. 
The emphasis which De La Salle gave to preparing the poor boys for employment can be seen in the structure of the school day. There were prayers at the beginning and end of the day, and frequent attention to recalling the “presence of God” and the catechism lesson was conducted during 30 minutes. But the greater part of each day  (six hours) was devoted to the teaching of reading, writing, elementary arithmetic, politeness, and good manners. In his many writings, De La Salle frequently reminds his Brothers of their duty to teach all these subjects with the same care that they instruct their pupils in their religious duties.
  
Jean-Baptiste de La Salle’s Brothers in France were often mistakenly referred to as “the Brothers of Christian Doctrine”. While the Brothers certainly gave a high priority to teaching their students about the Catholic religion and its practices (doubling the time given in other schools of the time), the teaching of religion always went hand in hand with all the other subjects and activities of a school that aimed to prepare boys to be employable in the society in which they lived.   

“Answering needs”
This attention to preparing their pupils to earn their livelihood because of the education they received is probably best expressed through noting how schools devised their programme according to the obvious needs of their pupils in a particular place. It is significant that the sons of merchants in the boarding school in Rouen were taught what we would call ‘elementary book-keeping’. When schools were opened in the sea ports of Calais and Boulogne for the children of fishermen, elementary navigation was added. Prior to the French revolution, the schools in Marseille taught both Italian and Spanish, needed for persons engaged in commerce, while the school at Metz taught German and the school in Rouen, English. 

“Touching hearts”
In a society in which there was much violence e.g. thieves having the word voleur (thief) burned on their forearm, the Brother’s duty, as De La Salle insisted, was “to pray for the gift of being able to touch hearts.”
 His writings also challenged his Brothers to “win hearts” and even “to conquer the hearts” of their young charges. In his view relationships were the key to ensuring that this kind of education could be successful.

A particularly important practice designed to “touch hearts” was what became known as the ‘Reflection’. At the end of the morning class before the pupils went home for a midday meal, the desks were cleared of all books, and for a period not exceeding three minutes, the Brother was to speak from what was important in his heart to the hearts of his pupils – he spoke as the ‘older brother’, he put his trust in his listeners and spoke of something that was important for himself and for them. The Brother left the objectivity and security of the teaching subject to reveal his personal vulnerability in personal matters and beliefs that he was willing to share with his pupils. He revealed himself in this way as the “older brother”, advising, guiding and encouraging each one of his pupils to live as a child of God.
The attacks of the ‘philosophes’

The schools of the De La Salle Brothers came under sustained attack from the French ‘philosophes’ of the 18th century. While history rightly acknowledges the importance of the ‘philosophes’ 
in attacking privilege and a society ruled by an ‘absolute monarch’, it has usually overlooked the limited nature of their vision especially with regard to the education of the poor. As Jesuit schools gradually diminished in France because of political difficulties leading to the suppression of their order in 1773, the De La Salle Brothers’ gratuitous schools were seen by many people as “the successors of the Jesuits”. Thus, the Breton educator, De La Chalotais, writing to Voltaire in 1762, says of the spread of the schools:
The Brothers … have come along to destroy everything. They teaching reading and writing to people who need nothing more than to draw and use the plane and the file, but who do not want to do this any more. They [i.e. the Brothers] are the successors of the Jesuits. The good of society requires people to go no further than their occupations. Every man who looks beyond his own little trade will never carry out his duty with courage and patience. Among ordinary people there is no need to know how to read and write except for those who live by these means or who these means help them to live.

Voltaire replies:

I thank you for forbidding the education of labourers. As I cultivate the land myself, I need workmen and not tonsured clerics. Send me above all some of these ignorant Brothers to hitch up to my ploughs and guide them. 

This reference to the ‘ignorant’ Brothers was typical of the insults of the time because the Brothers, who neither learned nor taught Latin and Greek in their schools for the poor, were looked down upon by those who had done such studies. Thus we find another of the ‘philosophes’, M.de Langouria, a minor philosophe,
 claiming that it was necessary “to chase out these ignorantins [ignoramuses], these Brothers with flowing sleeves, because these bizarre fellows teach the people to hold the pen which is such a dangerous tool in certain hands”.
The sociological term, ‘upward mobility’ had not been coined in De La Salle’s time, but by educating poor boys in skills that their parents often lacked, his schools enlarged the employment possibilities open to their pupils. In The Conduct of Schools there is a chapter on Absences. In it De La Salle asks his Brothers to convince parents to keep their child at school because, “a child who has learned to read and write, however limited the child’s intelligence… is capable of doing anything”.
 The confidence underlying such a statement can astonish us even today.
Growth and expansion of the original schools

The original De La Salle schools were concerned with what could be called ‘basic literacy’ and teaching the children their religion. Their success gradually led to the years of schooling being extended, especially through the foundation and growth of boarding schools, throughout the 18th century.
 As pupils now attended school for some six or seven years, it became necessary for the Brothers to be more thoroughly trained in the subjects to be taught. The fifth successor to Jean-Baptiste de La Salle, a Brother Agathon (congregational leader from 1777 to 1798) opened scholasticates, what today we would call training colleges, in which Brothers studied in programs in the natural sciences, mathematics, writing and languages for two or three years. It was the same Brother Agathon who, wrote the treatise called The Twelve Virtues of a Good Master, which took on a life of its own, and became the standard text in teacher-training institutions in many European countries until the eve of the Second World War.

In the 19th century, in the aftermath of the French Revolution, there begins a rapid flowering of congregations of teaching Brothers.
  Very quickly many of these congregations of Brothers, were called on to open schools in the colonies of the countries in which they originated, often following in the wake of poor immigrant families. In this way they developed a ‘missionary outreach’ that remains integral to their mission to the present day. However the form of this outreach has changed in response to new needs and circumstances.
Charism, Heritage and the cultural Traditions of Teaching Brotherhoods
Charism is a gift or personal quality often associated with the person of the ‘Founder’ and ‘Foundresses’ of  religious congregations. Among the ‘founders’ of brotherhoods we note such Saints as Jean-Baptiste de La Salle, Marcellin Champagnat and Blessed Edmund Ignatius Rice.  This personal charism usually developed and manifested itself in the framework of a community initiated by the ‘founder’ (or “foundress”) but the congregation then developed its own charism as it survived the death of the ‘founder’ and stabilised itself through a Rule approved by the Church.  The mission of the congregation was often spelt out implicitly rather than explicitly in this rule.

As more and more religious congregations became international, they developed within their overall heritage, particular practices and traditions as they accustomed themselves to the cultures of the different societies in which they worked.  Periodically through international meetings such as General Chapters, this ‘heritage’ has been examined and revised, most notably in the overall appraisal called for by the document on religious life, Perfectae Caritatis, from the Second Vatican Council, which asked all congregations to look back to their origins to see how faithful they had been to the founding vision. 
The anthropological cornerstone of ‘brotherhood’

De La Salle’s first group of teachers gave the brotherhood a sense of identity which is still the cornerstone of a teaching brotherhood: “brothers to one another in the community, and older brothers to the pupils.”  In the historical circumstances of 17th century France, it was only through a community supported by a basic standard of living that a completely gratuitous education could be offered to the sons of the poor. The insistence on gratuity and on the school being open to all who wished to come was fundamental. It is worth reflecting that such openness to all made it possible for the very poor and the better-off to be seated next to one another on the same benches, when other schools of the time had the ‘poor’ and the ‘better off’ carefully separated. De La Salle’s writings frequently reminded his Brothers that both groups were in their classes and, if any distinction needed to be made, they should favour the poor over the better–off. In various writings and in different expressions, De La Salle reminds the Brothers that all these “pupils… young people” are “entrusted to your care”,
 “that ignorance of the truths of religion… would be criminal for you since it would cause ignorance in those who are entrusted to you”, “your work does not consist in making your disciples to be Christian but in helping them be true Christians”. 
How is De La Salle’s charism of ‘brotherhood’ helpful for Catholic schools in Australia today?

As the membership of religious teaching brotherhoods has declined, there has been a great deal of attention given to sharing the historical mission of the congregation with lay people, usually under the title of “shared mission”. Thus, for example, in an important re-statement of their identity in 1967 following the teaching of the Second Vatican Council and their own General Chapter, the De La Salle Brothers acknowledged,

The school will be moulded into community only through a staff rich in diversity and the unity of its members. For this reason the Brothers work closely with lay teachers… Lay teachers should be completely involved with the whole life of the school, with catechesis, apostolic organisations, extra-curricular activities, and administrative positions.
 
Reading this confident statement some 40 years later reminds us that today the majority of people working in what was once known as “the Brothers’ school” are not members of the brotherhood, and that the leadership of the school may well be entrusted to a lay person. Is it possible to extrapolate from this anthropological cornerstone of “brothers to one another” and “older brothers to the young” and apply the principles in a new way?
As has already been stated, these two foundation aspects of ‘brotherhood’ are complementary. It has not been difficult to enlarge the original self-definition to “brothers and sisters to one another” and “older brothers and sisters to the young”, as more and more women have taken an important place in the staffs of schools founded by brotherhoods.
  Many schools that were once only for boys are now co-educational. There is no difficulty in recognising the general appreciation of the important contribution made by women to the education of boys in schools of the brotherhoods. 
But the first part of the definition is just as important: how can the schools of the brotherhoods develop school ‘communities’ in which all members are prepared to commit themselves to that aspect of the school’s mission that calls on them to be “brothers and sisters to one another”? 

Towards a different future 

Many religious teaching congregations continue to develop new ways of ‘sharing’ their charism with lay colleagues. In the post-Synodal  document Vita Consecrata following the 1994 Vatican Synod on Consecrated life,
 this sharing is noted and commended:

Today, often as a result of new situations, many Institutes have come to the conclusion that their charism can be shared with the laity. The laity are therefore invited to share more intensely in the spirituality and mission of these Institutes. We may say that, in the light of certain historical experiences such as those of the Secular or Third Orders, a new chapter, rich in hope, has begun in the history of relations between consecrated persons and the laity.”

For example, some international programmes of the De La Salle Brothers, formerly intended only for the Brothers, have now, for over 20 years been opened for complete or partial participation by lay men and women. In the past fourteen years there have been two International Assemblies of three weeks at which two-thirds of the delegates were lay women and lay men from some 80 countries around the world.  The assemblies were prepared by lay people, presided over by lay people and the resolutions regarding Lasallian education were passed on to the Brothers’ General Council for implementation. It is not surprising that the overall direction of these resolutions was for better formation programmes for lay people in the history and charism of the Institute, programmes increasingly recognised by academic institutions at graduate and post-graduate level. In Australia from 1990-2012 residential programmes of were run from Sunday evening to Friday lunchtime at the Lasallian Centre in Narooma, NSW. A total of over 3,000 teachers, front office staff and youth leaders have taken part in these programmes. Individuals who were particularly interested have been given the opportunity to attend programmes at a higher level. An online course as part of a Master’s degree in pastoral studies or religious education, validated by the Australian Catholic University or Fremantle Notre Dame University, has been successfully followed by over 50 participants, most of who are now in leadership positions.   To ensure the government and administration of many works formerly entrusted to the Brothers and Sisters, Boards have been created that guarantee the autonomy of the work and its continuation in the spirit of the original foundation.  
SHARING THE CHARISM

The history of the individual brotherhoods and sisterhoods in Australia shows that there have been similar stages in their attempts to share their charism with lay people. The first, and the most important, is the sharing of the story of the ‘founder’ or ‘foundress’ in the historical circumstances which led to the foundation, growth and spread of the congregation. It is a ‘human’ story of exceptional women and men whose lives were lived in obedience to their understanding of where God’s Spirit was leading them in their desire to share the Gospel with young people. Modern biographies, retreats, staff formation activities, international study sessions, pilgrimage in the steps of the ‘foundress’ or ‘founder’ have all contributed to a better understanding and appreciation of the values enshrined in the charism.

These first steps are all offered by way of invitation. The invitation is to come to know the common story and to share the values which the congregation has incorporated in its organisation and direction of its works. Each individual is then challenged to adopt these values personally and to be willing to share them and maintain them in ‘partnership’ with others in the ‘community’ of the staff. All can thus contribute to the overall mission of the school in spite of their particular beliefs and practices.
Experience teaches that it is important to recognise that just as the personal charism of the ‘foundress’ or ‘founder’ passed through a kind of ‘mutation’ to become the charism of the congregation and that this charism tends to take on different emphases depending on the culture in which the work is being carried out. This is to say that there is a common core based on the founding story and the particular emphasis of the mission of each congregation, but it is important that there are distinct forms in different societies. Experience has already taught congregational leaders that  the ‘shared charism’ with women and men who will never be ‘vowed members’ of the original foundation also tends to ‘mutate’ into recognisable but distinct forms according to different circumstances.  This is most obvious where international sisterhoods and brotherhoods maintain works in countries where the majority of teachers are not Christian, but who find unity and direction from the story of the ‘foundress’ and ‘founder’ and the growth of the congregation. It is a timely reminder of the Ormerod article’s discussion that both mission and ministry may be required in a traditional Catholic school, whereas the mission of a Catholic school in societies in which Catholics are a small minority, according to the late Cardinal Cordero of Karachi, is primarily one of presence and example.
If attention to founding charisms in Catholic schools is regarded as a distraction from direct teaching about Jesus Christ in schools today, something important may be lost. Each brotherhood (and of course sisterhood) exemplifies a particular way of living the spirituality of a Christian educator. The human story of a wealthy man like Jean-Baptiste de La Salle devoting his life to teaching the neglected poor boys of his society has been inspirational since it was first shared with Muslim, Hindu, Buddhist, Confucianist and Shintoist teachers in Asia in the 19th century. As his followers continue to share this story today,  the very ‘incarnational’ aspect of this story needs no further gloss. The Brothers are known and respected as dedicated Christians. In a broader sense, the continuing existence of the educational works founded by different brotherhoods and sisterhoods continues to offer the ‘human’ gift of education based on Christian principles that originally inspired ‘founders and ‘foundresses’.   

Straitjacket or Resource Fount?

Exploring the diversity of charisms exemplified in the history of the many teaching congregations in Australia is a constant reminder that God’s gifts are shared against an historical background. In Australia, for instance, the independent stance taken by Church leaders following the exclusion of any government support by the 19th century Education Acts; the pioneer courage of women who brought education to so many outback towns; the full primary and secondary education offered in inner-city schools on minimal or no fees through the Great Depression; the thousands of Sisters and Brothers who, after a full teaching day, struggled to obtain their university qualifications through evening lectures and residential schools so that the education offered would be better for all their pupils. This collective effort shaped the lives of individual women and men who, in their own lives, tried to live the Gospel journey exemplified in the lives of their ‘foundresses and founders’ and contributed to the mission of their community
While at one level this history is inspirational, at another level, it points to particular emphases and collective experiences that embody the enduring principles of good Catholic education based on relationships, respect for differences, and an agreed set of practices, all of which challenge teachers to unite in upholding the ‘heritage’ embodied in the De la Salle ideal to be ‘older brothers and sisters’ to new generations.  In a time of rapid social and cultural change ‘Tradition’ can easily become a straitjacket. However viewed as a valued ‘heritage’, it also reminds us that we are ‘heirs’ to a gift, a charism, that offers us the “freedom of the children of God.”

It is this ‘heritage’ of rich and diverse charisms that offers all who work in Catholic education the distilled wisdom of human experience and practical holiness in fulfilling the mission to educate the next generation. Charism seen as God’s gift to a community, and as a special call to witness to the Gospel, gives us confidence that while we may not know quite yet where the path we tread leads as we track over new territory, or what difficulties that lie ahead, we have a valuable and important mission to pursue.
Brother Gerard Rummery

� The first teaching Brothers emerged at a particular moment in the 17th century in France, the predominantly Catholic country in Europe, when there were already important teaching congregations of women. This article shows the origin and development of Congregations of Teaching Brothers.


� Memoir of the Beginnings. A handwritten document by Jean-Baptiste de La Salle, written “ some fourteen years after the first schools in Rheims” i.e. around 1694 


� Cf. Blain Volume 2, Chapter 3, p.186


� Rule 1705


� For example in French : Qu’est-ce que tu penses, Jean-Louis?” But if Jean-Louis was not paying attention he would be addressed more formally, ”Qu’est-ce vous faites, Jean-Louis?”


� La Conduite des Écoles chrétiennes 


� Apart from Jacob Comenius’s guide for his Moravian Brethren, The Conduct of Christian Schools is the first manual of teaching-training in western Europe.


� Thus the first Sisters of Charity who came to Australia brought with them a handwritten translation of the original Conduct of Schools into English, with the addition of chapters on Music and Needlework for teaching girls, prepared by Sister Mary Hennessy.


� The Conduct of Schools, p.136 


� 	Teaching writing, for both boys and girls,  took place only in the schools for the rich as the following note explains: “La Salle’s congregation was also unique in accepting that unless the petites écoles offered something more than religious education, parents would not send their children to school – hence its strongly vocational focus. In the great majority of schools, ‘reading’ literacy rather than ‘writing’ literacy was the priority.” Joseph Bergin, Church, Society and Religious Change in France 1580-1730 (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2009), p. 308.  





� This was a carry-over from the mediaeval guilds. The writing masters did not operate schools as such but only the teaching of writing. In the important schools for the better off, writing was an important part of the curriculum taught by priests or nuns. 


� “Have you taught those under your guidance…reading and writing and all the rest with all the attention possible?” Meditation 91.3


� Cf. Meditations 42 & 43 for Pentecost Sunday and Monday


� Philosophe was the name loosely given to those who were against the prevailing order of a society where an absolute monarchy and the church had such power. Some of the best known philosophes  were Voltaire, Rousseau, D’Alembert, Diderot and the Encylopedists


� Essay on National Education, 1762, p.419.


� letter of 28th February 1763)





� Cited by Lucard in Annales, II, p.274





� 	The Conduct of Schools p.161


� 	When the Brothers were temporarily suppressed during the French Revolution (along with all other religious congregations, convents and monasteries) in 1792, they were running eight such establishments


� 	Saint Don Bosco, as a young chaplain to the Brothers’ school of Santa Barbara in Torino, came to know this text and kept a copy on his desk. The translation into English done by the Irish Christian Brothers in the 1840’s is referred to in a text written about the Victorian goldfields in 1855.


� 	E.g. In Australia, the Christian Brothers of Ireland (1803); The Marist, or Little Brothers of Mary (1817); The Brothers of Christian Instruction, Ploermel (1817); and some 13 other Congregations in Europe.


� 	Meditations 37.2 and 173.2


� 	The Declaration of the Brother of the Christian Schools in the World of Today, D 46.3


� 	The 2012 international statistics for De L a Salle institutions in some 80 different countries show that there are 89,000 lay teachers, some 45,000 of whom are women. 


� The Catholic Church’s Synod or international meeting of bishops in Rome from around the world in October 1994 was based on a working paper written after a world-wide consultation of religious congregations.


�  	Op.cit.54e
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