
The Perception of Sainthood in Seventeenth-Century France 

Janis M. Gibbs 

In July 1715, a commission of inquiry, under the authority of the Bishop 
of Autun and the direction of the Benedictine prior Dom de Bansiere, met in 
Paray-le-Monial, France, to take evidence for the first stage of a sainthood 
procedure.' The subject of the hearing was the late Sister Marguerite-Marie 
Alacoque, a member of the community of Visitandine nuns at Paray-le-Monial 
from 1671 until her death in 1690. Marguerite-Marie had, during her life, 
acquired a reputation for sanctity which since her death had been augmented 
by stories of petitioners who credited her intercession for miraculous cures of 
otherwise incurable illnesses. The commission considered evidence including 
an autobiography (Autobiographie) and a series of letters and devotional 
materials written by Marguerite-Marie, a biography written by two of the 
sisters shortly after her death ( Vie des Contemporaines), and the testimony of 
a series of witnesses who either had known her or had been the beneficiaries of 
miracles performed after prayers seeking her intercession. The 1715 commis
sion of inquiry was not empowered to confer beatification or sainthood; its 
task was to preserve evidence of "all that which might concern the life, the 
virtues, the actions, heroic deeds and miracles of the said Venerable sister, for 
fear that, by the passage of time, the eye witnesses should come to die and the 

testimony to disappear. " 2 

The materials studied by the commission provide a valuable source for 
the analysis of the perception of sanctity in late seventeenth-century and 
early eighteenth-century France. Sisters Fran<;oise-Rosalie Verchere and 
Peronne-Rosalie de Farges, authors of the Vie des Contemporaines, had 
served as novices under Marguerite-Marie's direction. They had lived with her, 
studied with her, talked with her, and observed her spiritual practices for 

years. They wrote about her life and her religious experiences in order to 

Janis fat. Gibbs is a first-year graduate student in the history department. She received a B.A. from 

the College of William and Mary and a J.D. from the University of Chicago. She wrote this paper 
for Professor H. C.E. falidelfort 's seminar in Reformation history. She gratefully acknowledges the 

assistance of the members of the seminar in the preparation of this paper. 

37 



preserve the memory of a woman considered saintly by the community in 

which she lived. They may also have written with the idea of providing 
support for canonization proceedings; to some extent, therefore, their account 
may be colored by an attempt to conform with the juridical requirements of 
sainthood. While they were not impartial reporters, neither were they canon 
lawyers writing a canonization brief. Their account included the things they 

found special, different, or noteworthy about Marguerite-Marie. 
Marguerite-Marie wrote the Autobiographie at the direction of her 

confessor. As did the contemporaines, she included details about her life 
before entering the convent and descriptions of her devotions. Unlike the 
contemporaines, she wrote extensively about her visions and her experiences 
of direct communication with God. Her work conveyed a sense of what it felt 
like to try to answer the promptings of the spirit and to live a holy life. 

The witnesses who testified at the hearing included twenty nuns, three 
priests, and eight lay witnesses, including the convent's doctor, Marguerite
Marie's brother, a female laborer, a fourteen-year-old girl, an older woman 
(given the title of "Demoiselle" in the proceedings), a merchant's wife, a 
soldier, and a lawyer. All of the witnesses either knew Marguerite-Marie, had 
heard stories about her, or had experienced miracles attributed to her 
intercession. Their testimony, which may have been influenced, to some 
extent, by the clerics holding the hearings, emphasized the external manifes
tations of sainthood, including miracles and devotional practices. 

These documents provide distinctive perspectives on the seventeenth
century perception of sanctity. In any analysis of sainthood, such perceptions 
are at the heart of the belief in the cult of the saints. The story of an Italian 
peasant who met St. Francis of Assisi on the road one day expressed the 
principle well. The peasant admonished the saint: "You must take great pains 
to be as good as all people think you are, for many have great faith in you .... I 
warn you, do not be different from what people hope you are. " 3 The peasant 
understood that sainthood was in the eye of the believer. 

Pierre Delooz, a sociologist who has studied the process of canonization, 
develops this principle at greater length. Delooz argues that "sociology has 
access to sanctity only as recollected by others. " 4 This proposition is partly 
accurate. In any given case, we may know that a person was considered to be 
a saint because he or she was canonized by the church, because some devotee 
wrote the saint's life story, or because of the existence of a shrine, a relic, or a 
body of literature or legend surrounding the martyrdom of the saint or the 
miracles performed by the saint. We may know that a person had a reputation 
for sanctity because of unusual piety or austerity, or because he or she 
received visions or verbal messages from God, if someone has taken the time 
and trouble to make a record of the piety, the austerity, or the visions. Delooz 
points out that "one is never a saint except for other people. " 5 Different types 

of observers might hold different ideas about the nature of sainthood. The 
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study of the ideas people had about the saintliness of the saints may provide 
the key to understanding the veneration of the saints. 

Delooz, however, overlooks the fact that knowledge also comes from 
the writings of the practitioners: saints themselves. In keeping with proper 
saintly humility, the men and women acclaimed as saints may not have 
considered themselves to be so. They often, however, considered themselves 
to be attempting to live a holy life. The writings of a saint might reveal just 
what the saint thought he or she was doing while the rest of the world thought 
he or she was being saintly. A comparison between the writings of a saint and 
writings about a saint may provide contrasting images of saintly behavior and 
aspirations. 

Over time, the perception of saintly behavior changed. The early cult of 
the saints was largely based upon veneration of the bodies of martyrs. The 
emphasis changed in the early medieval years to members of religious orders. 
Since the saintliness of a monk or a nun was generally not demonstrated in a 
manner as definitive as martyrdom, the church developed mechanisms for 
recognizing sainthood. Control of canonization shifted gradually from local 
Christian communities to bishops and synods until, in 1234, the papacy 
gained final control over the format canonization process. The Congregation 
of Rites began to determine the validity of claims of sainthood in 1587.6 With 
the centralization and bureaucratization of the canonization process, political 
influence became a factor in canonization. Religious orders had the resources 
to press the cases of their founders and members; local dioceses had "favorite 
sons" and the resources to encourage candidacies; popes canonized members 
of royal or politically important families as political gifts. 7 The first require
ment, though, before political clout, was the perception of sanctity at the local 
level, by people who had known the prospective saint or by people who had 
access to the grave or to relics of the person. What behavior did people at the 
local level find to be indicative of sanctity? Did the perception vary by social 
status or by lay/clerical distinctions? Did the ecclesiastical requirements of 
canonization bear any similarity to the concerns of the local congregations? 
Did the perception of sanctity in seventeenth-century France have any 

distinguishing characteristics? 
Peter Brown, in The Cult of the Saints, makes a persuasive argument 

that the development of veneration of saints as practiced in the Catholic 
church was a product of tension between the institutional church and the 
private devotional activities of rank and file believers. Brown specifically 
rejects the theory, which had been suggested by church writers as early as 
Augustine and Jerome, that the development of the cult of the saints was a 
"popular" or "vulgar" movement, produced by a mass influx of newly 
converted pagans in the fourth and fifth centuries. 8 Brown, who studied the 

physical practice of veneration of dead bodies and bits thereof, and the 
metaphysical practice of depending on the sp::-its of dead people to intercede 
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with God for the benefit of the faithful, suggests that the dynamic accounting 
for the development of the cult of the saints was a power struggle between the 
public demands of the Christian community, as formulated by the institution 

of the church, and the demands of family piety, which had previously been 
private. The development of the cult of the saints was an attempt by the 
church, in the persons of the bishops, to control piety and patronage and to 
centralize them in ecclesiastical hands. This model is not a popular/ elite 
model, as defined in terms of social class, but an institutional model. The 
result of the centralization was an increase in the power and the prestige of the 
church, since it gained control over physical access to relics and holy places, 
and became the custodian of the supernatural good will of the saints. 9 

Brown's conclusion that the church's drive for power and control over 
individual piety explains the development of the cult of the saints in late 
antiquity provides a tool for analyzing the perception of sanctity in seven
teenth-century France. The records concerning the inquiry into the sanctity of 
Marguerite-Marie Alacoque can be divided into three categories: those con
cerning the perceptions of representatives of the church as an institution, 
such as the sisters in the convent of Paray-le-Menial; those concerning the 
perceptions of members of the church at large, such as the lay witnesses who 
testified at the hearing; and those concerning the perceptions of Marguerite
Marie herself. All three categories share the common themes of ecclesiastical 
control over individual spirituality and obedience to the institution of the 
church. Within the general themes of obedience and control, each of the 
categories has a different focus for its perception of sanctity. 

On July 22, 1648, Marguerite-Marie Alacoque was born in the Charollais 
region of Burgundy, France. Her family was honorable and "fairly well 
provided with the goods of fortune, according to its condition." 10 She was an 
extraordinary child who felt the call of the church at an early age. She had a 
taste for austerity, and she prayed for long hours on her knees. Even as a 
child, she developed a special devotion to the Eucharist. At the age of four, 
she followed the promptings of an inner voice and made a vow of chastity, 
without knowing what a vow was or even what chastity was. 11 

When Marguerite-Marie was eight years old, her father died, and her 
mother placed her in a local convent to be educated. While there, she made 
her first communion and began to think of becoming a nun. 

After my first communion, the Lord spread so much bitterness over 
all the little pleasures that children ordinarily take, that I could not taste 

them. When I wanted to take them with girls my own age, I always felt 
someone who called me within and urged me to retire to some small corner, 

not giving me any rest until I followed. It made me throw my face against 
the earth, to pray or to make genuflections, taking care not to be seen at all 

in my little devotions, because I would suffer a strange torment to be 
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discovered in these little practices. I had wished to do as the sisters did, 

because I believed them all to be holy [saintesl. I hoped that in imitating 

them I would become holy. From that time, God gave me the will to 

embrace that state. The desire was so great that I could breathe only for its 
sake, even though I did not find this monastery withdrawn enough. But not 

knowing of any other, I planned that I would stay here. 12 

Her plan to say in the convent was disrupted after only two years, when 
she contracted a disease that made her unable to walk for four years. Her 
mother brought her home for a change of air, but human remedies failed to 
restore her health. "Someone" then made a vow to the Virgin, promising that 
if Marguerite-Marie were healed, she would be one of the Virgin's daughters 
one day.13 It is not clear from the history of the contemporaines whether 
Marguerite-Marie or her mother made the vow. In the Autobiographie, 
Marguerite-Marie wrote that she herself made the vow. 14 Since the contempo
raines had access to the Autobiographie, and their account conforms with it in 
most respects, their failure to identify the vow as Marguerite-Marie's may 
indicate that it was contrary to their concept of sanctity for a holy person 
afflicted with illness to pray for relief on her own behalf. 

Both the accounts agree that the vow, regardless of its maker, was 
effective. Marguerite-Marie regained her health but did not immediately honor 
the vow; she continued to live with her mother. She practiced austeritieis, 
including sleeping on the bare Aoor, remaining in prayer all night, and refusing 
or simply failing to eat. She was not unfailingly good; she rebuked herself for 
dressing in disguise during carnival and for engaging in unspecified vanity. 15 

As time passed, she become torn between the demands of her family 
and the demands of God. Her mother and the men in her family pressed her to 
marry. Sher feared to leave her family, but she had a horror of involvement 
with the world. A demon tempted her to forego her religious aspirations, 
"suggesting again that the religious life would demand so great a faithfulness 
and holiness that it would be impossible for her to attain, that she would be 
damned ... , " 16 and she began to doubt herself. She saw visions of Jesus as 
he looked during his Aagellation. She began to Aagellate herself, in order to 
suffer with Jesus. Her desire to live the religious life returned. She read The 

Life of the Saints and sought to imitate them in order to become sainte 

herself. 17 

Finally, her family arranged for her to visit an Ursuline convent in 
Macon, where one of her cousins was a nun. While she was there, she heard a 

voice directing her to enter "Sainte-Marie." Later, she had a vision in which 
Saint Francois de Sales the founder of the Visitandine order, called her his . ' 
daughter. 18 In spite of the opposition of her family, she was directed by a 

vision of the Virgin to go to the Visitandine convent at Paray-le-Mania!. During 

the spring or summer of 1671, at the age of twenty-three, she entered the 
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convent of the Visitation of Sainte-Marie at Paray-le-Monial, where she spent 

the rest of her life. 19 

These details of Marguerite-Marie's life before her profession are found 

mainly in the Vie des Contemporaines, although many of the details are 
corroborated in the Autobiographie. The story is steeped in hagiographic 
convention. Donald Weinstein and Rudolph M. Bell, in their quantitative study 
of sainthood between 1000 and 1700, found that saintly children frequently 
made vows of chastity at early ages. Religious vocation was often a product of 

childish purity and simplicity, or of payment for miraculous healing, or of 
family pressure to marry. 20 In the account of Marguerite-Marie's life by the 
contemporaines, all three motivations appear. There is a tension, which 
Weinstein and Bell argue is common, between the external demands of 
Marguerite-Marie's filial duty and the internal demands of her saintly 
consciousness. This tension recurs in her life in the monastery, with demands 

of the order replacing the demands of the parent. 
The factual accuracy of the details reported by the contemporaines, 

who did not know Marguerite-Marie as a child, is questionable. To the extent 
that Marguerite-Marie included details of her childhood in the Autobiographie, 
there is some evidence that fact rather than hagiographical convention is at 
work. Nevertheless, Marguerite-Marie read the lives of the saints and probably 
had a good grasp of hagiographic convention. She may have cast her story in 
conventional hagiographic terms, since she was trying to live a holy life, as did 

the saints. 
As Pierre Delooz points out, all saints' lives are composed of elements of 

reality and elements of construction. Reality is that which can be ascertained 
by recourse to historical data. Marguerite-Marie was born to the Alacoque 
family, and entered the convent at Paray-le-Monial in 1671. Construction is 
that which is believed or reported but cannot be verified, such as the story of 

Marguerite-Marie's precocious vow of chastity. According to Delooz, "All 
saints are more or less constructed in that, being necessarily saints for other 
people, they are remodelled in the collective representation which is made of 
them." 21 The constructed details are no less important than the "real" details 
in an analysis of the perception of sanctity. In telling stories about the saints, 
the faithful, faced with a gap in their knowledge, filled in the blank with what 
they believed should have been there. People designed their saints in 
accordance with what they wanted their saints to be. These conventions 
reveal a great deal about the perception of sanctity. 

The description of Marguerite-Marie's life in the cloister also fits certain 
common motifs of saints' lives. The Vie des Contemporaines contains a 
recitation of Marguerite-Marie's virtues: obedience to her superiors, whom she 

regarded as "holding the place of Jesus Christ on earth;" subjection and 
submission; judiciousness and wisdom; good spirits; natural sweetness; 
agreeable humor; and a charitable heart. 22 She sought extraordinary penances 
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and mortifications, but was instructed by a vision of St. Franc;ois de Sales that 
the truly religious spirit values obedience ahead of austerity. 

Having asked [her mistress] to make certain extraordinary penitences, and 

wanting to extend it beyond that which had been prescribed for her, our 

saint Founder criticized her so strongly that she did not override [the 

criticism], the words of the great saint had rested so strongly in her spirit 

that she never forgot them: "do you think, my daughter," these were his 
words, "to be able to please God, overpassing the limits of obedience, which 

is the principal support of this Congregation, and not austerities?" 23 

The conflict between obedience and individual devotion, including 
austerity, was a major theme in the story of Marguerite-Marie. She had a 
tendency to go beyond the prayers and mortifications which she had directed 
to perform; on these occasions she was taken to task by mystical voices. On 
one occasion, a voice told her not to go beyond the prayers that had been 
ordered: "That which you have done until now is for me, but that which you 
do now is for the demon." On another occasion, when she prayed without 
permission for souls in purgatory, they surrounded her in a vision, complain
ing that she was beating them. On both occasions, she stopped the excess 

devotion immediately .24 

Marguerite-Marie's devotions, visions, and mortifications were filled 
with images of food, drink, hunger and thirst. Early in her religious life, her 
superior ordered her to eat a piece of cheese, to which she had an aversion. 
For the sake of obedience and after much prayer, she managed to eat the 
cheese. 25 While serving in the infirmary, she mortified her "naturally delicate 
character" by swallowing the vomit of one of the patients, while praying to 
God to accept her devotion. 26 The night after she performed this mortification, 
she experienced the presence of Christ, who "held her for about two or three 
hours, her mouth attached to the wound in his sacred Side. " 27 A concern for 
obedience tempered Marguerite-Marie's food mortification. When she 
attempted to eat the excrement of a dysenteric patient, she stopped before 
swallowing when Jesus reminded her that her duty of obedience to her 
superiors forbade her from eating anything without permission.

28 

Caroline Walker Bynum, in analyzing the writings of female saints in the 
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, found that food imagery was central to 
the spirituality of holy women. Visions of feeding on the wound of Christ, such 

as Marguerite-Marie experienced after eating vomit, were common images 
among the writings of thirteenth- and fourteenth-century saints. lnedia and the 

ingestion of non-food items were also relatively common practices among 
holy women. Bynum rejects the theory that the manipulation of food 
practices by religious women was an expression of contempt for or control 
over the dangerous female body. She argues that it was a positive spiritual 

image, evoking union with Christ and participation in his saving grace. 
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Women fast-and hunger becomes an image for excruciating, never 

satiated love of God. Women feed-and their bodies become an image of 
suffering poured out for others. Women eat-and whether they devour the 
filth of sick bodies or the blood and flesh of the eucharist, the foods are 

Christ's suffering and Christ's humanity, with which one must join before 

approaching triumph, glory or divinity. 29 

In many ways, the use of food imagery in the Vie des Contemporaines 
and in the Autobiographie is consistent with Bynum's analysis. Marguerite
Marie was enormously interested in eucharistic devotion and sought the 
privilege of frequent communion. Her biographers recorded her spiritual 
needs in terms of hunger and thirst. Her ascetic practices included both inedia 
and the eating of strange foods. Her visions included feedings directly by 
Christ. She cast herself in the role of Christ, taking on suffering to relieve the 
pain and the sins of others. In one instance, she took on the migraine 
headaches which one of her superiors was suffering. The superior forbade her 
to continue, saying that Marguerite-Marie was being greedy and depriving 
others of the benefits of their own suffering. Chastened, Marguerite-Marie 

returned the headaches to the other woman.
30 

The element of external control, however, which is central in the story of 
Marguerite-Marie, is not apparent in Bynum's examples. For Marguerite
Marie, asceticism which did not fall under the control of a spiritual advisor 
was unacceptable and perhaps was the work of a demon. In Marguerite
Marie's visions, Christ himself stressed the extreme importance of obedience 

to monastic superiors. 

Nothing is comparable to the lack of obedience, whether it be to superiors or 

to the rules, and the least reply with evidence of repugnance to superiors is, 
to him, insupportable in the soul of a religious. 31 

The need for control over individual spirituality also colored Marguerite
Marie's own descriptions of her devotions. This need had two aspects in the 
Autobiographie. The most apparent aspect was her desire to be obedient in all 
things. While she focused her writings on her internal devotional experience 
and wrote less about the outward manifestations of piety and did the 
contemporaines, she was not an advocate of unrestricted spiritual individu
alism. She sought to reconcile the demands of the inner voices she heard with 
the requirements of obedience. 

But as I hid nothing from my superior and my mistress, although often I did 
not understand what I said to them, and as they made me understand that 

these were extraordinary paths, which were not proper for daughters of 
Sainte-Marie, this distressed me greatly, and was the reason that I made no 
resistance to the leaving of this path. But it was in vain, because the spirit 

had already taken such an empire in mine that I could no longer enjoy it, not 
even my other interior powers, because I was so absorbed in it [the spirit). J 
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made every effort to apply myself to following the method of prayer that I 

had been taught with other practices, but nothing would remain in my 
spirit. 32 

Marguerite-Marie's concern with external approval for the devotions com· 
manded by Jesus in visions was supported by Christ's statement that he 

demanded not only that she obey the direct commands of her superiors, but 
also that she not engage in any devotion he ordered without their consent. 33 In 

Marguerite-Marie's concept of holiness, earthly authorities passed judgment 
even on the direct command of God. Personal spirituality was subject to 
strong external control. 

The second aspect of her concern with control was her worry about 
losing control in the intensity of her spiritual experience. She was reluctant to 
give in completely to her visions, even when submission to them was required 

by her superiors. 

But how this sovereign spirit which operated and acted in me independently 

of myself, having taken an empire so absolute over all my being, spiritual 
and corporeal, that it was no longer in my power to excite in my heart any 

movement of joy or of sadness unless it pleased it, nor could the occupation 
of my spirit be other than that which it gave to it, which always held me in a 

strange fear of being deceived, whatever assurance I received to the 

contrary, even on the part of those who directed me, who were my 

superiors; . . . my sadness was that instead of taking me away from 

deception where I believed myself to be in fact, they drew me back there 

more than before, my confessors as well as others, while telling me to 

abandon myself to the power of the spirit, and to let it direct me without 

reservation; and when just the same it made me the plaything of a demon, 

as I had thought it, it was only necessary to allow myself to follow its 

movements. 34 

Marguerite-Marie's superiors apparently wavered on the propriety of her 

visions, and instructed her both to give up extraordinary devotions and to 

abandon herself to her religious experiences. The impression Marguerite· 

Marie's writings give is that her religious experiences were frightening, both 

because she was unable to control them on demand and because submission 

to them required a loss of self-control. 
The sisters of her convent seem to have shared Marguerite-Marie's 

concern for control over individual spirituality. Their concern with control, 

however, had an external rather than an internal focus. While one of 
Marguerite-Marie's major accomplishments was the beginning of the devotion 

to the sacred heart, which she attempted to institute after experiencing a 

vision in which God directed her to do so, the divine inspiratioin of the new 

devotion was not, at first, evident to the sisters of Paray·le·Monial. Marguerite· 

Marie first practiced the devotion to the sacred heart with the novices under 

her direction on St. Marguerite's day, July 20, 1685. The novices 

45 



[made) a small altar, to which they attached a small image of paper, colored 
with ink, where there was the representation of the divine Heart .... In the 

transports [of joy) where [Marguerite-Marie] appeared at that moment, she 
had wished that all the Community had come to make these devotions; she 
had invited them there. She began first to consecrate herself to the divine 

Heart. She wanted the novices to do the same, ordering them to write, each 
one the consecration which she would make to herself, according to their 

[sicj attraction and following that to which Our Savior inspired them.
35 

The devotion, in retrospect, seems to have been fairly innocuous. The older 

sisters, however, declined the invitation, and said that 

it was not for the mist.ress of novices, and even less for little novices to 
establish novelties and rules in the rules themselves, citing the words of the 
constitution XVIII: 'that one does not take up prayers or offices at all, under 

any pretext'. 36 

The hesitancy of the sisters of Paray·le·Monial over the beginning of a 

new devotion suggests that sainthood and divine inspiration were easier to 
recognize in hindsight. Hesitancy over new devotions was also an aspect of 
the primary importance of obedience in seventeenth-century piety and of the 
more general concern with centralized ecclesiastical control over individual 
and local spirituality. By the late seventeenth century, when the sisters of 
Paray-le-Monial wrote the Vie des Contemporaines, the image of a saintly life 
was one in which powerful tools of spirituality were subjected to the control of 
the church authorities, such as mothers superior and confessors. This control 
was especially important in the post-reformation church. The demands of 
individual piety were suspect. Devotion to conflicting individual interpreta
tions of the requirements of fiath had produced years of religious warfare. 

Dominique Julia argues that the Catholic Reformation placed firm 
control of the mechanism of piety in the hands of the clergy. The imposition of 
this control extended to control over religious practices, as the church 
codified missals, rituals, and liturgies and enforced adherence to approved 
ceremonies as a means of avoiding heterodoxy .37 Local movements provoked 
great suspicion without the ecclesiastical hierarchy. The Congregation of 
Rites in Rome denied permission for the establishment of the devotion of the 
sacred heart in 1697, and subsequent attempts by the Jesuits to have the 
feast recognized failed in 1727 and 1729. The celebration of the feast was not 
approved until 1765, and then only for limited use.38 

The concern with avoiding heterodoxy and with maintaining obedience 
to ecclesiastical authority, even to the point of denying the promptings of 
individual mystical experience, was plain in the life of Marguerite-Marie. The 
sisters of Paray-le-Monial, writing to preserve the memory (and possibly to 
advance the canonization case) of one of their sisters who was reputed to be a 
saint during her lifetime, appeared to share the perspective of the church as 
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an institution. A saint was a person who obeyed. Marguerite-Marie, the 

contemporaines related, engaged in healing (of others) by prayer, prophesied, 
engaged in nocturnal devotions during which she did not change her position 

for hours, saw visions of Jesus, Mary, souls in purgatory, and other saints, 
was pursued by demons who pushed her down staircases, and suffered her 

own lengthy illnesses in stoic silence. 39 They emphasized that she did almost 
everything with the permission of her superiors. In the event she acted 
without permission, she was reprimanded, either by her superiors or directly 

by God. The common themes of sainthood, including visionary and mystical 
experiences, trouble with demons, miraculous healings, and personal illness, 

which seem to hold constant in the lives of saints over both time and place, 
are present in the life of Marguerite-Marie, but they are cast in the 
seventeenth-century mold of submission to authority. 

Within the framework of a common interest in obedience and control, 
the different sources for the life and works of Marguerite·Marie provide 
different perspectives on her life and her saintliness. In general, Marguerite· 
Marie herself was most interested in the internal aspect of sanctity, including 

her visions and her direct relationship with God. She also wrote about external 
manifestations of piety, such as physical mortification and the manner in 

which she wished to pray. Her constant quest was to reconcile the demands of 
her inner voice with the requirements of obedience and conformity imposed 

on her by her superiors and confessors. 
Marguerite-Marie's interest in her own internal spiritual state is evident 

in her description of an event also described by the contemporaines. Both the 

Vie des Contemporaines and the Autobiographie contain descriptions of 

Marguerite·Marie as a child, reading and seeking to emulate the (Life of the 
Saints). This was undoubtedly a pious image, worthy of any saint. Marguerite· 

Marie, however, also included a description of her spiritual state upon reading 

about saints. 

And as I read no other books than the Life of Saints, I would say in opening 

it: "I must find myself one who is easy to imitate, so that I can do as she did, 
to become holy as she is. But that which disappointed me was to see that I 

had so offended my God, and I thought that the saints had not offended as I 
had, or that at least if one of them had, he had then always been in 
penitence: which gave me a great wish to do so; but my divine Master 

impressed in me such a great fear of following my own will that I thought 
that he would not agree at all to that which I could do, until I would do it by 

love and by obedience." 40 

The contemporaines appear to have been interested mostly in reporting 

the external manifestations of Marguerite·Marie's piety. They provided 

greater detail about austerity and mortification than did Marguerite-Marie and 

wrote less about her internal spiritual struggles. The contemporaines also 

included some detail about Marguerite·Marie's internal spirituality and per· 
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sonal relationship with God; most of these sections appear to be paraphrases 
of sections of the Autobiographie. While the interest of the contemporaines 

was a mixture of internal and external manifestations of piety, they relied 
more heavily on the external manifestations. 

The portrait of a mystical religious life as drawn by Marguerite-Marie in 
the Autobiographie is filled with doubt, pain, and misery. She was unable to 
follow the normal path of the spiritual life, much to the dismay of her 
superiors in the convent. Prior to her profession, to which she referred as her 
engagement (" fian<;ames"), she was so overcome by her experience of the 
caresses of Jesus that she was "often beside herself, and they rendered her 
incapable of doing anything. " 41 This state of affairs troubled both Marguerite
Marie and the sisters of the Visitation, who rebuked her, "giving [herl to 
understand that this was not the spirit of the daughters of Sainte-Marie, who 
does not want anything extraordinary, and that if [she) did not stop all this, 
[she] would not be received. " 42 

Marguerite-Marie's extraordinary devotional practices continued to 
cause her trouble throughout her life. Her extreme asceticism was out of 
character for a Visitandine nun. The Visitandines followed the teachings of St. 
Franc;:ois de Sales, who taught that a holy life was accessible to anyone who 
truly sought it. The Visitandines followed a relatively relaxed rule; for 
example, they were not required to get up in the middle of the night to say the 
night office. 43 The dismay of her sisters at the intensity of her devotions is 
another example of the difficulty in perceiving sainthood when it is near at 
hand. 

The testimony of the witnesses at the 1715 hearings concerning the 
sanctity of Marguerite-Marie indicated that the representatives of the church 
as an institution were, for the most part, interested in external manifestations 
of piety, with some ancillary interest in Marguerite-Marie's internal spiritual 

life. The nuns and priests who testified admired Marguerite-Marie's obedience 
to her superiors in all things. Sister Jeanne-Anne Franc;:oise Chalon, a nun in 
the Visitandine convent at Paray-le-Monial, testified that Marguerite-Marie 

practiced a blind obedience to her superiors and to the rules; that she had all 
the pains in the world upon going into the parlor; that one day, being there to 

speak to someone, the deponent, who found herself in [Marguerite·Marie"s) 
way, said to her, "Mother, here is a lady who would very much like to wish 
you good evening," to which the Venerable Sister replied, "I have had 
permission to speak to the person whom I have just left, my dear, nothing 

must be done, neither in secret nor in public, without permission," refusing 
to speak a single word to her. 44 

The nuns who testified were also very interested in Marguerite-Marie's 
prayer practices. Seven of them mentioned that she frequently prayed on her 
knees for many hours at a stretch, without moving a muscle. Sister 
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Franc;oise-Marguerite d'Athose testified that 

she had seen the said Sister Alacoque, many years, especially on feast days 

and Sundays, spend all day before the holy Sacrament, and that she had the 
custom of spending all the holy Thursday night, until Friday, from seven 

o'clock in the evening until the next morning, at the same hour, on her 

knees, immobile, in a meditation so great that all the Community was 

surprised that she could remain so long in the same position, in light of her 
constitution, which was not the strongest. 45 

The religious witnesses also placed emphasis on the veneration ac
corded to Marguerite-Marie by the lay populace. Three of the nuns and two of 
the priests testified that they observed people reaching through the convent's 
grille to touch the body of the saint. 

!Sister Anne-Alexis de Mareschale) adds that she noticed the eagerness of 

the public who came to the grille of the choir to see, they said, the Saint of 

Sainte-Marie who was dead, and who begged the Sisters who sang the 

psalms to touch their rosaries, books of hours, and other things to the body, 

exposed according to custom, of the said Sister Alacoque, which the said 

deponent herself had touched. 46 

Sister Catherine-Augustine Marest reported that "/es seculiers" passed 
by the grille and threw her their rosaries, books of hours, and tokens to touch 
the body, and that the crowd was so large that she and the other sisters 
together could not satisfy the demands to touch the body with tokens. 47 

The demand for items which had touched the body of the saint was 
related to the major element in the secular perception of sanctity: miracles. Of 
the seven lay people who testified at the hearing, all but Jean·Chrysostome 
Alacoque, Marguerite-Marie's brother, testified about miracles which they had 
experienced or about which they had heard. Most of the miracles were cures. 
Reine Jandot, the fourteen-year-old daughter of a laborer, testified that she 
was healed of an incurable paralysis which had lasted two years. The cure 
occurred after Reine's family heard of a "a nun who had died in the odor of 
sanctity ... to whom people from all parts had recourse in illness." They sent 
a friend to say a novena in the chapel at Paray-le-Monial and promised to take 
Reine herself there to give thanks after she was cured. She began to feel better 
when the novena was started and was completely cured by the time it was 
over. She and her family attributed the cure to the intercession of Marguerite

Marie.48 
Catherine Petit, a laborer, was a woman of great faith and equally great 

infirmity; she was cured three times through the intercession of Marguerite

Marie. The first two cures, which took place in about 1699 and 1705, were of 
an unspecified serious and violent disease which caused the doctors to 
despair. The third cure, in 1714, was of dropsy. Each cure was effected after 
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Catherine arranged for a mass and a novena to be said in the chapel of the 

Sacred Heart in Bois-Sainte-Marie, her home town. These cures are notewor· 

thy because they were made without direct recourse to the chapel at 

Paray·le-Monial or to the relics of Marguerite-Marie.
49 

The lay perception of sanctity as a source of miracles is a perception 

that stretches across time. Weinstein and Bell, in their statistical study of the 

components of sainthood, found that miracle-working was the third most 

common component of saintly reputation for adult saints, martyrs excluded.
50 

The interest of both the lay and the religious witnesses in miracles may also 
have been a part of a peculiarly seventeenth-century attitude toward miracles. 

Jean de Viguerie, citing the work of Rene Taverneaux, found that miracles 

were frequent in seventeenth-century France, and agreed with Taverneaux's 

assertion that the miracle in seventeenth-century life "was not an exceptional 

or isolated act, but was integral to the web of civilization; men lived in a 

veritable miraculous climate. " 51 Louis Chatellier suggests that "baroque 
miracles," or miracles which occurred in the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries, are unique because they were an accepted part of every day life. In 

his study of Strasbourg and the outlying areas in the Rhine valley, he found 

records of hundreds of miracles between 1651 and 1765. He suggests that the 
large scale acceptance of miracles meant that miracles were not marvels, but 

almost expected manifestations of the power of God, which could happen for 

any good Catholic who executed the correct gestures of piety. 52 While a study 

of documents relating to one saint over a short period of time can hardly 
corroborate or contradict Chatellier's theory, the overwhelming lay interest in 

miracles does suggest a general acceptance of the miraculous. The story of 

Catherine Petit, who was cured three times after reciting the same series of 

devotions, also suggests that Cha tel lier may be correct in his theory about the 
ready availability of miracles to Catholics who knew the right prayers. Piety as 

well as sanctity may have been judged by lay people in terms of its external 

appearances. 
The sources concerning Marguerite-Marie have limitations. They reflect 

the attitudes within the institutional church more than they do the attitudes of 
lay believers. Among the small sample of lay witnesses, children, laborers, 
merchants, small town bourgeoisie, and professional people were included, 

but the number of witnesses is too small to allow any analysis of class 

differences in attitudes toward sanctity. There is no indication of the social 

standing of the nuns prior to their profession, although there appears to have 

been a good rate of literacy among them, since they wrote biographies and 
letters. The institutional structure of the model I suggest may be a function of 

the sources, rather than a reflection of reality. A larger study, involving more 

saints and more witnesses, could provide additional data on the question of 
the importance of class in the perception of sanctity. 

The fact that Marguerite-Marie was a cloistered nun also limits the 
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general applicability of the study. The overwhelming interest of lay people in 
miracles, almost to the exclusion of other attributes of sanctity, could be a 

result of lack of opportunity to observe. Laymen rarely had the chance to 
observe cloistered nuns at their devotions. Different lay interests could appear 
if a study included non-cloistered saints. Nevertheless, in the seventeenth 

century, nuns were more likely to be canonized than almost any other 
category of saints. 53 While it is dangerous to generalize from only one 

example, Marguerite-Marie was, at least, a member of the largest class of 

seventeenth-century saints. 
While the documents concerning the sanctity of Marguerite-Marie 

suggest the obedience and control were notable elements of the perception of 

sanctity in the seventeenth century, obedience is also a common characteris
tic in writings about Christian monastic life as early as the desert fathers of the 

fourth century and the Rule of St. Benedict in the sixth century. A comparison 

of saints lives over a longer time period could help to determine whether 
obedience, and more particularly external control over individual spirituality, 
provided a significantly different focus for seventeenth-century perceptions of 

sanctity. A comparison of monastic and non-monastic saints' lives could 
determine whether, over time, there is a saintly motif of obedience or control, 

beyond the monastic convention. 
Finally, the juridical bias of the canonization process may have 

influenced the recorded attributes of sanctity. The church insisted on 

orthodoxy in writings, evidence of heroic virtues, including faith, hope, 
charity, fortitude, justice, prudence, and temperance, miracles and, for a saint 

in religious orders, poverty, chastity and obedience. Martyrdom was 

optional. 54 The need to establish the virtues and the miracles may have 

dictated that was recorded about the saint. This may or may not have reduced 
the tendency of the source to reflect actual opinions about the qualities of 

sanctity. The degree of the distortion depends upon the extent to which the 

juridical requirements of sanctity reflected beliefs and practices concerning 

sanctity outside the Curia. A comparison of the legends and miracles 

attributed to officially canonized saints with the legends and miracles attrib

uted to saints of local repute might shed light on the extent to which the 

canonization process shapes the perception of sanctity. 
The Life and Works of Marguerite-Marie A/acoque indicate that the 

perception of sanctity in seventeenth-century France had a major theme: 

control. Marguerite-Marie demonstrated control over her spirituality and over 

her life through obedience to authority, physical austerity and rigid adherence 
to prayer rituals. The church controlled Marguerite-Marie's spirituality by 

enforcing her submission and obedience to her superiors and to her confes

sors. In turn, the saint, through miraculous interventions, helped lay people to 

control otherwise inexplicable crises in their lives. The control over the saints 

by the church helped produce control by the church over the laity. 
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The focus of the perception of sanctity was linked to the theme of 
control. For the saint herself, the focus was the reconciliation of the demands 
of internal spirituality and the requirement of obedience. For the members of 
the church as an institution, the focus was the virtue of obedience itself, along 
with adherence to strict standards of austerity and demonstration of outward 
forms of piety, all with the permission of the superiors. For the lay population, 
the focus was the performance of miracles on demand. Marguerite-Marie 
Alacoque lived up to the expectations of sanctity in all categories. She was 
holy, as people expected a saint to be holy. She was, therefore, recognized, 
albeit unofficially, as a saint in her lifetime, and was canonized after her 

death. 55 
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