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"I throw myself at the foot of the Tabernacle like a dog at the foot of his Master."  (St. Jean-Baptiste Marie Vianney)

Since 1929 St John Vianney has been the patron saint of the diocesan clergy. Pope Benedict XVI has highlighted him as an example to all for this Year of the Priest.


These five weeks our Sunday Gospels are taken from St John, chapter 6, which begins with Jesus’ multiplication of five barley loaves and two fishes to feed the five thousand. It moves on to the Lord’s most sublime Eucharistic teaching: “I am the living bread that came down from heaven; whoever eats this bread will live for ever; and the bread that I shall give is my flesh for the life of the world.” 

The Curé had his own multiplication miracles, which he would never have boasted about. He usually attributed any miraculous answers to prayer to his dear St Philomena.

Since Ars had no school, in 1824 the Curé set up a free school, La Providence, for the village girls in a single house he bought, costing him every sou he had. Soon he had sixteen girls from surrounding villages too as boarders. Then he began to take in waifs and strays - destitute orphans who were begging by the roadside. The necessary extensions to the house cost him a fortune. Soon he decided in prayer, that only destitute children would be admitted as boarders: the village children must be day pupils.

After 1830, numbers at times rose as high as sixty. With so many hungry mouths to feed, the Curé went round on begging trips to the well-to-do and to his penitents. He needed 100 bushels of wheat each month. Once in 1829, after a poor harvest, the corn supply which was stored in the attic of the presbytery, was depleted to a few handfuls of grain scattered on the floor. The Curé had exhausted the generosity and resources of his benefactors. He thought even of dismissing some of the orphans, but could not bring himself to do it.

Being able to expect nothing more from men, he determined to intercede with God for a miracle. He swept all the grains of corn into a heap in one corner of the attic, and hid therein a small relic of St John-Francis Régis, who had miraculously fed the destitute. The Curé had benefited from Régis’ intercession in his youth, during his time as an unintentional deserter and fugitive from Napoleon’s army.

Next, he gathered the orphans to join him in fervent prayer for their daily bread. Soon Mme Chanay, the baker arrived, probably to tell him that the pantry was empty. “Go and gather what corn there may be in the attic,” the Curé told her. She had the greatest difficulty in opening the attic trapdoor. Wheat cascaded through the narrow opening. The attic was overflowing with grain. It was amazing that the semi-rotten main beam had not given way under the weight of a immense pyramid of grain, of slightly different colour from the old corn. Many years later, during the canonization process, witnesses still could point out how high up the walls the grain mountain had reached.

Some years later, during a drought, there remained only enough flour to bake three loaves and no more was available locally. The baker went to inform the Curé. “You must make the dough,” he replied. She began by putting a small quantity of dough and water in the kneading trough, but the dough remained too thick, and she had to add more and more water. It still remained too thick. She kept diluting it, and eventually the kneading trough was full of dough, enough to make ten big loaves of 20 lbs each.


When they told the Cure what had happened, he simply replied: “The good God is very good. He takes care of His poor!”


Hearing of such miraculous multiplications of food for the poor in the lives of the saints can strengthen our faith. It also may affect how we interpret events in the New Testament. Some Biblical exegetes, lacking in faith, deny the miracles of the New Testament. Usually they are building upon an erroneous philosophical foundation which denies God’s power or will to work miracles.


They come up with the oddest theories. They explain the feeding of the five thousand by means of the “sandwich box” theory. Everyone present had brought their own secret food supply hidden up their cloaks.  Jesus’ example of sharing influenced them to get out their butties and pass them round. And twelve basketfuls of fragments were left over! The miraculous sign foreshadowing the Eucharist becomes instead a twee moral lesson about caring and sharing.


Such mistaken opinions often accompany a want of faith in the real presence of Jesus in the Eucharist. The Gospel of St John chapter 6 can seem difficult to interpret, if one is not willing to recognize Jesus present in the Sacred Host and the Precious Blood.


As early as 107 AD St. Ignatius of Antioch was warning: "They hold aloof from the Eucharist and from services of prayer, because they do not confess that the Eucharist is the flesh of our Savior Jesus Christ...therefore, those who argue against this gift of God will die in their disputes." 

The Curé d’Ars taught his parishioners chiefly by his own example and devotion to Jesus in the Blessed Sacrament. They would frequently see him praying before the tabernacle: He would encourage them: “One need not say much to pray well. We know that Jesus is there in the tabernacle: let us open our hearts to him, let us rejoice in his sacred presence. That is the best prayer”. 
On another occasion he said: “When we speak to Jesus with simplicity and with all our heart, He acts like a mother who holds her child's head with her hands and covers it with kisses and caresses.”

"What does Jesus Christ do in the Eucharist? It is God who, as our Saviour, offers himself each day for us to his Father's justice. If you are in difficulties and sorrows, he will comfort and relieve you. If you are sick, he will either cure you or give you strength to suffer so as to merit Heaven. If the devil, the world, and the flesh are making war upon you, he will give you the weapons with which to fight, to resist, and to win victory. If you are poor, he will enrich you with all sorts of riches for time and eternity. Let us open the door of his sacred and adorable Heart, and be wrapped about for an instant by the flames of his love, and we shall see what a God who loves us can do. O my God, who shall be able to comprehend?" 


The Holy Sacrament was at the very heart of the Curé’s spirituality: "The soul hungers for God, and nothing but God can satiate it. Therefore He came to dwell on earth and assumed a Body in order that this Body might become the Food of our souls." 

In an age when Holy Communion was received only infrequently, he urged frequent communion: “Come to communion, my brothers and sisters, come to Jesus. Come to live from him in order to live with him… “Of course you are not worthy of him, but you need him!” On another occasion, he told them: "Every consecrated Host is made to burn Itself up with love in a human heart." 

St Thérèse de Lisieux expressed a similar sentiment when she wrote: "It is not to remain in a golden ciborium that He comes down each day from Heaven, but to find another Heaven, the Heaven of our soul in which He takes delight." 

When he celebrated Mass, those present reported that “it was not possible to find a finer example of worship… He gazed upon the Host with immense love”. Evidently He found in the Eucharistic Jesus the entire focus of his desire: 
"Without the Holy Eucharist there would be no happiness in this world; life would be insupportable. When we receive Holy Communion, we receive our joy and our happiness. The good God, wishing to give Himself to us in the Sacrament of His Love, gave us a vast and great desire, which He alone can satisfy. In the presence of this beautiful Sacrament, we are like a person dying of thirst by the side of a river — he would only need to bend his head; like a person still remaining poor, close to a great treasure — he need only stretch out his hand. He who communicates loses himself in God like a drop of water in the ocean. They can no more be separated." 

Pope Pius XII later pointed out to the clergy of Rome: "If you want the faithful who are entrusted to your care to pray willingly and well, you must give them an example and let them see you praying in church. A priest kneeling devoutly and reverently before the tabernacle, and pouring forth prayers to God with all his heart, is a wonderful example to the Christian people and serves as an inspiration."
Yes, indeed, "If we could comprehend all the good things contained in Holy Communion, nothing more would be wanting to content the heart of man. The miser would run no more after his treasures, or the ambitious after glory; each would shake off the dust of the earth, leave the world, and fly away towards heaven," 

