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FR Francis Marsden


A mischievous variation on the Penny Catechism interrogates the listener: “What are the five things unknown to the Holy Spirit?”  The answer is:  

1. What a Jesuit is thinking

2. What a Dominican is preaching

3. How much a Benedictine owns

4. What Franciscans do all day

5. The number of orders of women religious in the Catholic Church.

Perhaps it is only diocesan clergy who retail these old jokes. “The religious take the vows and the diocesan priests keep them.”  Or about founders: St Ignatius founded the Jesuits, St Alphonsus founded the Redemptorists, St Bernard founded the Cistercians, but Jesus Christ founded the diocesan clergy.

This coming week the liturgical calendar blesses us with St Ignatius on Tuesday, St Alphonsus of the erstwhile Redempterrorists on Wednesday, St Peter Julian Eymard of the Blessed Sacrament Fathers on Thursday, and finally the patron of your parish clergy, the diocesan carthorses, St Jean-Baptiste Marie Vianney, on Saturday.

The future founder of the Redemptorists was baptised Alphonsus Mary Anthony John Francis Cosmas Damian Michael Caspar de’Liguori in 1686, son of Don Joseph de Liguori, captain of the royal sea galleys of the King of Naples.

He must have been a brilliant young man, for by the age of 16 he had acquired a double doctorate in both civil and canon law at the University of Naples. In eight years working as a barrister he is said never to have lost a case: think of the fees he could have commanded today at Lincoln’s Inn. 

When he did eventually lose a case, because he had completely omitted to read a vital paragraph in his brief, he took it as a sign from God that he should study for the priesthood, something which he had been contemplating already.

He was thirty years old when ordained a priest, and from 1726 to 1752 he worked as a missioner throughout the Kingdom of Naples. In those days the fashion in preaching was one of pompous oratory and extravagant verbosity, as the fashion today seems to be one of quickie sermons devoid of challenging doctrine.

“Your style must be simple, but the sermon must be well-constructed,” he instructed his fellow missioners. “If skill be lacking, it is unconnected and tasteless; if it is bombastic, the simple cannot understand it. I have never preached a sermon which the poorest old woman in the congregation could not understand.”

In the 1730’s Alphonsus, guided by divine inspiration, set up an order of enclosed nuns, the Redemptoristines. Soon afterwards he founded the male Redemptorists, as a community of missioners to work especially among the peasants of the country districts. 

If florid pomp was the order of the day in the pulpit, Jansenism - an excessive rigorism - ruled in the confessional. Alphonsus, as a brilliant lawyer and holy man, was just the person to remedy this. He treated penitents as souls to be saved rather than as criminals to be punished or frightened into better ways. He steered a middle course between rigorism and laxism.

In order to help other confessors he published his six-volume work the Theologia Moralis in 1753-55. It eventually ran to seventy editions. My copy is still in Latin, published in Paris in 1862, so it was still in print over a century later. I have never found an English translation of the work. Some of it now reads rather quaintly – discussions, for example, of how far away from the altar the priest can still consecrate bread and wine.

However, such discussions are not so irrelevant as they may at first seem: I am thinking of the recent papal Mass in Lviv, where in order to communicate all who wished among the one and a half million crowd, hundreds of chalices and ciboria were laid out on separate tables, probably fifty yards from the Pope, but ten yards from the first row of the 700 concelebrating priests.

He also published Homo Apostolicus, a manual for confessors, and many writings on the perfection of Christian life and spirituality. These texts ultimately won him in 1871 the title of Doctor of the Church and Patron of Moral Theology.

At the age of 66, much against his wishes, Alphonsus was made Bishop of Sant’Agoti dei Goti, a small diocese of 30,000 souls between Benevento and Capua. He protested his ill-health – he was asthmatic, lame and deaf, and nearly blind, but Pope Clement XIII would not take no for an answer. 

The diocese was urgently in need of reform. It had 400 priests, some of whom enjoyed comfortable benefices and did no pastoral work at all, others were living lives of vice. The laity followed their example.

One of Alphonsus’ notable acts was to suspend all priests who were in the habit of celebrating Holy Mass in fifteen minutes or less. (Had he been in the British Isles, he might have had to allow an exemption for Kerrymen).

“The priest at the altar represents the person of Jesus Christ. But whom do so many priests today represent? They represent only buffoons earning their livelihood by their antics. It is most lamentable of all to see religious, some of reformed orders, saying mass with such haste and mutilation of the rite that it would scandalise even the heathen. . .  The sight of Mass celebrated in this way is truly enough to make one lose the Faith.”

1767 was the year when the atheist Pombal, Prime Minister of Portugal, banished and deported all Jesuit fathers and brothers from the Empire – their Indian mission stations in South America, the reducciones, were then pillaged and burnt by the Spanish and Portuguese colonists, and the Indians reduced to slavery on their plantations.

Thousands of exiled Jesuits arrived in the Papal States. The Spanish and French monarchies forced Pope Clement XIV into a formal suppression of the Jesuit order (1773) – the horrible victory of rationalism and the enemies of the Church. Only in Russia did Catherine II refuse to enact the decree of suppression.

The Redemptorist order was now bitterly attacked for sheltering the ex-Jesuits, and accused of carrying on the Jesuit order under another name.  Deceitful subordinates tricked Alphonsus into signing a document suppressing his own order in Naples. The Roman Redemptorists put themselves directly under the Pope, and Alphonsus found himself excluded from the very Congregation he had founded! 

He accepted all these trials patiently, as the will of God. In 1784-85 he suffered a terrible “dark night of the soul” – temptations against every virtue and every article of faith, diabolical visions, scruples and phobias. Finally he was brought into clearer spiritual light, enjoying frequent mystical ecstasies, uttering prophecies and performing miracles.

His spiritual writing: “Preparation for Death” is available in English. For example, Consideration XV -  On the General Judgement:

“At the sound of this trumpet the beauteous souls of the just will descend to unite themselves to the bodies with which they have served God in this life; and the unhappy souls of the damned will come up from hell to unite themselves to those accursed bodies with which they have offended God.

Oh what a difference there will then be between the bodies of the just and those of the damned! The just will appear beautiful, fair, more resplendent than the sun .  .Happy is he who knows how in this life to mortify his flesh by refusing it forbidden pleasures; and who, to keep it more in check, denies it even the lawful pleasures of the senses, and ill treats it as the saints have done . . On the other hand, the bodies of the reprobate will appear deformed, black and stinking. Oh what torment will it then be to the damned to be united to their bodies! Accursed body, the soul will, say, to gratify thee I am lost. And the body will say: Accursed soul, who hadst the use of reason, why didst thou allow me those pleasures for which I have damned both myself and thee for all eternity?”

This work he dedicated “To Mary, Immaculate and ever-Virgin, Full of grace and blessed above all children of Adam, the Dove, the Turtledove, the Beloved of God, the Honour of the human race, the Delight of the Most Holy Trinity: 

Abode of love, Model of Humility, Mirror of all virtues: 

Mother of Fair Love, Mother of Hope, Mother of Mercy: 

Advocate of sinners, Defence against the devils, Light of the blind, Physician of the sick: 

Anchor of confidence, City of refuge, Gate of paradise: 

Ark of life, Rainbow of peace, Haven of Salvation:

Star of the sea, and Sea of sweetness, Pecaemaker of sinners, Hope of the despairing, Help of the abandoned:

Comforter of the afflicted, Consolation of the dying, and Joy of the world.”

Alphonsus himself went to meet his Most Holy Redeemer face to face on August 1st, 1787, at the grand old age of ninety. May he pray for us all.

