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A SAINT GOES to COLLEGE

Marie Eugénie Milleret & Assumption Education


The Place: France, the Cathedral of Notre Dame de Paris. 


The date: Nineteenth Century– about 170 years ago, Lent 1836.


Eugénie Milleret, not quite 19 years old, is seated in the Church thinking or praying or maybe just watching the train of fashionable people in fashionable clothes that slowly fills the 3000 seats. You had to come well ahead of time to have one of those seats.

She doesn’t mention the company of anyone else but she is there because her cousins are good Catholics and it is the tradition to attend weekly Conferences in one church or other during Lent.  So Eugenie is undoubtedly there with Mme Foulon and her cousins. But she is very alone. Since the death of her mother, she has not really sought the company of anyone

Yes, she is young and vivacious, attends parties and balls, receives the suitors her father sends in view of a good marriage, worries about the sudden pimple and her red nose because she has a cold - and loves to laugh. But she confides to her diary that she is tormented by questions concerning the meaning of life, and especially the meaning of her life. Her heart yearns for a great love. If she died she knows she would soon be forgotten, yet she dreams of doing something worthwhile with her life.

In the depression of 1830, her father had lost most of his fortune and they had had to sell their mansion outside Metz (eastern France). Her parents had separated. Her beloved brother had remained with her father and she had come with her mother to Paris where they had an apartment. As if that had not been enough, she had had to witness her mother’s cruel death from cholera shortly afterwards.  At fifteen, she had found herself very much alone.

At her mother’s death, her father first had entrusted Eugenie to cousins in Châlons. Although she had been baptized and even made her first Holy Communion, Eugenie had been brought up without any faith other than a vague deism. You couldn’t be French in the nineteenth century and not know something about the Catholic Church and Jesus Christ, but, according to her, neither had been included in her education... In any case, she tells us that in Châlons she was assailed by questions and lost any little faith that she might have had. Her father was not in the least concerned about her faith or piety but quickly realized that life with this family was not for any unprotected young lady of her class and whisked her off – back to Paris, this time to live with cousins. The piety and religion of this new family were so narrow and stifling that Eugenie would say later that there in Paris, she had never been farther from God, nor her soul in greater danger.  

And here she is on a Sunday in Lent, seated in Notre Dame. Perhaps she has some curiosity about the preacher for Father Lacordaire was very popular among the university students and had quite a following.  We don’t know which of the many Lenten conferences Eugenie heard or exactly what struck her. It could have been this:

"...To pray, faith is necessary, at least a beginning of faith. But do you know what a beginning faith is? It’s doubt; doubt is the beginning of faith just as fear is the beginning love. I am not speaking of skepticism but of the doubt that many of my listeners know, of sincere doubt that makes one say: ‘Perhaps, after all, I am the artwork of a Providence that governs and watches over me. …Perhaps I can have some knowledge and love of God. Perhaps! This doubt, Gentlemen, is the beginning of faith, and once begun, you will not tear it out of your heart easily. God has riveted it there. …All of us, Gentlemen, can pray, because all of us either believe or doubt. Insects of a day, lost under a blade of grass, we wear ourselves out with vain reasoning. We ask where we come from and where we are going. But can’t we say: « O you, whoever you are, you who have made us, deign to draw me out of this doubt and discontent. » Who cannot pray in this way? (cf.Lenten Conférence of Lacordaire, 1836 quoted in Études d'archives, N° 5, pages 19 et 20).
In any case, after that conference, the young Eugénie declared: « I was truly converted” and wrote to Lacordaire: “You answered all my questions.”  The conversion story of Eugenie Milleret, however, was not one of simply turning to God, going to Church and frequenting the sacraments. Nor was it just the reform of her life, a giving up of sinful things and bad habits, as a moral conversion would be. It was an intellectual conversion. The encounter with Christ and the Church that Sunday at Notre Dame was the beginning of a long intellectual process.

Eugénie, a lover of books and reading, immediately felt the need of study. She realized that there was much she did not know about Catholicism and the Catholic Church, that much in her education had prejudiced her against it. For many in her milieu, the Catholic Church was a bastion opposed to the extraordinary explosion of scientific knowledge that marked the times and an avowed enemy of the Revolution.)  Thus, the new convert embarked on a quest for truth. From Lacordaire, she got a reading list and began what she was to call. la rénovation de mon intelligence, the renewal or renovation of my intelligence.  This process of conversion and search for truth is what I dared call for tonight’s lecture- Eugénie Milleret’s going to College. 

Eugénie would have passed her College Boards had they existed and if women had been admitted to the university. Her intellectual baggage was considerable. She could speak and write French and German fluently. She was able to read English and had read widely in all these tongues– at least in literature. Her formal schooling had been cut short by sickness but she retained a deep appreciation of her teachers during her school experience: in particular the analysis of texts and mathematics. (It seems that when she was under stress she liked to do math problems.)  History and geography and elementary courses in the natural sciences were the order of the day -and as all French demoiselles, she would have art, music and embroidery... The French analysis of literary texts cultivated, not only an esteem for literature and good writing, but it also taught students how to think logically and how to express themselves clearly.  Apparently Mlle Milleret had quite a prodigious memory an the sisters recount that, later when she presided at the students’ exams, they were surprised to hear her prompt someone in her recitation of a poem from Racine or Schiller.

Her parents were extremely interested in politics and social questions so that the young Eugénie was familiar with these subjects and the current issues that she heard discussed in the family and with the many guests that frequented the house. In fact, she admits that she had conceived a real passion for politics. Not in the sense of parties and candidates but in the sense of finding responses to the burning social problems of the day, in the sense of the democracy and the social justice she wanted for her country. This was the gloire de la France that in one form or other is so important to the French. For her family, the French Revolution had not been just the class hatred and atheism that had created the guillotine, the sacking of churches, oaths of fidelity to the State exacted of priests and the expulsion of religious orders. It had left them a legacy of love for liberty, equality and fraternity, a commitment to  democracy.  Eugénie cherished a dream of a state where…No man would suffer  the oppression of any other man  

Father Lacordaire’s list of books included apologetics, History of the Church, Montalambert’s History of the Monastic Orders, doctrine, spirituality. At this point in her life, it was apologetics that she needed: reasons to believe in the existence of God, in the authenticity of the Catholic Church, in the liberty of  the human will.  Entries in her journal read like a dialogue between herself and her books, perhaps with a certain Frayssinous who is mentioned by name.
 The poor  author laments that he is obliged to plead for the faith as Origen and Tertullian had to before the pagans in the early days of the Christian faith. He feels that the progress of science, art and industry have made people intellectually  soft and sensuous.   

Eugénie is not uncritical in her approach. To the argument  that people universally believe in a Divinity, she replies What does that matter to me if I don’t believe?  Then, she can add; Perhaps I didn’t understand M. Frayssinous.

Her notes go on:

If, however, we do not feel[the need for] the truth, the necessity of religion, if we do not know its proofs, and we believe simply because our parents have told us, we have a very weak faith, very little assurance; we shall give our faith to the first powerful mind that comes along and dominates ours. We will end up believing in men and not God  

Finding the answer to her questions by dint of reflection and study, she declares: “ I hold to my faith as to something I have discovered [for myself] and if I had to give up some of my reasonings and the ideas that have led me to the faith, I don’t know if I would be Catholic.” . 

Her faith seems to have found particular support in the conviction that there could be no good or evil without a god. Seeing herself obliged to act, to make choices, she needed to know what was good and what was evil.  For her this was an insoluble question without God and even a revealed God who makes his will known.. So there is a God and one involved with us.?  I didn’t have answers, but I felt that I was free, and I knew that I had to have free will if I had duties to fulfill. 

Most of her intellectual concerns are centered on action: what she should do in the world. 

Looking around at her fellow Catholics, Eugénie felt very different from them.  The harshness of her judgment betrays her youth.   It was in her period of not believing, she tells us, that  her actions and values resembled most of the Catholics she knew. 

The long section in her Journal on her intellectual musings ends with a reflection on her past life. Why should she of all people have been so led by God? Protected. Why did God let me experience all the vanities of the world and also my own weakness without allowing me to fall into the abyss completely. Nevertheless, God allowed me to know its depth… If God had given to her brother and so many other men she knows half the graces she has received, they would be Saints! I am so resistant yet God is veiled for others who desire to know God.

The burning question was always what she should do: Henceforth I wanted to give myself, not lend myself to Christ....to give all my strength, rather my weakness, to the Church which alone in my eyes possessed the secret of [doing] good in this world.  Lacordaire counseled her to “Pray and wait.” 

In the confessional at St. Sulpice,  a second encounter would seal her fate! The confessor that day was Theodore Combalot, a secular priest from Brittany and a fiery preacher –  who traveled all over France with true missionary zeal .  For some time, this ardent apostle had nurtured the project of founding a religious congregation of women under the patronage of Our Lady of the Assumption that would work for the regeneration of society through the education of young women. They would be the wives of the future leaders and deciders in society. (He also claimed that, in a vision, he had seen the purple and white habit that would set us off from all the other orders – and still does!)  Eugénie was not yet twenty years old when pressed to be the foundress of his congregation. (God wants it!) Combalot was forty. Thus the historian of the Congregation declares: The name of Father Combalot is the first in the story of the Assumption.  He received from God the first idea of the work, its aim and spirit.  

Through Combalot,  Eugenie would be introduced to a circle of friends and collaborators - all disciples of Lamennais-  Lacordaire, Montalembert, Louis Veuillot... This visionary dreamed of re-establishing a Christian society, bringing the Kingdom of God into society  Adveniat Regnum tuum was his motto. This would come about through a renewal of faith, a return to the Church Fathers and a liturgical reform.  Through liberty and democracy, the separation of Church and State, altar and throne. He was learned, anti-Jansenist, Ultramontaine and convincing.. Among his young disciples would be Emmanuel d’Alzon, future founder of the Augustinians of the Assumption. .In this wing of the Church,  modern and liberal yet deeply rooted in its original sources and accumulated wisdom, Marie Eugénie found her intellectual and spiritual home. 

Other contemporaries of our saint were Karl Marx and Charles Darwin, Hegel, John Stuart Mill; Ernest Renan, French socialists like Louis Blanc, Philippe Buchez and literary figures like Chateaubriand, de Musset and Lamartine. The list is long...  Eugénie ignored the works of many of these notables but I list them to give you a flavor of her era. She felt deeply that she was a child of her era, in accord with its highest ideals and ambitions, and tells us that she experienced an  almost physical sensation of  communion with her times. She names Victor Hugo, the novelist who would publish Les Miserables a few years later, as a big influence in her life. Philippe Buchez, a personal friend,  also.

Another contemporary woman set out to take her place in a male-dominated world - Georges Sand.. I permit myself a little digression to show you some aspects of  Eugénie Milleret’s complex personality.

Father Combalot  had another project – the conversion of Georges Sand! The daughter of a wellborn French Officer and an actress (Such a marriage between classes is called in French, a mésalliance), Aurore Dupin was brought up by her paternal grandmother. Sent to a fashionable convent school, she dreamed of becoming a nun! Snatched immediately from the Augustinian convent, she was tutored at home, had two children in an unhappy marriage and set about earning her living as writer. She took a man’s name, smoked, dressed like a man in order to feel free riding – but especially to make her way in a man’s world. ( A woman could not walk in the street alone, go to the theatre...) On an eternal quest for perfect love, Sand earned her reputation more from her numerous romantic liaisons than for her books. The affair with Chopin was probably the most famous.

So, Combalot is setting out for the conquest.  Eugénie writes:  

I feel like scolding you. Look, Father, I don’t think you can do anything for the salvation of this poor G. Sand, if you look down on her so much that you can’t overcome your disdain. Her dispositions  repel you. For me, they give me confidence. I recall, my dear father, that when I was going to you for the first time, I felt great scorn for myself, not for the exterior – for my faults were not obvious and the cult of appearances was very dear to me. But I felt real disgust for myself and my abilities. I did not believe that I was in any state to do anything worthwhile and I saw no virtue in myself on which I could build anything good. 

This is what attached me so quickly to our Lord. Against all hope, I found in him the purity of the angels, the strength of the saints, the confidence that I needed to try to do good, the rock on which I could build.   

This memory gives me the most tender charity for Mme Sand [D]. I feel that I could do something with her; that our souls resemble each other in secret and terrible ways. 

In the same situations, I would have been capable of all that she has done. Do you remember that frightening prediction, that sort of vision that you put before me once in one of your letters from Chatenay-when you wondered if I was not, by nature, as unconquerable in my thoughts , as ardent in my imagination as scornful of ideas received from others; as bold, as much a slave of my will and desires, of my ideas [as this woman?] So, Father, have a bit less disdain for this woman –  Have a bit more love. The great force of Our Lord Jesus Christ is his love. 

...I haven’t experienced exactly what she has because I have known only the poisoned flowers of the abyss. But take away all the help I received from my education that my mother had made sure was solid if not Christian, take away this particular providence of God that watched over me to a miraculous point and that put me at distance from the allures of temptation, [of things] I might have desired, [take away the misfortunes] which robbed me of my youth - death, the reversal of fortune,  sickness and times of absolute solitude in the countryside – tae away the strict watchfulness of my Aunt, and you would see me sunken as low as this poor woman for whom I would like to give you more love, at least at the altar.   (letter unfinished.)

In her quest for love, Eugénie Milleret was to found a new religious congregation but, unlike Georges Sand, who had been educated with the Chaoinesses of St.Augustinian, she knew absolutely nothing about religious life. (I pass over her dealings with the opposition of her father and friends, her own hesitations concerning the religious life.) She prevailed upon Father Combalot to let her have some time of preparation in a religious community. He arranged for her to have a period of formation in a monastery of the Visitation sisters. While she studied the history of religious life, the spirituality of  Saints Francis de Sales and  Jeanne de Chantal, and the great figures of Western spirituality – Francis, Ignatius, Teresa, Catherine of Siena etc., she also studied theology.

Combalot boasted to friends that his protégée had learned Latin in three months in order to read the Summa of Thomas Aquinas.  We didn’t hear that Eugénie denied the claim. But the fact that she found St. Augustine’s Confessions harder to understand than the works of Thomas Aquinas says something about her type of mind.

This formation at the Visitation (Cote St André) was both spiritual and academic/ theological, and counted as her novitiate.  In April 1839, ( now twenty-one) she returned to Paris to start community life with a small group of young women whose parents had been convinced by Combalot that this was a solid congregation. They began their religious life somewhat clandestinely in  a small house in the suburbs of Paris and later moved to the VI arrondissement of the City, in the shadow of St Sulpice. Father Combalot made a plan of studies and came to give talks. 

Less than two years after her return to Paris as Superior of the first Assumption Community, Eugenie would face another loss. This time it was the one she considered the founder of the Congregation. Father Combalot’s leadership had been erratic at best. But, it became completely contradictory – ordering one thing one day and the contrary the following day. For instance, one day everything had to be dropped in favor of intensive Latin studies; the next day Latin was not for women. When he decided  to take the community to Brittany  (out from under the authority of the Archbishop of Paris), Marie Eugénie, realizing that it would be fatal to the nascent project to leave the Capital, refused. The break was complete and forever. Eugénie felt bereft but could not just abandon all and go home on account of the other women who had trustingly left their families to join the “the” Assumption Religious.. 

Eugénie, with a foundation and no founder, turned to Henri Lacordaire and to Emmanuel d’Alzon for guidance and, not without tears,  carried on.... We can believe that d’Alzon was not surprised by the turn of events. The story goes that, after Combalot had showed off his foundress to the young Vicar General of Nimes, d’Alzon remarked:  “I see only one obstacle to this project, my friend.” “ And what might that be?”  “You, yourself!”  D’Alzon would become the loyal friend, councilor, and spiritual director of the one who became Mother Marie Eugénie. 

Kate O’Neill, an Irish girl who had had a solid Christian upbringing but who also went through doubts concerning reason and faith, had joined the first community, adding to its international flavor. She became, not only a mystic and the formator of many, many novices, but also Marie Eugénie’s intimate friend and collaborator. She was considered by the sisters as a co-foundress.

Combalot had walked out in May and, in the fall of 1841, when the  Mother Marie Eugénie was just 24, she gave a lecture to the faculty- her little band of sisters- on what Assumption education should be. And the doors of the first Assumption school opened. They had a wonderful program of studies, hearts filled with love and zeal - and a handful of students!

The target group was the up and coming professional class, doctors, lawyers, businessmen and intellectuals - the ones considered the leaders of the new industrial society. (The “poor” aristocracy was left to the Jesuits and the Religious of the Sacred Heart.) The school was to be an answer to the complaints she had heard in her milieu about the other girls’ schools: lack of good scholarship, lack of good manners, wrong political leaning. (monarchists) and off-putting convent trappings.


Although some of the aristocracy would bring their children, the new school was decidedly modern, forward-looking and Republican (That means democratic)!  


Three strains were brought together in the Assumption educational plan: 

1. the liberal but energetic education Marie Eugénie had received from her mother, for whom nobility of character, kindness, honesty, a sense of duty  and charitable outreach  were essential. )  First of all, you had to be a good human being; then religious virtues could do wonders. Pious practicing Catholics who were not sincere, kind, truthful , did not have the courage of their convictions, followed the dictates of society rather than the Gospel of Jesus Christ, were for her anathema. A scandal.  Along with character, strong doses of common and practical sense were also important (Fortunately, the absence of religious upbringing in the Milleret Brou family meant an absence of Jansenism). The school was not out to form pious little society ladies but women of character, fully themselves in the school of Jesus Christ.

2. a sense of responsibility towards society: knowledge of their own milieu in order to bring the influence of Christian values, a commitment to bring about change, (make the values of the Kingdom penetrate in society)  The students needed to experience the life of the less fortunate, to know the conditions of their life in order to be true sisters to all. This was recently expressed by a student as giving back to society from all you had received.) This was to be carried out as members of the Church: prayer and service.

3. what was to prove a particular flavor or hallmark: a community life –called “family spirit” at the time. A life together which was friendly, interesting and fun as well as serious. Studious and religious. An atmosphere where students could be themselves, develop their particular qualities and talents. Discipline was reasonable and not strict  in order to facilitate this.  Exterior order was never high on the list of priorities.

Sister Augustine, who came to the community with the diplomas necessary for school, was charged with re-writing textbooks with a Christian vision – at least, without an anti-Christian biais. 

To this formation, Marie Eugénie provided what people wanted, what the market required: a solid academic program and modern methods, formation that would enable a woman to take her place in society (not exactly the place that Marie Eugenie envisioned!). This was considered truly an innovation: a monastery school offering a modern, this-world education. Not worldly which was for Mother Marie Eugénie the greatest evil that could befall the Assumption. She saw Assumption education like the scribe in the Gospel who sorts out the treasure, bringing old and new together: nova et vetera.  What were to be the strongest cards for the Assumption were also ( and remain) the greatest liability: a reputation for being traditional, rooted in the life and Tradition of the Church and of being modern, rooted in the contemporary, loving the world. Drawing from the past but fully engaged in the present. 

I step out of Marie Eugénie’s expressions, vocabulary and times to express what I feel is a very big difference between the Assumption and many schools that claim the same fidelity to the past and the present. In defense of her foundation, Marie Eugénie claimed that for new times, new responses were necessary. Even the type of saint would change with the times, because people were changing. Fidelity to the Tradition requires an ongoing dialogue between Tradition and  history so that truly new understandings, new responses and new expressions come into being. Fidelity to the Tradition means keeping it alive, growing with a heart beating in and for one’s times and world. This is a consequence of the Incarnation, of the Christ who says: I have risen and am still with you. And  Behold I shall be with you until the end of time.

Marie Eugénie had set out to renew her own intelligence of things in the light of faith;  Assumption education required that the faculty do the same. Assumption schools would do the same for the young people entrusted to them. Her belief in the reality  of the Incarnation (by which all things are, as it were, divinized)  banished all opposition between science and faith. Indeed, it became a non-question.  For her,  faith completed the intelligence, gave it an added dimension that discovered meaning in the data of science and enabled one to make connections for an ever-expanding view of the unity of all creation, of history, and of our own lives. She would have loved the line of Gerard Manley Hopkins that the “world is shot through with the grandeur of God.”

Marie Eugénie’s life pretty well spanned the Nineteenth century. During her lifetime, Assumption schools were founded throughout France, in England, Italy, Spain, the Philippines, Nicaragua – South Africa and New Caledonia.  The typical Assumption school was the pensionnat or the Externat (Academies  like modern prep schools) but there were mission schools and schools for poor children, houses of retreat and adoration. She knew the sadness and humiliation of the first missions’ failure and the triumphs of being considered “the best,”  of having the young Queen of Spain, after her experience in Paris, ask for an Assumption school in Madrid. With the laity and the Assumptionists, conferences, retreats and social works were undertaken in Paris and Nimes. 

At her death, the Mother Foundress of the Assumption was hailed in the newspaper as a remarkably brilliant woman and educator but by those who knew her intimately, her sisters, the alumnae and friends, she was mourned as a compassionate, kind and wise spiritual mother.

In the context of the coming canonization, you might ask just what made her a saint? I believe it was her commitment to Christ, to the Church, and for their sake, to the world which she saw as a place where we humans give glory to God, where the Kingdom of God can and should be made manifest through/in our lives. She was able to engage in the everyday struggle that is the lot of each one of us, to accept her particular vocation from God and to rise above the problems, ennuis, pain and opposition she encountered with the faith, hope and love of one who seeks and sees God and God’s will in all things.

When I reflect on my own Assumption education, both as a child and as a sister, I believe that the secret of the schools Marie Eugénie created was not ever clearly articulated by her. It was, and still is, the monastic spirituality which was their matrix. 

In the monastic culture, study is experienced as personal enhancement and growth rather than useful information in view of future tasks and gain. Even spiritual, as the apostolate. I recall that, for certain fellow religious students, philosophy and theology were considered academic necessities, dry and disconnected from life and their real concerns. For us, in our monastic mentality, our studies were done, as it were, on our knees. The Transcendent was constantly present and all contact with truth, beauty and goodness was, by virtue of the Incarnation, a way of knowing more about God and God’s plan for the world – the Kingdom. And a delight.

The religious exercise of faith, hope and charity  gives us the power to go beyond the confines of our limited brains and imagination to the vast and invisible realm of the divine, and to fix our hearts on infinite Love. A love of learning comes from the sense of this ever-widening context that enlarges, not just one’s view, but one’s person, from the joy of the continual discovery of connections, of unity and simplicity. It becomes a process also of developing a deeply personal philosophy of life which serves as guide and compass. It gives distance from the everyday world of affairs that does not lead to indifference but to the capacity to commit oneself to the wider world and society rather than becoming caught up in their flux and fads. Study  combined with the celebration of the liturgy and fraternal sharing results in a rich and joyful community life.  

Postscriptum 

As M. Marie Eugénie’s successor at the head of the Congregation, I read an article one night that asked: If our founders were to come back, would they recognize the the congregations they had founded? Before I could go to sleep, I anxiously made a mental tour of the congregation worldwide. My answer was “Yes” and I slept peacefully that  night.

Preparing this lecture, I asked myself: Would Mother Marie Eugénie  recognize the educational institutions she founded?  Another tour of the world, and I found the answer again positive. The world is a different world in many ways and we are different too. Since the time of the founders of the Assumption congregations, we have experienced a very profound cultural shift . For new times, new congregations, a new type of saint and new needs in education.

Sister Clare Teresa, R.A.

Assumption College

18 April 2007

�  (In Defense of Christianity, Conferences  on Religion, 1825. He was the  King’s chaplain. Conferences given at St Sulpice to young men of the enlightened [upper] classes between 1803 and 1822). 
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