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"Dearly beloved, let us love one another, for charity is of
God. And every one that loveth, is born of God, and knoweth
God. He that loveth not, knoweth not God: for God is
charity." —1 John 4:7-8



Chapter 1 A PEASANT'S SON

Table of Contents

A MONOTONOUS line of sand hills and the sea; a vast
barren land stretching away in wave-like undulations far as
eye can reach; marsh and heath and sand, sand and heath
and marsh; here and there a stretch of scant coarse grass, a
mass of waving reeds, a patch of golden-brown fern—the
Landes.

It was through this desolate country in France that a little
peasant boy whose name was destined to become famous
in the annals of his country led his father's sheep, that they
might crop the scanty pasture. Vincent was a homely little
boy, but he had the soul of a knight-errant, and the grace of
God shone from eyes that were never to lose their merry
gleam even in extreme old age.

He was intelligent, too, so intelligent that the neighbors
said that Jean de Paul was a fool to set such a boy to tend
sheep when he had three other sons who would never be
good for anything else. There was a family in the
neighborhood, they reminded him, who had had a bright
boy like Vincent, and had put him to school—with what
result? Why, he had taken Orders and got a benefice, and
was able to support his parents now that they were getting
old, besides helping his brothers to get on in the world. It
was well worthwhile pinching a little for such a result as
that.



Jean de Paul listened and drank in their arguments. It
would be a fine thing to have a son a priest; perhaps, with
luck, even a Bishop—the family fortunes would be made
forever.

With a good deal of difficulty the necessary money was
scraped together, and Vincent was sent to the Franciscans'
school at Dax, the nearest town. There the boy made such
good use of his time that four years later, when he was only
sixteen, he was engaged as tutor to the children of M. de
Commet, a lawyer, who had taken a fancy to the clever,
hardworking young scholar. At M. de Commet's suggestion,
Vincent began to study for the priesthood, while continuing
the education of his young charges to the satisfaction of
everybody concerned.

Five years later he took minor Orders and, feeling the
need of further theological studies, set his heart on a
university training and a degree. But life at a university
costs money, however thrifty one may be, and although
Jean de Paul sold a yoke of oxen to start his son on his
career at Toulouse, at the end of a year Vincent was in
difficulties. The only chance for a poor student like himself
was a tutorship during the summer vacation, and here
Vincent was lucky. The nobleman who engaged him was so
delighted with the results that, when the vacation was over,
he insisted on the young tutor taking his pupils back with
him to Toulouse. There, while they attended the college,
Vincent continued to direct their studies, with such success
that several other noblemen confided their sons to him, and
he was soon at the head of a small school.



To carry on such an establishment and to devote oneself
to study at the same time was not the easiest of tasks; but
Vincent was a hard and conscientious worker, and he seems
to have had, even then, a strange gift of influencing others
for good. For seven years he continued this double task with
thorough success, completed his course of theology, took
his degree, and was ordained priest in the opening years of
that seventeenth century which was to be so full of
consequences both for France and for himself.

Up to this time there had been nothing to distinguish
Vincent from any other young student of his day. Those who
knew him well respected him and loved him, and that was
all. But with the priesthood came a change. From
thenceforward he was to strike out a definite line of his own
—a line that set him apart from the men of his time and
faintly foreshadowed the Vincent of later days.

The first Mass of a newly ordained priest was usually
celebrated with a certain amount of pomp and ceremony. If
a cleric wanted to obtain a good living it was well to let
people know that he was eligible for it; humility was not a
fashionable virtue. People were therefore not a little
astonished when Vincent, flatly refusing to allow any
outsiders to be present, said his first Mass in a lonely little
chapel in a wood near Bajet, beloved by him on account of
its solitude and silence. There, entirely alone save for the
acolyte and server required by the rubrics, and trembling at
the thought of his own unworthiness, the newly made priest,
celebrating the great Sacrifice for the first time, offered
himself for life and death to be the faithful servant of his
Lord. So high were his ideals of what the priestly life should



