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 THE SIXTH CONFERENCE 

 

    On the Subject of Modesty(v1)On the Subject of Modesty(v1)On the Subject of Modesty(v1)On the Subject of Modesty(v1) 

 

 

 You ask what is true modesty.  I say that there are four virtues which bear the name modesty. 

 The first, and the one that bears the name pre-eminently, above all the others, is the appropriateness 

of our external behavior.  There are two faults that are opposed to this virtue, a lack (n1) of 

seriousness in our gestures and bearing, i.e., a thoughtlessness, and an affected air in our behavior, 

which equally offends this virtue of modesty.  The second virtue is the interior decorum of our 

understanding and will.  This virtue also has two faults that oppose it.  These are curiosity in the 

understanding, i.e., the complex of desires to know and understand all things, and instability in our 

undertakings, passing from one exercise to another without investing the self in any one.  The second 

fault that opposes this interior form of modesty is a certain foolhardiness and carelessness in spirit 

which does not even want to know or take hold of those things necessary for our perfection.  This 

fault is an imperfection that is as dangerous as the others.  The third form of modesty involves our 

conversation and our speech, i.e., how we speak and talk with our neighbor, while avoiding two 

imperfections that oppose it and are opposite of it.  These are shyness and chattering.  Shyness holds 

us back from contributing something to a lively conversation; (v2) chattering makes us talk so much 

that we do not give others the chance to speak in their turn.  The last form of modesty is the neatness 

and cleanliness of our habits.  The two opposing imperfections are uncleanliness and excessive 

cleanliness (v3).  These are, then, what I want to speak to you about. 

 The first form of modesty is highly commendable for many reasons, the first being that it 

brings us to a greater level of orderliness.  There is no other virtue which demands such a specific 

attentiveness on our part.  It is in this ordering that we discover its great value, for all that is brought 

into order for God is of infinite merit.  Although I don't like to use the word "merit" very often among 

you, I am using it because this orderliness is infinitely pleasing to God.  The second reason is that it 

not only brings us into an orderly state for a time but always, in all situations, whether alone or in the 

company of others, and at all times, yes even while we sleep.  A great saint wrote to one of his 

disciples telling him that he should rest modestly in the presence of God just as anyone would do if 

Our Lord, while he was on earth and before his Passion and Death (v4), would have commanded a 

disciple to sleep and rest in his presence.  Even though you do not see Our Lord and do not hear the 

command that he is giving you, you should do it all the same as if you did see him, since he is truly 

present and watches over you even while you sleep.  O my God!  How modestly and devoutly we 

should rest just as if we would see you present!  Indeed, we should cross our arms on our chests with 

the greatest devotion.  Modesty, then, keeps us in an orderly state at every moment of our lives 

because the Angels and God himself are always present.  With modesty, we truly keep Our Lord 

always before our eyes. 

 This virtue is also highly recommended because of the edification of our neighbor.  I would 

say that a simply modest exterior has converted many.  It happened to Saint Francis of Assisi who 

once while passing through a town with such a great modesty in his bearing, without even saying a 

word, attracted (n2) by his singular example a crowd of young people who followed him to be 

instructed by him (v5).  Recently there was a Capuchin priest, who while pointing out one of his Friars 
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who had come with him, told me, "You see this priest; he neither preaches nor hardly speaks to 

anyone while living a very quiet life, and yet his singularly modest bearing has drawn many others to 

our religious community."  Modesty is a silent form of preaching.  It is a virtue that Saint Paul (v6) 

strongly recommends, especially (to the Philippians) in the fourth chapter (n3), telling them, "Let your 

modesty be known to all (v7)."  (And when he tells his disciple Saint Timothy) that "a Bishop must be 

adorned" (n4), he means that he be adorned with modesty and not clothing, so that through his 

modest bearing he might encourage all to come to him, avoiding both frivolity and shyness.  He also 

says this so that while giving freedom to those in the world to come to him, they do not believe that he 

belongs to the world as they do. 

 The virtue of modesty involves three things:  time, place and person.  Tell me, would a Sister 

who will not laugh during recreation but do so outside of it not be considered tiresome?  There are 

some gestures and bearings that would be immodest outside of recreation which are not so during it.  

Likewise, wouldn't someone who would want to laugh when she is involved in serious work and be 

relaxed like she would be at recreation, be considered to be frivolous and immodest?  Moreover, we 

must consider the place, the person, the conversation in which one finds oneself, but most especially 

the person.  The modesty of a young woman in the world is not the same as that of a religious 

woman.  A young woman in the world who would keep her eyes lowered as our Sisters do would not 

be thought much of, any more than our Sisters would be if they did not keep their eyes lowered, 

becoming like young women in the world.  What is modesty for one person will be immodesty (v8) 

for another because of her state in life.  A more serious bearing is highly expected in an older person 

in whom one should find a more simple and humble bearing.  It would be considered affectatious in 

a younger one. 

 I must tell you about something I was reading these past few days (n5), because it illustrates 

what we are saying about modesty (v9).  The great Saint Arsenius was chosen by Pope Saint Damasus 

to raise and educate the son of the great emperor Theodosius, who eventually succeeded Theodosius 

in ruling the empire.  Theodosius, as the very holy and Catholic person he was, wanted his son to be 

raised so that he would be a worthy emperor after him.  He addressed this concern to Saint Damasus 

so that he as Pope would find a tutor who would carry through his intention.  Saint Damasus sent 

Arsenius to the emperor.  Arsenius, after being honored for several years at court and enjoying the 

favor of the emperor like a man of the world, became bored with all this vain living, although he lived 

in a most Christian and honorable way at court.  He planned to leave all this behind and withdraw to 

the desert with the holy Fathers who were hermits living there, and he carried out his plan at the 

proper time.  These Fathers who had heard of the great reputation and the virtue of the great Saint 

Arsenius were very happy and consoled on having him in their community.  He drew very close to 

two of the religious, one whose name was Pastor and developed a great friendship with them.  Now, 

one day when all the Fathers had assembled for a spiritual conference (this has been done for all time 

by holy people), one of the Fathers brought to the attention of the Superior that Arsenius committed 

an immodest act by crossing his legs.  "It is true," the Superior said, "I have noticed it myself; but he is 

a good man who has lived in the world for a long time.  He has brought this habit from court" (v10).  

Finally, he was sorry to have to upset Arsenius by correcting him for something so small in which 

there was no sin.  Moreover, he wanted to get Arsenius to correct himself because that was the only 
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thing that could be found worthy of correction in him.  The religious by the name of Pastor said, "My 

Father, don't be upset, it will be no big thing to tell him about it, for he is a good man who will be 

more than happy to be told about it.  However, if it is allright with you, tomorrow I will assume the 

same posture at the time of the assembly.  You can give me the correction in front of everyone.  He 

will then understand that he must not do it."  That is what happened.  The Superior gave Pastor the 

correction.  The good Arsenius threw himself on the ground and asked humble pardon, saying that if 

the Superior had not raised the issue, he would have continued to commit this fault, since this was the 

ordinary posture at court.  In spite of this, he asked for a penance but it was not given.  From that 

time on, he was never seen in that posture again. 

 I find in this story several things worthy of our consideration.  Most especially, the prudence 

and discretion of the Superior with his fearing to correct the good Arsenius on a thing of such little 

importance but, nevertheless, looking for some way to correct him of the fault showing how they were 

all exact about the least thing which concerned modesty.  Then the goodness of Arsenius on holding 

himself culpable and his faithfulness by correcting himself, even though this was such a small thing 

that it was not even considered immodesty at court, although it was so among these Fathers.  Further, 

I observe also that we must not be astonished if we find some old habit from when we were in the 

world surfacing, since Arsenius had this one after living for many years in the desert in the community 

of the Fathers.  We can never be so totally rid of our imperfections; we must never be overwhelmed 

on seeing many of them in ourselves, provided that we are willing to overcome them. 

 No, my dear Daughter, it is not a rash judgment to think that the Superior gives a correction 

to a Sister about something that I also commit as well so that without directly correcting me, I should 

make amends.  However, we must humble ourselves very deeply seeing that she knows that we are 

weak and knows so well that we will strongly resent the correction that would be given.  We must love 

this humiliation very dearly.  It is also a great good to be humbled like Arsenius was on confessing 

that he was guilty of the same fault, as long as we are always humble in a spirit of gentleness and 

interior peace. 

 You want me also to speak about the other virtues of modesty.  The second which is interior, 

produces the same effect in our human spirit as the first does to the body.  The first concerns the 

movements, gestures and bearings of our bodies, avoiding the two extremes which are two opposing 

faults, frivolity or a lack of concern and an affected bearing.  However, interior modesty keeps the 

powers of our human spirit in interior peace and moderation (v11) (which includes the understanding 

and the will), as I have said.  Interior modesty affects the curiosity of our minds over which it chiefly 

exerts its control and also holds our will in check  

with the multiplicity of its desires, directing it simply to the "one thing" that "Mary has chosen and 

which will not be taken away from her" (n6), which is the will to please God.  Martha symbolizes very 

well the immodesty of the will, for she is over eager.  She put all the servants of her home to work, 

she went here and there without a break so that she might take good care of Our Lord.  She seemed 

to think that there will never be enough food prepared to make him happy.  And so the will that is 

not held in check by modesty will flit from one subject to another to excite itself to love God and be 

desirous of many ways to serve him.  Many ways are not needed.  It is better to cling to God like 

Magdalene sitting at his feet, asking him to give us his love than to be thinking how and by what 
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means we can lay hold of it.  This modesty keeps our will confined to the exercise and focused on the 

means of our progress in the love of God which belong to our calling. 

 I have said that this virtue is especially concerned with controlling our understanding.  This is 

so inasmuch as our natural curiosity is very harmful and causes us never to know something perfectly 

because we do not spend enough time to know it well.  It also avoids the other extreme of the 

imperfection which opposes it, the thoughtlessness and carelessness of spirit that does not want to 

know what is necessary.  This correct ordering of the understanding is of very great importance for 

our perfection, for in the measure that the will is attracted to something, if the understanding shows 

the will the beauty of something else, it draws the will away from its first object (v12). 

 One day, a religious asked the great Saint Thomas (v13) what he should do to become very 

learned.   "Read only one book," he replied (n7).  I read most recently the Rule that Saint Augustine 

gave to women religious (n8), in which he expressly states that Sisters should never read any book 

except those given to them by the Superior.  Later, he gave the same command to religious men (n9). 

 He knew well the faults that curiosity brings in its wake about knowing more than we need to serve 

God better, which is certainly no small thing.  Walk in simplicity by observing your Rule and you will 

serve God perfectly.  Do not bother yourselves about looking for some better way (v14).  The 

spiritual conferences, the sermons that we hear are not always to teach or impart knowledge but 

sometimes to re-create and refresh our spirit. Knowledge is not necessary for a religious to love God. 

 Saint Bonaventure (n10) (whose feast we are celebrating today) tells us that a simple woman is as 

capable of loving God as the most learned man in the world.  What we need is a little knowledge and 

more practice in what concerns perfection. 

 I also recall, while we are on this topic of how curiosity makes us want to know all the ways of 

arriving at perfection, knowing two religious women who belonged to two well-reformed orders.  One 

of them, having read the works of Mother Theresa of Avila, learned to speak so much like her that 

she seemed to be a little Mother Theresa.  She believed it herself having conceived suchwise all that 

Mother Theresa had done during her life that she believed she was also doing it, even to having the 

thoughts, the "stripping" of the spirit (n11) and the suspension of the powers of the human spirit.  

Whatever experiences she read that the Saint had, she spoke very well about them.  There was 

another who, having meditated on the lives of Saints Catherine of Siena and Genoa, thought she was 

these two holy women by imitation.  These women have at any rate the satisfaction of imagining 

themselves to be Saints even though their satisfaction is worthless.  But the second religious that I told 

you about, whom I knew, was of a very different temperament.  She was never satisfied because of 

the anxiety she possessed with reference to searching and desiring some way and method for 

becoming perfect.  And even though she worked at perfection, nevertheless it seemed to her that 

there was always another way of becoming perfect than the one she was taught.  One of these women 

lived very satisfied in her imaginary holiness and she did not continue to seek out or desire anything 

else.  The other lived a dissatisfied life because perfection escaped her and she was always looking for 

something else.  Interior modesty keeps the human spirit between these two extremes, in the middle 

state of wanting to know what is necessary and nothing more (V15). 

 Undoubtedly, my dear Daughter, too much talking on a subject that needs only a few words 

ought to be avoided as being a bit immodest and principally in the situation you mention which is to 
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be excused.  Besides immodesty of word, there is another kind of imperfection of not wanting to be 

seen as weak or imperfect.  This opposes humility, which makes us love our basic lowliness. 

 I must also say a word about exterior modesty about which we have already spoken.  You 

would not believe how it affects the interior and brings peace and tranquillity of spirit.  The proof is 

found in prayer.  All of the holy Fathers who were specially given to prayer have judged that a most 

devout posture like kneeling, hands joined or arms crossed (v16) helps a great deal (v17).  This really 

helps to be recollected and wholly attentive in the presence of God.   

 You ask if holding the head bent to the side or turned toward the shoulder or even raising 

one's eyes is against modesty.  I say that if that happens sometimes without thinking, there is nothing 

wrong provided that these ways of acting are not seen as signs of extraordinary devotion.  Any kind of 

affectation must be avoided because anything arising from affectation is most objectionable.  We 

must carefully avoid acting out the "hallowed be" of the Our Father when there is no "your name" after 

it; I mean to act the devout and holy one in our external behavior like I did once.  There is no harm 

in my telling you this short amusing story, since it is to the point.  When I was a young student in this 

town, I was very fervent and had a longing to be holy and perfect.  I started by fantasizing that to 

become holy and perfect I should bend my head toward my shoulder in saying the Liturgy of the 

Hours, because another student who was truly holy did so.  I did this very carefully for some time 

without becoming any more holy. 

 Let us get back to our point.  This second kind of modesty has been called by many an 

"attentiveness of the spirit" -- i.e., a very particular attention to keep the mind within the limits of holy 

moderation, wishing to know simply what is necessary and restraining any curiosity about all other 

things. 

 The third kind of modesty concerns our words and conversation.  There are some words that 

would be thought to be immodest at any other time than at recreation during which, rightly so and 

with good reason, we must lighten up and relax a bit.  Anyone who will speak or allow others to speak 

only about heavy and lofty subjects during this time would commit an act of immodesty.  Haven't we 

said that modesty respects time, places and persons?  On this point, I was reading the other day (n12) 

that Saint Pachomius when he first went into the desert to lead a monastic life had great temptations 

and an evil spirit appeared to him very often in different ways.  The author who wrote his biography 

says that when he went into the forest to cut wood, a band of these evil spirits tried to frighten him, 

placing themselves like soldiers ready for battle, all well-armed and crying out to one another:  "Make 

way for the holy person."  Saint Pachomius, recognizing that this was the fanfare of the evil one, began 

to smile saying:  "You mock me and so should I be."  Then the devil, seeing that he could not trap 

him or make him sad thought that he would trap him by lightheartedness, since he had laughed on 

his first attack.  He fastened a quantity of large cords of wood to the branch of a tree.  Several of them 

grabbed onto the cords of wood in order to pull them apart with great force and crying out to one 

another:  "Hey there!"  They were sweating (v18) as if they had done some heavy work.  The Saint, 

raising his eyes and seeing this folly, pictured Our Lord crucified on the tree of the Cross and made 

the Sign of the Cross.  The devil, seeing that the Saint was occupying himself with the fruit of the tree 

and not the externals, left in confusion and shame. 
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 "There is a time to laugh and a time not to laugh"; likewise, a "time to speak and a time to be 

silent" (n13), as this glorious Saint showed us in these temptations.  This kind of modesty regulates 

our way of speaking so that it might be pleasing, not too loud or too soft, not too slow or too fast, 

keeping within the bounds of a holy moderation; when others are speaking, allowing them to speak 

without interrupting them, for that would be chatter; speaking in turn to avoid shyness and conceit, 

which prevents us from having a good conversation (v19). 

 The fourth virtue bearing the name modesty deals with the religious habit and the way to 

dress.  There is no need to speak about the former except that uncleanliness must be avoided, i.e., 

dirtiness and impropriety in the way one dresses. We must also avoid the other extreme which is too 

much concern about dressing well (v20) to the point of becoming too affected about style as well as 

appearance.  Cleanliness has been highly recommended by Saint Bernard (n14) inasmuch as it is a 

good indication of purity of heart.  There is one thing that seems to hinder us in this matter as found 

in the life of Saint Hilary (n15).  One day he was speaking about this to a gentleman who had come to 

see him.   He told him that there was no point in trying to combine bodily cleanliness with wearing a 

hair shirt, meaning that we must not be concerned about bodily cleanliness because our bodies are 

nothing other than putrid flesh and an infected mass.  This was most admirable but not to be 

imitated.  We must never be too dainty, but we must also not be dirty.  If I am not mistaken, the 

Saint spoke this way because he was talking to courtiers whom he saw leaning to the side of being 

fastidious.  There was a need to speak to them in rather harsh terms.  Just as those who want to 

straighten a young tree do not simply bring it in the direction in which they want it to grow, they even 

bend it a bit to the opposite side so that it does not come back to its former direction.  This is what 

modesty is.  I have said enough it seems to me. 

 You want to know more, you say, about how we must receive a correction without allowing 

hurt feelings or bitterness to remain.  To prevent the feeling of anger from arising in yourselves and to 

keep your face from becoming red, can never be.  How happy will we be if we can have this 

perfection fifteen minutes before death!  But to hold onto bitterness of spirit suchwise that after this 

feeling has passed we do not speak with the same confidence, gentleness and peacefulness as before, 

we must not allow this to happen!  You say that you try to drive this feeling far away, but it remains all 

the same.  My dear Daughter, I answer you that perhaps you drive it only as do the citizens of a town 

in which a riot breaks out during the night.  They go after the rioters and the enemy but they do not 

drive them out of the town, so much so that the enemy goes quietly from street to street and when 

daylight comes they pounce on the citizens and remain the masters of the town.  You reject the 

feeling that you have from the correction that has been given, but you don't want to submit your 

judgment, which makes you believe that the correction was done improperly or that it was done 

through a loss of temper or some similar  thing.  Don't you see that this rebellious feeling will pounce 

on you and overpower you with a thousand kinds of confusion if you don't drive it far away? 

 What must we do at times like this?  We must tighten our hold on Our Lord and talk to him 

about something else.  But your feeling has not abated, so it suggests to you to look at the wrong that 

was done to you:  Dear Lord!  This is not the time to submit your judgment, to make yourself believe 

and admit that the correction is good and has been done properly.  This can be done after your spirit 

is calmed down and at peace.  When you are upset, you must say and do nothing except remain firm 
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and resolute not to consent to this feeling no matter what reason you might have for doing so.  

Reasons will never be lacking at times like these.  They will come to us en masse.  We must not listen 

to a single one, no matter how good they seem.  We must stay close to God, as I have said, diverting 

our minds after having humbled ourselves (v21) before his majesty. 

 However, take note of what I am very pleased to offer you, because it will be useful.  Humble 

yourself with a humility that is gentle and full of peace and not with a humility that is distressful and 

troubled.  Unfortunately, we offer God acts of humility that are done in a begrudging and irritated 

spirit.  In this way we do not calm our spirits and our actions become fruitless.  If we would do these 

actions in the presence of God with a gentle trust, we would find ourselves very calm and peaceful 

and we would reject all the reasons that are very often and ordinarily unreasonable and which our 

judgment and self-love suggest to us.  We would also be ready to speak just as before to those who 

have given us the correction.  You say that you have overcome yourselves better so as to be able to 

speak to them, but if they don't speak to you the way you want them to, the temptation recurs.  All 

this comes from the same fault that we have already spoken about.  Does it really matter how they 

speak to you if you have done your duty? 

 When all is said and done, no one likes corrections.  Saint Pachomius, after living fourteen or 

fifteen years in the desert in great holiness, had a revelation from God that he would win over a great 

number of persons and many would come to the desert to place themselves under this direction.  He 

already had several religious join him.  The first one he received was his own older brother, John.  

Saint Pachomius then, having had this revelation, began to enlarge his monastery by adding many 

cells to it.  His older brother, John, either not knowing his intentions or through his zeal for poverty, 

gave him a serious correction one day by asking him if this was the way he wanted to imitate Our 

Lord, who had no place "to lay his head" (n16) in this earthly life, by building such a large monastery.  

"Wasn't this a waste of time?" he asked along with several similar things.  Saint Pachomius, as holy as 

he was, had such a resentment that he turned his head away so that, if I am not mistaken, his face 

would not show the hurt.  He then went and knelt before God, asking pardon for his fault and 

expressing his sorrow that after having spent so much time in the desert, he was still not mortified.  

He made such a humble and devout prayer that he obtained the grace of never again being guilty of 

impatience (n17).  Even Saint Francis himself (n18) toward the end of his life, after having 

experienced many raptures and loving unions with God and having done all for the glory of God as 

well as having conquered himself in so many ways, one day was planting cabbages in the garden, and 

it happened that a Brother religious, seeing that he was not planting them right, gave him a correction. 

 Saint Francis experienced such a strong feeling of anger on being corrected that a half-word almost 

escaped him toward the Brother who had corrected him.  He opened his mouth to say it but got hold 

of himself.  He stooped down picking up some of the manure with which he was fertilizing the 

cabbages.  He said "Oh wicked tongue!  I will show you what it means to injure your Brother."  

Suddenly he fell prostrate and begged the Brother to forgive him.  Now, what right do we have to be 

surprised when we find ourselves experiencing anger or resentment when someone corrects us or 

when we do something that is inconsistent with our state in life?  We must follow the example of the 

Saints who overcame themselves immediately, one through prayer, another by asking humble pardon 
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of his Brother, and neither one doing anything to favor their sensitivity to correction.  They made 

amends and profited by the correction. 

 You tell me that you receive correction cheerfully.  You approve of it and you find it proper 

and reasonable.  However, it causes you confusion with regard to the Superior because you may have 

offended her or given her cause for displeasure.  You don't have enough confidence to approach her 

even though you love the humiliation that is the result of your fault.  My dear Daughter, this comes 

from our self-love.  Perhaps, you are not aware that there is a certain kind of monastery within us in 

which self-love is the Superior and, therefore, imposes penances.  This confusion you experience is a 

penance that is imposed on you for the fault that you have committed on having offended the 

Superior, perhaps because she will not think as much of you as she would have if you had not 

committed this fault. 

 I have said enough for those who receive corrections.  Now I must say a word to those who 

give corrections.  Besides having a great discretion for the best time to give them, they must never be 

offended or astonished to see that those to whom they give them have some resentment even if it 

does not show in their eyes.  It is very hard for anyone to be corrected (v22).  This is enough on this 

point.  What more can I say? 

 "How can you raise your mind to God from the midst of things (n19) without looking to the 

right or the left?"  My dear Daughter, I like your question very much because it contains its own 

answer.  You must do what you say.  Go straight to God without looking to the right or the left.  This 

is not what you wanted to ask but rather what you must do in order to fix your attention on God so 

that nothing would be able to weaken your hold or draw you away.  Two things are necessary for that; 

 i.e., to die and be saved, because after that there will never be a separation and your mind will be 

inseparably attached and united to its God.  You say that this is still not what you ask but it is what you 

can do to stop the small fly from drawing your mind away from God as it does.  What you want to say 

is the smallest distraction.  Pardon me, my Daughter, the little fly of distraction does not draw your 

mind from God as you say because nothing can draw us away from God but sin.  In light of the 

resolution we have made in the morning of keeping our spirit united to God and mindful of his 

presence, it should keep us there always, even when we are sleeping, because we do it in the name of 

God and according to his most holy will.  It seems to me that the Divine Goodness is telling us "Sleep, 

take your rest. Meanwhile, I will watch over you to protect and defend you from the 'roaring lion who 

goes about' looking for you so as to devour you" (n20).  Don't you see then that we have good reasons 

to rest very modestly as we have already said?  The means of doing well all that we do is to be 

attentive to the presence of God.  Nothing will happen while God watches over the person.  Even 

venial sins cannot turn us away from the path that leads us to God.  They will cause some delay in our 

journey but they do not turn us away from it very much, and much less simple distractions.  I have 

spoken about this in the Introduction (n21). 

 As regards prayer, it is no less profitable nor less pleasing to God when there are many 

distractions. But perhaps it will be more profitable than if we had many consolations while there, 

because there is more work involved, as long as we are faithful in withdrawing from these distractions 

and not allowing our mind to dwell there voluntarily and on purpose.  It is the same with reference to 

the difficulty we experience throughout the day about keeping ourselves mindful of God and spiritual 
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things, provided that we are careful to restrain our mind from running after these flies and butterflies 

like a mother who is very anxious about (n22) restraining her child.  She sees that her poor little one 

likes to run after butterflies thinking that he can catch them.  She holds him back, saying "My child, 

you will exhaust yourself by running after this butterfly in the sun.  It will be better if you stay here 

with me."  This poor child stays with her until he sees another, which he will be ready to run after 

again if his mother does not hold him back like before.  What can we do except have patience and 

not grow tired of our work because we do it for the love of God? 

 If I am not mistaken, when we say that we cannot find God and that He seems so far away 

from us, we really want to say that we cannot feel his presence.  When I say that I have the presence 

of God, I really want to speak about being in his presence or even having the feeling of his presence 

(v23).  Isn't this what you want to say?  Without doubt!  O, my Daughter, only God can give us this 

grace.  It is impossible for us to give ourselves the means of acquiring the feeling of his presence. 

 Are you asking what we must do to keep ourselves always in a spirit of deep reverence before 

God, realizing that we are very unworthy of this grace?  There is nothing we can do but what you say: 

 Recognize that he is our God and we are his weak creatures, unworthy of this honor.  Saint Francis 

did this after spending a whole night asking God:  "Who are you and who am I?" (n23)  In short, your 

questions contain all the answers you are looking for. 

 If you ask me what you should do to acquire the love of God, (I respond): "Be willing to love 

him.  Instead of thinking and asking 'What can I do to unite myself to God?' do it by continually 

uniting yourself to God."  I assure you that you will arrive much more quickly at your desire than by 

any other way.  The more we allow ourselves to be scattered, the less recollected we become and less 

capable of uniting and joining ourselves to the Divine Majesty who wants our total selves without 

reserve.  There are certain persons who are so busy thinking how they will do things, that they have 

no time to do them.  With reference to our perfection which consists in the union of ourselves with 

the Divine Goodness, it is only a question of knowing a little and doing much (v24).  We must 

proceed very simply in this work of holiness because those who are continually asking about the 

shortest way to the town to which they are going run the risk of arriving later than those who, while 

walking on the highway, have taken no side roads.  For some will tell them:  "You are not on the right 

road.  The road you have taken is too long.  You must go back and take the right way."  While they 

make their return, they are not moving ahead, and still less while they busy themselves asking about 

the best way.  It seems to me that those whom we ask about the way to heaven have good reason for 

speaking like those who say that to reach such a place they must always go by placing one foot in front 

of the other.  In this way they will arrive at the place where they wanted to go.  I am telling those of 

you who are really desirous of your perfection to walk in the way of your vocation in simplicity, 

busying yourself with doing and not looking for the shortest way (v25). 

 However, there is some delicacy involved here that you must allow me to bring to light 

without any offense intended.  You want me to teach you a ready made way of perfection (v26) or a 

method of perfection suchwise that you only have to put your head into it like putting on your 

clothes, and so in this way you would be found totally perfect without any difficulty involved.  You 

want me to give you ready made perfection because what I told you to do didn't please you and did 

not meet your expectations.  Certainly, if it were within my power, I would be the most perfect person 
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in the world.  If I could give perfection to others without their having to do anything, I would take it 

first of all for myself.  You seem to think that perfection is an art that if its secret could be found, you 

would have everything immediately without any work.  Certainly, you would be making a mistake, for 

if you aspire to union with the Beloved, there is no greater secret than doing and working faithfully in 

the exercise of divine love. 

 However, I want you to notice that when I say that we must do this, I always mean in the 

superior part of our spirit.  With reference to all the dislikes of the inferior part of our spirit, we must 

not pay attention to them anymore than passersby do to dogs who are barking some distance away.  

Those who, while attending a banquet, want to try each dish and eat a little of everything upset their 

stomachs violently so that they cannot sleep at all because they cannot do anything but spit it up.  It is 

the same with these persons who want to know and taste all the methods and means that lead or can 

lead us to perfection.  The stomach of their will, not having enough energy for digestion by putting 

into practice so many means, experiences a certain discomfort and indigestion that allows them no 

rest and peacefulness of spirit in the presence of Our Lord, which is the "one necessary" thing that 

Mary "has chosen and it will not be taken from her" (n24; v27). 

 Let us now pass on to answer the question you asked me about how we must obey very 

simply and purely God and our Superior.  The question is an excellent one and brings with it its own 

answer.  To obey purely is to obey God and our Superiors simply for the love of God.  When you 

obey you can line the intention with several folds, e.g., you dress for the will of God (v28) because you 

know that the rewards of the obedient are eternal and that the disobedient will be deprived of the 

enjoyment of God.  All of this is good, but it is not simple and pure because motives are mixed and 

lined.  Moreover, you obey your Superior for the love of God, but you add to this garment the folds 

that we have spoken about and also a certain desire to please and be well thought of by the Superior.  

This is not to obey simply and purely for the love of God.  The desire to please the Superior very 

often robs us of the merit from obedience and also peace of heart.  For as soon as we see that she is 

not pleased with us, instead of embracing this form of humiliation and loving it from the bottom of 

our heart, we are anxious and troubled as if our happiness depended only on that.   Oh!  How great a 

good would it be for the person who would do nothing for her Superior out of regard for her person 

but would be faithful to seeing always in Superiors God and his holy love!  For (the goal and aim of 

this obedience would be most) (v29) pleasing to God.  This should be our intention, and not rewards. 

 Also by doing this, all differences among Superiors would become indifferent to us because we will 

see God in all of them.   

 You ask, Reverend Mother, if religious Superiors enjoy the power of binding their subjects by 

obedience with reference to matters that are contrary to the commandments of God or his Church.  

Certainly not, even if this would be under the pretext of testing them.  Superiors' authority is subject 

to the commandments of the Church just as those of the Church are subject,  I mean they are subject 

to the commandments of God.  And even though I know that several have done this, I believe they 

did it only through a great simplicity, both in those who bind through obedience and in those who 

obey.  Simplicity would excuse them.  Several, in a spirit of simplicity, have acted on these 

obediences; and if they would have had a better understanding, they would not have done them or 

ought not to have done them. 
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 But I would say however, that both male and female Superiors who are approved by the 

Pope have the authority of dispensing their subjects from certain commandments of the Church 

when they see there is some type of necessity.  For example, the Superior sees a Sister to be very 

weak because she is slightly sick on a fast day.  She can and must very freely give her an obedience 

not to fast.  I would say that this would apply on individual occasions because not to fast for an entire 

Lent would require a dispensation from a confessor, and not to abstain from meat would also 

demand an additional dispensation.  Certainly, too much consideration isn't necessary with reference 

to fasting, and one should lean more to the side of charity rather than austerity, for this is the 

intention of holy Church.  But if a Sister makes a judgment that she would indeed be able to fast, she 

should say so in all simplicity to the Superior.  However, if the Superior would still insist in telling her 

not to fast, then she should do so without any scruple.  But if she leaves it up to you, then do what 

you want.  We can take two or three small pieces of bread with a little wine in the morning and 

during the day without breaking the fast.  Those who would do this unnecessarily would commit a 

fault against moderation but not against the fast.  However, we must always ask permission to do this. 

 If on a fast day you do not feel completely well and are in a sad mood, even if you don't want it or 

have a need to take anything, I am telling you, my dear Daughter, instead of two small pieces of bread 

and some wine, take two small amounts of courage and strength so that through your sad mood 

others may not become sick for fear they will catch your illness.  I would also say more so as to show 

you that holy Church is not so austere in her commandments.  You have a Sister who is sick on a 

feast day.  Furthermore, she has only a slight fever, but the only time to take care of her would 

happen to be during Mass.  The Sister could be dispensed, it seems, so that she might remain with 

the sick Sister for the half hour that it takes for Mass.  I say that you can miss Mass to be with her 

even if nothing would seriously happen to her if she were left alone (v30).  Theologians in Italy have 

said that a young girl can go for six weeks without hearing Mass, if only because her good dress was 

ruined and she did not have another of the same quality.  Isn't this only a slight reason?  Finally, we 

must always exceed on the side of charity in all things and with fasts in particular, when it involves, 

moreover, a work of charity. 

 You ask, my dear Daughter, how you can strengthen your resolutions and finally put them 

into practice.  There is no better way than to put them into practice.  But you say that you are so weak 

that even though you often make strong resolutions not to fall into an imperfection that you want to 

make amends for, no sooner does this occasion present itself than you fall flat on your face.  You 

want me to tell you why we remain so weak?  It is because we do not abstain from food that does not 

agree with us.  It is as if someone who doesn't want to have a stomach ache asks a doctor what she 

should do.  He would say:  "Don't eat this or that kind of food" because it has the effects that cause 

these pains, and yet she would not stop eating these foods.  We do the same thing:  we would like to 

really love correction (v31), but nevertheless, we want to be well thought of.  This is folly.  It just 

cannot be!  You will never be strong enough to bear correction courageously unless you consume the 

food of your own self-esteem.  Oh, how I would like to be very recollected but, however, I do not 

want to cut off all kinds of useless thoughts! This cannot be.  My God!  How I want to be steadfast 

and regular in my religious exercises but I do not want them to be troublesome in any way -- in a 

word, I want to find all the work done.  That cannot be as long as we are part of this life, for we 
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always have to work at what we do.  The feast of the Purification, as I have already said, has no 

octave. 

 We must make two equally firm resolutions.  The first is to be ready to prevent the weeds 

from growing in our garden; the second is to have (v32) the courage to want to pull them up.  Our 

self-love will not die while we are alive.  Self-love is what causes these troublesome weeds.  To 

sometimes fall into venial sins does not mean that a person is weak, provided that we rise up 

immediately by turning back to God, very gently humbling ourselves.  We must not think that we are 

able to live without committing venial sins, for Our Lady is the only one who enjoyed this privilege.  

Certainly, even if they slow us down, as I have said, nevertheless they do not turn us away completely. 

 A simple turning back to God removes them (v33).  When it is said that the blessing of a bishop and 

holy water remove them, it is not due to the blessing but it is due to the act of humility that is made 

when one receives them, and it is due to the turning back that we make to God. 

 You ask if we must always on using holy water take the thoughts that spiritual writings teach.  

Do not think that everything they teach has to be practiced by those who already have reached the 

point of performing this practice of bringing themselves back to the Divine Majesty by a certain 

contemplative movement of their spirits.  For such practices would jeopardize their simplicity.  Those 

who would make such a consideration on taking holy water, and another making a reverence to the 

crucifix, and another in the presence of the Blessed Sacrament, another at the sign of the cross and 

similar practices, or one who would make a little meditation, particularly on all points of the life, 

passion and death of Our Lord from its beginning to its end, will not have the time during Mass to 

form a good affection or resolution which is more useful.  Certainly, the intention of going to church 

to adore God includes in a most eminent way all these particular considerations, and to hold onto this 

or another affection if it should happen to arise during Mass is a very good way of attending to it.  

Finally, the diversity of subjects distracts our heart and our spirit as well as hinders and diverts them 

away from that loving simplicity that makes us so pleasing to God.  All of this is good for us who do 

not want to do anything else but what is the best; and this, then, holds our spirit in check. 

 You also want to know if you must always make these resolutions even though you are well 

aware, generally speaking, that you do not practice them.  Oh, we must never stop making them even 

if we should see that it is impossible to practice them when the occasion will present itself.  And then 

we must make them with still more firmness than if we felt within ourselves strength enough to 

succeed alone in our projects, saying to Our Lord:  "It is true I do not have strength to make or to 

bear such a thing by myself, but `I rejoice' because it will be your `strength' that will accomplish it in 

me!"  And with this support, go courageously into battle and do not doubt that you will attain victory.  

Our Lord takes care of us all the time like a good father or a good mother who allows their child to 

walk alone when he is on a soft, grassy meadow or a mossy carpet.  Even if the child might fall, he will 

not be seriously hurt.  But on rough and dangerous roads, he would be carried carefully in his 

parents' arms.  We have often seen persons courageously enduring great assaults without being 

overcome by their enemies and, while remaining victorious, a little later being overcome in some light 

encounters.  Why?  Our Lord, seeing that they would not be greatly harmed in falling, allows them to 

walk alone, which he did not do when they were on the high points of great temptations from which 

God has drawn them by his all-powerful hand.  Saint Paula so bravely renounced the world and left 
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the city of Rome and all its luxuries (v34).  Her maternal love was not able to shake her heart, which 

was resolute in leaving all things for God.  After doing all these marvelous things, she allowed herself 

to be overcome by the temptation of her own judgment.  This judgment led her to believe that she 

should not submit to the advice of the many holy persons who wanted her to give up some of her 

regular austerity.  Saint Jerome confesses that she was reprehensible in that (n26, v35).    

 It will be easy to answer your question, my dear Daughter, which is what you ought to do 

when a situation includes both simplicity and charity.  Do you practice just one or both?  Which one? 

 Charity is the principal virtue to which all the others are and must be subject.  However, in the 

example you give, it would be better to do or better to talk about practicing simplicity.  It is not an 

omission of charity to make a Sister stand up so that you might go to the place that another Sister 

offers you.  I say that even if she would be a bit inconvenienced by having to stand up or be pushed a 

bit in her own seat, it would be better to go to the place offered you very simply, resting assured that 

the Sister who should stand up would do this act of charity at the opportunity offered you. 

 You ask what you must do if a Sister asks you to do something that she is responsible for and 

which you could not do without being unfaithful to what is your responsibility.  For example, supper 

could not be at the proper time if you do what she asked you, which would happen if you would do it 

right now.  Would this harm obedience or charity?  That ought never be done, no matter what plea 

someone brings to the situation!  The Sister must be told gently:  "If you can wait until I have done 

what I have to do because of my responsibilities, I will do it then, but I cannot do it now."  But if what 

you have to do was not pressing, then you must put it aside promptly to practice charity and 

condescension by doing what has been asked of you. 

 In conclusion, let us note that everything we have spoken about in this conference on 

modesty contains very fine points for our perfection.  Moreover, none of us who have heard these 

words must be disappointed if she discovers that she has not yet arrived at this perfection, because by 

the grace of God we have all the strength necessary to want to lay claim to it.  Let it be so! (v35) 
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    NOTESNOTESNOTESNOTES    

 

 1. A lack of moderation and decorum -- addition for the meaning of the French text. 

 

 2. Attracted through -- addition for the meaning of the French text. 

 

 3. Phil. 4:5. 

 

 4. 1 Tim. 3:3. 

 

 5. Surius, Lives of the Saints, for July 19. 

 

 6. Lk. 10:42. 

 

 7. Del Castiglio, History of Saint Dominic and His Order, First Part, Book III,  Chapter 37. 

 

 8. Saint Augustine, Letter 211, Par. 13. 

 

 9. Rule for the Servants of God, Par. 13. 

 

10. Salimbene, History of the Friars Minor, Book 7, Chapter 14. 

 

11. tensions -- stresses 

 

12. Life of the Fathers, Book I. 

 "Life of Saint Pachomius," Chapter 17. 

 

13. Ecclesiastes 3, 4, 7 (Vulgate). 

 

14. The First Life of Saint Bernard, Book 3, Chapter 2. 

 

15. Saint Jerome, The Life of Saint Hilarion, Par. 16. 

 

16. Matt. 8:20; Lk. 9:58. 

 

17. Lives of the Fathers, Book I. 

 "The Life of Saint Pachomius," Chapter 16. 

 

18. The Sisters who have written up this conference have made a mistake here.  The event they 

recount did happen, not to Saint Francis of Assisi but to one of his disciples named Barbarus 

(cf Thomas de Celano, The Life of Saint Francis of Assisi, [Life II a], Chapter 92). 
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19. In -- addition for the meaning of the French text. 

 

20. 1 Peter:5,8. 

 

21. Introduction to the Devout Life, Part I, Chapter 5; Chapter 22. 

 

22. Easily excited about what concerns her child -- addition for the meaning of the French text. 

 

23. Salimbene, History of Friars Minor, Part I, Chapter 8; the prayer is taken from Saint 

Augustine. 

 

24. Lk. 10:42. 

 

25. II Cor. 12:9-10. 

 

26. Saint Jerome, Letter 108 to Eustochius, in the Epitaph of Paula, Par. 20. 

 

 

    VARIANTSVARIANTSVARIANTSVARIANTS 

 

1. E1629.  The Ninth Conference, in which Modesty is treated as well as the Way of Receiving 
Corrections and the Means of Strengthening One's Spirit in God so that nothing can turn the 
spirit away from him. 

 E1933.  The Tenth Conference, On the Subject of Modesty. 
 

2. suitable conversation. 

 

3. E1629.  The next sentence is omitted. 

 

4. E1629.  "before his Passion and Death" is omitted. 

 

5. E1629.  The incident of the Capuchin priest is omitted.  It picks up with "Modesty is a silent 

form..." 

 

6. The Rouen Manuscript.  "strongly recommends especially to Timothy by telling him..."  We 

correct the error of the manuscript according to E1629. 

 

7. The Rouen Manuscript.  "...all; and when he says that a Bishop..."  We correct the error of 

the manuscript according to E1629. 
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8. The Rouen Manuscript.  "...modesty..."  We correct here the error of the manuscript 

according to E1629. 

 

9. E1629.  "The great Saint Arsenius was chosen by Pope Saint Damasus to educate and raise 

Arcadius, the son of Emperor Theodosius.  He would succeed Theodosius in the 

government of the empire.  Arsenius, after being honored for several years at court and 

enjoying the favor of the Emperor like a man of the world, finally became bored with all these 

vanities although he did not live in a less Christian and honorable way at court.  He resolved 

to withdraw to the desert with the holy eremitical Fathers who lived there.  He carried out his 

plan very courageously and these Fathers... 

 

10. E1629.  "...court.  What should he do?  He made this excuse, for it was painful for him..." 

 

11. E1629.  The material in the parentheses is lacking. 

 

12. E1629 addition.  "Bees do not rest unless they have a king.  They do not stop fluttering 

through the air, scattering here and wandering there, having hardly any rest in the hive.  But as 

soon as the king is born, they all gather around him and leave only to gather honey and by 

command of their king.  In the same way, our understanding and will, our passions and the 

faculties of our human person, as spiritual bees have no rest until they have a king, i.e., until 

they have chosen Our Lord for their king.  Our senses do not stop wandering about 

curiously, drawing our interior faculties to them, wasting themselves now on one subject, now 

on another.  It is only a continual affliction of the spirit, a continual restlessness which makes 

us lose the peace and calm of the spirit which we all need.  This is what causes us to be 

immodest in our understanding and will.  But as soon as we have chosen Our Lord as our 

ruler and sovereign King, these powers quiet down like pure or mystical bees, they stand near 

him and never leave the hive except for the gathering of works of charity which this Holy King 

commands them to practice toward their neighbor.  Suddenly, after this happens, they return 

to modesty and this holy and loving recollection to distill and store the honey of the holy and 

loving thoughts and affections that  they have drawn from his sacred presence.  And so, they 

will avoid the two extremes mentioned above, cutting off on the one hand the curiosity of the 

understanding by simple attentiveness to God and on the other the foolishness and 

carelessness of spirit by the works of charity that they will practice towards the neighbor when 

it will be required." 

 "But there is another example on this subject.  One day, a religious..."  This passage, from 

"The bees" down to "when it will be required." is taken from a sermon for Christmas Eve, 

1613 (Oeuvres IX, 13). 

 

13. Rouen Manuscript.  Saint Bonaventure.  We correct the error of the manuscript according to 

E1629. 
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14. E1629.  Go to ...knowledge... 

 

15. E1629.  The next paragraph is missing. 

 

16. E1629.  Go down to next paragraph first line "...holding..." 

 

17. E1629.  Go down two paragraphs and pick up "...The third kind of ..." 

 

18. Rouen Manuscript.  "Be careful!  Be careful!"  We correct the error of the manuscript 

according to E1629. 

 

19. E1629.  Adds "Often times occasions arise in which one ought to say more by keeping quiet, 

through modesty, equanimity, patience and calmness." 

 

20. E1629.  "...too great attention to what we wear and an over-attention to be well dressed, that is 

being vain.  But cleanliness..." 

 

21. E1629.  Add "and subjected ourselves before his Majesty, by speaking to Him about 

something else.  But..." 

 

22. E1629.  Go to the next paragraph which begins "Thirdly you ask how you should raise your 

spirit to God without..." 

 

23. E1629.  "The feeling of his presence I have mentioned that several differentiate between God 

and the feeling of God, between faith and the feeling of faith.  This is a very great mistake.  It 

seems to me when they do not sense God, they are not in his presence and that is a blunder.  

For a person who is going to suffer martyrdom for God and then will not think about God 

during that time except in her pain, although she does not have the feeling of faith, she does 

not lose merit thanks to her first resolution and makes a great act of love.  It is better to speak 

about the presence of God (I mean being in his presence) and having the feeling of his 

presence.  Only God can give us this grace.  It is impossible for me to give you the means to 

acquire the feeling.  Are you asking..." 

 

24. E1629.  Go down to "It seems to me..." toward the end of the paragraph. 

 

25. E1629.  "more on doing than desiring.  That is the shortest way." 

 

26. E1629.  "...a ready made way of perfection suchwise that you only have to put your head into, 

like you put on a dress." 
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27. E1629.  Stops here and picks up three paragraphs down with the new paragraph beginning 

with "...how can you strengthen..."  The 1629 edition says "Let us now pass on to the other 

questions you raised, i.e., how can you..." 

 

28. Rouen Manuscript.  "...the love of God because you know..."  We give the omission in the 

manuscript in accord with the Colloquies. 
 

29. Rouen Manuscript.  "...a great good for her because the rewards from obedience are infinite 

and infinitely pleasing to God."  We correct the error in the manuscript in accord with 

Colloquies. 
 

30. E1933.  Go down to the sentence beginning "Finally..." 

 

31. E1629.  "...but we want to hold onto our own opinions; Oh! this is..." 

 

32. E1629.  "...the courage to see them and to pull them up ourselves; for our..." 

 

33. E1629.  The remainder of the paragraph is missing.  It then picks up with the next paragraph 

"...Lastly, we ought to know that we must never stop making good resolutions even though we 

are well aware that generally speaking, we do not put them into practice, yes even if we should 

see..." 

 

34. E1629.  "...and who could not even be shaken by her motherly love that she had for her 

children, her heart was so resolute..." 

 

35. E1629.  The end of the Ninth Conference.  "In conclusion, we should note that all we have 

spoken about in this conference are very delicate things relative to perfection.  Therefore, 

none of you who have listened to them should be disappointed if you find that you have not 

attained such perfection since, by the grace of God, you all have the good courage to want to 

reach it.  Live Jesus!" 


