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Introduction

Moshe Sluhovsky*

Jean-Joseph Surin (1600–65), a French Jesuit and mystic, is mostly known today 

for his involvement in the exorcism of Mother Superior Jeanne des Anges 

(1602–65). Des Anges was the prioress of the Ursuline convent at Loudun and 

the main protagonist of the most celebrated case of demonic possession in 

early modern Europe. In his efforts to exorcise the prioress, Surin developed an 

original exorcismal technique that brought about des Anges’s deliverance from 

her demons; yet it also attached the demons to Surin himself. Surin spent the 

following eighteen years of his life in a state of mutism and mental incapacity. 

While des Anges embarked on a new career as a renowned mystic, Surin was 

locked up in a small room, paralyzed and tormented by demons, often doubt-

ing God and his own salvation. The drama of the exorcist-turned-demoniac 

became a cause célèbre among French savants, as well as among fellow Jesu-

its. While a lively discussion about the causes of Surin’s diabolic possession 

and his mental stability was raging among French intellectuals, Jesuits were 

embarrassed by the events. For many of them, Surin’s dénouement became an 

example of what was wrong with the growing attraction of some Jesuits to new 

mystical and contemplative trends that had been gaining popularity and ad-

herents among early seventeenth-century Catholics since the last years of the 

previous century.

For many observers, the tragedy that befell Surin was not a personal drama 

but a horrifying example of the pitfalls that await participants of false spiritu-

ality and unauthorized techniques of devotion.

Surin, however, was neither just a practicing exorcist-turned-energumen 

nor a wayward mystic. Both before and after the events in Loudun, he was an 

active member of the Society of Jesus who heard confessions, participated in 

missions, and dispensed spiritual advice. And like many Jesuits of his time, he 

was concurrently pursuing what was referred to in the seventeenth century as 

the interior life, the quest for spiritual growth through meditation and spiritual 

exercises. Before his assignment to Loudun, Surin’s trajectory resembled that 

of his peers and nothing distinguished him from other members of the Soci-

ety of Jesus. Like other young novices and brothers, he was assigned religious 
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Sluhovsky2

duties, cultivated a network of teachers, friends, and colleagues, and started 
directing souls, mostly women in religion. He wrote very little, mostly letters 
to family members and a few female advisees. But in Loudun he got to play 
a major role in a dramatic, even cosmic battle, between God and the devil. 
God won, employing Surin as his instrument. The young Jesuit was recording 
the events as they unfolded, writing letters and starting to compose a treatise 
on the significance of the occurrences. But then, on 1638, he fell prey to the 
demons and collapsed. It was only after a long hiatus due to this mental break-
down that Surin reemerged in the late 1650s and renewed his spiritual work 
with abundant energy. In the last years of his life, he wrote numerous poems 
and religious hymns, a long catechism, spiritual instructional dialogues, and a 
number of treatises in which he tried to make sense of the dramatic episodes 
of his life and of what he called the other life. While in some of Surin’s works 
we encounter original interrogations of major themes of early modern Catho-
lic spirituality, among them divine love and the interior life, others (most of 
his poetry, for example) are banal, even tedious. Some parts of his mystical 
reflections engaged in innovative ways with the challenges of discerning per-
sonal experiences, others (such as his catechism or the fourth section of his 
treatise on experiential science) echo his tertianship mentor Louis Lallemant’s 
(1578–1635) own reflections on the same issues.1

This collection offers, for the first time in English, complete translations of 
Surin’s most important treatises, namely The Triumph of Divine Love over the 

Powers of Hell and The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life. In 
addition, we have included translations of some of his letters, especially those 
that shed light on Surin’s unique method of exorcism and his spiritual direc-
tion of women. Last but not least, while they are not of the highest literary 
quality, Surin’s poems reflect the penetration of Carmelite spirituality into 
France during this country’s “century of saints.” Together, this collection offers 
English readers an opportunity to encounter one of the more intriguing per-
sonalities of the Society of Jesus and of the seventeenth century.

Although Surin has never ceased to fascinate, different historical periods 
have found him interesting for different reasons. During his lifetime, it was 
his tragic fate that drew people’s attention to him and to his writings, and in 
the eighteenth century, his spiritual dialogues and poems, perhaps the least 
original of his works, as well as a thoroughly censored version of his catechism, 
were used as edifying texts. The medicalization of psychopathology and the 

1 See Louis Lallemant, The Spiritual Doctrine, trans. and ed. Patricia M. Ranum (Chestnut Hill: 
Institute of Jesuit Sources, 2016); Tibor Bartók, “Louis Lallemant and Jesuit Spirituality,” The 

Way 56, no. 1 (2017): 31–44.
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3Introduction

conflicts between church and state led nineteenth-century scholars to publish 
editions of the treatises in which he reported his encounters with demons. The 
goal of these publications was often to ridicule and attack the Catholic Church 
and its misdiagnosis of insanity as demonic interventions.2 For the twentieth 
century, Surin’s writings offer both a rare first-person description of psychic 
disintegration and a prime example of the dogmatic struggles in the Society 
of Jesus (as well as in other religious orders) over matters of obedience and 
individualism, infused and acquired contemplation, and the discernment of 
spirits.

The first sections of this short introduction to Surin’s life and work follow 
the mystic’s life until the dramatic events at Loudun. The hiatus in his life is 
metaphorically reproduced in this introduction with two sections that, rather 
than proceeding chronologically, are devoted to discussions of Surin’s mysti-
cal practices and to scholars’ interpretations of his experiences and writings. 
It only then describes the mystic’s immense productivity in the last years of 
his life. Surin, we propose, was both a typical representative of his age and an 
exception. Few had fallen from grace as deeply as he did, and very few have left 
us with detailed descriptions of the abyss. In his letters, mostly to his female 
confidantes, Surin revealed all, exposed his soul and his heart, warts and all. 
And yet, repeating the lament of the prophet Isaiah (24:16), he insisted that his 
more important secrets must remain hidden: “Secretum meum mihi, Secretum 
meum mihi.” And, indeed, Surin was, has been, and remains a mystery.

 Before Loudun: 1600–37

Jean-Joseph Surin (né Jean de Seurin) was born in Bordeaux in 1600 to a family 
of parlementaires—people connected with the legal profession in the city. His 
mother was involved in charitable works and was affiliated with the  Carmelites, 

2 Frank Paul Bowman, “Les possédés de Loudun au xix siècle,” in Du visible à l’invisible: Pour 

Max Milner, vol. 1, Mettre en images, donner en spectacle, ed. Stéphane Michaud (Paris: José 
Corti, 1988), 123–36; Sarah Ferber “Charcot’s Demons: Retrospective Medicine and Historical 
Diagnosis in the Writings of the Salpêtrière School,” in Illness and Healing Alternatives in 

Western Europe, ed. Marijke Gijswijt-Hofstra, Hilary Marland, and Hans de Waardt (London: 
Routledge, 1997), 120–40; Hervé Guillemain, “Déments ou démons? L’exorcisme face aux sci-
ences psychique (XIXe–XXe siècles),” Revue d’histoire de l’église de France 87 (2001): 439–471. 
The father of psychoanalysis agreed: “I always said that the medieval theory of possession 
held by the ecclesiastical courts was identical with our theory of a foreign body and the split-
ting of consciousness.” See Sigmund Freud, The Complete Letters of Sigmund Freud to Wilhelm 

Fliess, 1887–1904, trans. and ed. Jeffrey Moussaieff Masson (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of 
Harvard University Press, 1985), 224.
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Sluhovsky4

an order she later joined. As in other parts of France in the seventeenth cen-
tury, which came to be known as the “century of saints,” Bordeaux witnessed 
a spiritual Catholic revival between 1600 and 1620. The number of religious 
houses in the city doubled, including monasteries and convents of new or re-
cently reformed orders, among them the Capuchins, Minims, Ursulines, and 
the discalced Carmelites. Surin grew up, then, in an environment of intense 
Catholic spirituality, imbued with a sense of triumphalism and recovery fol-
lowing half a century of Protestant ascendancy and devastating civil wars.3

In Bordeaux, there was a large Spanish community that included among its 
members numerous devotees of the recently deceased Spanish mystics Teresa 
of Ávila (1515–82) and John of the Cross (1542–91). Surin’s earliest exposure to 
spiritual matters took place during his conversations with the Spanish Mother 
Isabelle des Anges (1565–1644), prioress of the recently established Carmelite 
convent in Bordeaux, to whose convent young Surin used to escape on week-
ends. Carmelite Spanish spirituality was to shape not just Surin himself but 
French, and especially Aquitaine, spirituality in the 1620s and 1630s. In fact, 
Michel de Certeau (1925–86), the most important scholar of Surin and the man 
who did the most to revive interest in him in the twentieth century, argued 
that Surin should be viewed as a major French interpreter of Teresa of Ávila 
and of John of the Cross.4 From Teresa of Ávila’s spirituality, Surin acquired not 
only the central role assigned to individual experiences but also the linguistic 
technique of disclaiming his own personal voice and agency while speaking in 
the first person, and from her he borrowed much of the vocabulary of passivity. 
Surin remained attached to Teresa of Ávila throughout his life. From Isabelle 
des Anges, he once received a relic of the Spanish saint, and, many years later, 
it was on October 15, Teresa’s feast day, that he experienced the most intense 
depression during his illness and tried to jump from his window.5 From Teresa, 
but even more so from John of the Cross, Surin acquired the metaphors he uses 
to describe meeting divine love through the dark night of self-annihilation.6 

3 Michel de Certeau’s introduction to his edition of Surin’s Correspondance (Paris: Desclée de 
Brouwer, 1966) is the best biography of Surin.

4 Michel de Certeau, “Jean-Joseph Surin, interprète de Saint Jean de la Croix,” Revue d’ascétique 

et de mystique 46 (1970): 45–70; Jean Orcibal, “Les débuts de la spiritualité carmélitaine à 
Bordeaux,” Bulletin de la Société des bibliophiles de Guyenne 89 (1969): 70–82. De Certeau also 
published a bibliography of Surin’s writings: “Les oeuvres de J.-J. Surin,” Revue d’ascétique et 

de mystique 40 (1964): 443–76; 41 (1965): 55–87. On the affinity between the mystic and the 
scholar, see Henri Laux, “Michel de Certeau lecteur de Surin,” Revue de théologie et de philoso-

phie 136 (2004): 319–32.
5 Surin, The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life, 1:4.
6 Michel Olphe-Galliard, “Le P. Surin et S. Jean de la Croix,” in Mélanges offert au R.P. Ferdinand 

Cavallera (Toulouse: Bibliothèque de l’Institut Catholique, 1948), 425–39.

<i>Into the Dark Night and Back: the Mystical Writings of Jean-Joseph Surin</i>, edited by Moshe Sluhovsky, BRILL, 2018.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=5634155.
Created from uaz on 2019-07-20 19:51:19.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

8.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



5Introduction

John of the Cross’s major writings were translated into French in the 1610s at 
the initiative of Isabelle des Anges, the same prioress of the Carmelites in Bor-
deaux whom Surin himself claimed as his first spiritual director.7

But Surin was also shaped by the suspicion and even dismissal of Teresa’s 
experiential mysticism. Since his own spiritual experiences, as we shall see, 
also fell under a cloud, he felt the need to distance his experiences from the 
femininity of the Carmelite and her followers. His experiences, he insisted, 
were not the fashionable fancies (goûts) or the emotionalism of “little women” 
(femmelettes). “Several speculative thinkers and savants scorn this, and they 
compare it to the tears and tenderness of certain women. It is something very 
different, for these are spiritual experiences, real and efficacious experiences 
that assure the soul and that demonstrate God and divine things to the soul,” 
he argued.8 Surin’s protestation notwithstanding, his fragile physical health in 
his youth, his mental breakdown at the height of his career, and his intense 
and emotional attachments to his female confidantes set him apart from many 
Jesuits, and even they, not to mention enemies of the order, often found his 
manners perplexing.

Surin began his education at the Bordelais Collège de la Madeleine. Writ-
ing many years later, he repeatedly recalled the difficulties he experienced at 
the time. He felt “constrictions” (serrements) and isolation, frequently going 
through severe periods of fatigue and illness. In 1616, he started his novitiate 
with the Jesuits in Bordeaux. The Society of Jesus in Aquitaine was divided at 
the time between two tendencies. Since the last quarter of the previous cen-
tury, leading Jesuits had been advocating a spiritual reform of the order. The 
“spiritualist” approach was shaped by new schools of contemplation, espe-
cially the recent, or recently translated, innovations of Teresa of Ávila, John of 
the Cross, Catherine of Siena (1347–80), and John of Ruusbroec (1293/94–1381). 
In Bordeaux, an internal report sent to the Jesuit headquarters in Rome com-
plained that due to their small number, the brothers did not have enough time 
to pursue “interior exercises” because of too many “exterior” social and educa-
tional obligations. But while the province of Aquitaine was at the forefront of 
the spiritual reform effort, an opposite tendency, which enjoyed the support 
of at least two Jesuit superior generals in Rome, Everard Mercurian (1514–80, 
in office 1573–80) and Claudio Acquaviva (1543–1615, in office 1581–1615), em-
phasized activism in the world over interior and spiritual pursuits and warned 

7 Jean Orcibal, “La Montée du Carmel a-t-elle été interpolée?,” Revue de l’histoire des religions 
162 (1964): 171–213.

8 Surin, Science, 3:12.
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Sluhovsky6

against “illusions” that result from contemplation.9 Surin, like much of his co-
hort of young Jesuits in Aquitaine, was very much attracted by the “mystical” 
tendency. In fact, already as a student, he experienced powerful spiritual en-
counters. One weekend, which he spent in the Carmelite convent, as was his 
habit, he underwent an “infusion of light” that “filled his soul and possessed 
it without any effort on his part.”10 All of his following spiritual experiences, 
he wrote much later in life, were nothing but “reminiscences” of this early en-
counter with the divine. His pursuit of spiritual and mystical experiences was 
treated as suspect by his superiors, who instructed his teachers to keep an eye 
on the young novice and make sure that he remained within the bounds of 
orthodox Jesuit spirituality.

In 1619, Surin started to study philosophy in the Jesuit college of La Flèche, 
the best Jesuit collège in France, where he stayed for four years. In 1623–25, 
he studied theology at the Collège de Clermont in Paris, followed by two ad-
ditional years of theology in Bordeaux, then two years back in Paris (1627–28). 
It is plausible that his transfer to Paris was due to an attempt to break apart 
the mystically inclined group of Aquitaine Jesuits. Be that it as it may, he was 
ordained to the ministry in 1626, and finished his novitiate in 1629 in Rouen, 
where Lallemant was responsible for the tertianship. He was then assigned to 
become a priest and a preacher, first in Bordeaux and then in Saintonge. In 
the latter place, the very heart of the Huguenot stronghold in southwestern 
France, he was involved, among other activities, in reconverting Calvinists.

 Combating the Devil

The dramatic event that was to reshape the entirety of Surin’s life started in 
1632, when the small community of seventeen Ursuline nuns in Loudun be-
came possessed by demons. During exorcisms, conducted mostly by Capu-
chins, it was revealed that Urbain Grandier (1590–1634), curé of the local parish 
of Saint-Pierre-du-Marché, had put spells on the nuns and had brought about 
their possession. Grandier was known as a womanizer. This fact did not pre-
vent (or, perhaps, even encouraged) the prioress Jeanne des Anges from try-
ing to recruit him as a confessor. He declined, and by so doing antagonized 

9 Michel de Certeau, “Crise sociale et réformisme spirituel au début du XVIIe siècle: Une 
‘nouvelle spiritualité’ chez les jésuites français,” Revue d’ascétique et de mystique 41 (1965): 
339–86.

10 Jean-Joseph Surin, Catéchisme spirituel de la perfection chrétienne (Lyon: Claude Journet, 
1730), 528.
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7Introduction

both the prioress and other nuns. Since his behavior had already gained him 
additional enemies in town, it was not surprising that a large number of ac-
cusations against him surfaced. On August 18, 1633, Grandier was found guilty 
of witchcraft, black magic, and inflicting demonic possession. He was burned 
alive at the stake the very same day.11

The nuns, however, remained possessed. Since the Capuchins failed to de-
liver the nuns from their demons, Cardinal Richelieu (1585–1642), the French 
prime minister, intervened personally in the affair, and ordered that the Jesuits 
take over the exorcism. Surin and an additional six Jesuits and two Carmelites 
were assigned to the job. Surin saw his new responsibility as divinely ordained 
and, significantly, chose to walk all the way to Loudun, turning it into a pilgrim-
age to a holy site. He arrived there shortly before Christmas, 1634.

While exorcism was a major drama of combat between forces of good and 
evil, the medieval church had not developed a set of prescribed practices and 
adjurations to be used during the ceremony. Traditional rites of exorcism in-
cluded readings from scripture, invocation of saints, and recitations of holy 
names and of established formulae that had demonstrated their efficacy 
against demons in the past. The verbal part of exorcism was accompanied 
by physical acts, including touching the possessed individual with the stole, 
spraying holy water, and, often, beating the possessed body to inflict pain on 
the possessing entity within it. While often conducted in private, during the re-
ligious conflicts of sixteenth-century France, exorcism became a major means 
of religious propaganda, even a theater. Many exorcisms in the second half of 
the sixteenth century and the early seventeenth century took place in public, 
with hundreds and at times thousands of eyewitnesses present, something the 
Catholic Church condemned in theory but encouraged in practice.12 This was 
especially the case in Loudun, a city divided between Protestants and Catho-
lics, where the theatrical representation of the struggle between good and evil 

11 Michel de Certeau, The Possession at Loudun, trans. Michael B. Smith (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 2000), is both a collection of primary documents and an analysis of 
the case. Jeanne des Anges’s recollections were compiled under the title Autobiographie 

(1644), ed. Gabriel Legué and Gilles de la Tourette, 2nd ed. (Grenoble: J. Millon, 1990). 
See also Robert Mandrou, Magistrats et sorciers en France au XVIIe siècle: Une analyse de 

psychologie historique (Paris: Plon, 1968); Michel Carmona, Les diables de Loudun: Sorcel-

lerie et politique sous Richelieu (Paris: Fayard, 1988); Sarah Ferber, Demonic Possession and 

Exorcism in Early Modern France (New York: Routledge, 2004).
12 Ferber, Demonic Possession and Exorcism; Moshe Sluhovsky, Believe Not Every Spirit: Pos-

session, Mysticism, and Discernment in Early Modern Catholicism (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2007).
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Sluhovsky8

attracted the attention of many thousands of visitors from all over France and 
from as far away as England and Italy.

During the exorcism, Surin wrote a large number of letters explaining what 
he was doing. He later incorporated many of them into his The Triumph of 

 Divine Love over the Powers of Hell (Triomphe de l’amour divin sur les puissances 

de l’enfer), a book he started writing in 1636 but did not complete until after his 
recovery in the 1650s. From the letters and the Triumph, we can reconstruct 
Surin’s exorcismal theology and practices. It was even before his arrival that 
Surin “formed an idea about God’s plan. He would tranquilly and patiently ap-
ply himself to relieving the souls he would be given, by inculcating into them 
the maxims of the interior life.13 And through these maxims, rather than by 
another way, he would put the demons into an extreme rage” (Triumph, chap-
ter 1). Persuading the possessed soul to devote itself to prayer and penitence 
was a better way to combat the devil than the existing apparatus of exorcism, 
he believed. The way to do it was to talk to the possessed woman about the vir-
tues of the interior life and about divine love: “I shall speak of God and his love 
into the possessed woman’s ears. And if I can make my words enter her heart, 
I shall win a soul to God,” he explained. He wanted “to obtain from God the 
deliverance of these souls, having first earned his mercy by a total subjection 
of these souls to God’s graces and power” (Triumph, chapter 1). In her own au-
tobiography, prioress Jeanne des Anges recalled that Surin whispered Psalms 
and talked in praise of contemplation.14

In fact, Surin put to use a method he knew well, namely spiritual direction 
in its Jesuit mode. In his Spiritual Exercises, Ignatius of Loyola (c.1491–1556) 
emphasized the importance of spiritual direction as a means to advance in 
the spiritual route. The director should maintain constant dialogical relations 
with the person being directed, guarding him or her against deviations from 
the right way, while assigning specific spiritual exercises according to the prac-
titioner’s progress.15 Just like spiritual direction, which enables the practitioner 
to gather interior energies and insights to combat exterior distractions and to 
overcome temptations, Surin believed that cultivating Mother Jeanne des An-
ges’s interiority would enable her to surrender her soul to God and to eject 
the possessing demons, which would be tormented by their encounter with 

13 For an overview of the “interior” life, see the writings of Surin’s teacher, Lallemant, Spiri-

tual Doctrine, 171–85.
14 Jeanne des Anges, Autobiographie, 112, 116.
15 Ignatius of Loyola, The Spiritual Exercises of Saint Ignatius, trans. George E. Ganss, S.J. 

(Chicago: Loyola University Press, 1992); Moshe Sluhovsky, “Loyola’s Spiritual Exercises 
and Their Contribution to Modern Introspective Subjectivity,” Catholic Historical Review 
99, no. 4 (2014): 649–74; Sluhovsky, Becoming a New Self: Practices of Belief in Early Modern 

Catholicism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017).
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9Introduction

God’s infinite love within the prioress’s soul. Surin’s method, then, was based 
on the cultivation of the soul by adjusting it to complete conformity with God’s 
love and by reducing the soul’s activity to monitoring the movements of grace 
within it. This practice was a transfer, to the realm of demonic possession, of 
the techniques of discernment of spirits that were commonly used to compre-
hend divine possession.

While Surin called his method of exorcism an “invention” and a “novelty,” 
it was not, in fact, totally unknown before.16 Whispering into the ear of de-
moniacs is mentioned by medieval manuals for exorcists and by a number 
of Italian exorcists who practiced in the second half of the sixteenth century. 
Among others, it was recommended by the most prolific and famous Italian 
exorcist of the period, Girolamo Menghi (1529–1609), in his The Devil’s Scourge 
(Flagellum daemonum).17 Alas, we have no way of knowing whether Surin was 
familiar with this exorcismal practice. But there was much more to Surin’s new 
method. Surin relied on intimate exchanges not only between the exorcist and 
the energumen but also on the cultivation of combative exchanges with the 
devil himself. His murmurs were addressed to the mother superior but also 
to the Evil One. He whispered devotional songs that he himself composed, 
sung to popular melodies, praising God and Divine Love. But he was whisper-
ing adjurations, thus harassing and molesting the demon. The hymns (of poor 
quality, one must admit), Surin explained, were not merely edifying in and of 
themselves; they also encouraged the possessed prioress to overcome Satan’s 
hold over her, to surrender herself not to the possessing entity but to Divine 
Love. And last but not least, the hymns disturbed and annoyed the demons, 
who were forced to listen to them and recognize the truth contained therein. 
This new method of harassing demons until they, rather than the energumen, 
would be exhausted, was a risky technique, as Surin was to realize when he, 
too, collapsed.

While the first stages of the exorcism were successful, the demons soon or-
ganized a counter-attack. Already in January 1635, Surin himself started suffer-
ing from demonic obsessions. Serpents started moving in his body and later 
ran amok within it, preventing him from eating or sleeping. Images of beauti-
ful women appeared in front of his eyes at all hours of the day and night, and 
soon after, he started cursing God, murmuring incomprehensible sounds, and 
rolling on the ground, as if possessed by demons. Unsurprisingly, when writing 
about it later in his life, he quoted the third-century Life of Saint Anthony the 
Great (251–356), thus comparing his trials to those of the saint whose torments 

16 Surin, Science, 4:8.
17 Girolamo Menghi, Flagellum daemonum (Bologna, 1587).
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Sluhovsky10

by demons came to symbolize both the dangers of, and triumph over, diabolic 
powers.18

His fellow exorcists determined that Jeanne des Anges’s demon probably 
jumped from the prioress’s body into his. When he first heard that he was pos-
sessed, Surin was delighted. He had already prayed to God to transfer the prior-
ess’s demon into his body, and now God fulfilled his wish. Like the possessed 
nuns, who sacrificed themselves every day in this demonic Calvary in Loudun, 
he, too, now had the opportunity to imitate Jesus Christ and suffer like him.19 
Little did he know at the time that his agony was going to last many years, or 
that the experience would serve as a foundational experience for a new mysti-
cal theology.

One could argue that in his eighteen-year long retreat into infantile aphasia, 
Surin embodied the challenges that confronted early modern Catholic mysti-
cism. Inclined by his exposure to Carmelite Spanish mysticism to pursue radi-
cal forms of abnegation and to encounter the mysterious secrets of the other 
world but wishing to obey his order’s active apostolic mission and its efforts to 
distance itself from accusations of alumbradismo, Surin found himself para-
lyzed and mute. Was it a “fall, or rather a voluntary and desired descent into 
alterity,” as Katherine Dauge-Roth proposed? Be it what it may, Surin found 
himself “a ship without a rudder” that “easily goes aground against the sand 
banks or gets wrecked.”20

 Surin’s Spirituality under Suspicion

Surin, as has been indicated above, was one of the young Jesuits of south-
west France who were shaped by the new spiritual trends, mostly Carmelites, 

18 Stuart Clark, “Afterword: Angels of Light and Images of Sanctity,” in Angels of Light?: Sanc-

tity and the Discernment of Spirits in the Early Modern Period, ed. Clare Copeland and Jan 
Machielsen (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 279–304.

19 Letter to his aunt Mère Anne d’Arrérac, April 13, 1635; Correspondance, 257.
20 “Un vaisseau sans gouvernail s’échoue facilement contre les bancs ou fais naufrage”; 

 Surin, Experimental Science, 261. Katherine Dauge-Roth, “Médiations, figures et expéri-
ences de l’autre vie: Jean-Joseph Surin à la rencontre du démoniaque,” L’autre au XVIIe 

siècle: Actes du 4e colloque du Centre International de Rencontres sur le XVIIe siècle, Univer-

sity of Miami 23 au 25 avril 1998 (Tübingen: Gunter Narr, 1999), 375–84, here 381. As Sophie 
Houdard and Robert Myle have pointed out, images of water and navigation played a 
major role in Surin’s poetry, who often expressed his wish to be like a drop of water or a 
fish that is drowned and annihilated in the sea. Sophie Houdard, Les invasions mystiques: 

Spiritualités, hétérodoxies et censures au début de l’époque moderne (Paris: Belles lettres, 
2008), 139–42; Robert Myle, De la symbolique de l’eau dans l’oeuvre du père Surin (Louvain: 
 Université catholique de Louvain, 1979).
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11Introduction

 coming from Spain. As early as the mid-1630s, he promoted and taught self-
negation and a complete surrender to the divine plan for the individual. As 
 important as personal and unmediated experiences were for the Spanish Car-
melites, both Teresa of Ávila and John of the Cross also taught complete obedi-
ence to authority and to the teachings of the church. Only obedience prevents 
an individual from falling into the abyss of illusions. Surin concurred, following 
an axiom that was both Carmelite and Jesuit. But like his Iberian predecessors, 
and like many other spiritually inclined people of his generation, his balancing 
act of finding the exact relationship between experience and teachings was a 
struggle that put him under suspicion.

Equally problematic was the tension between passivity and activity. In an 
early letter of October 1633 to his (biological) father, Surin lamented the years in 
which he had tried to cultivate his mastery over himself. He now congratulated 
himself, instead, for acquiring the ability to be “indifferent to all occurrences” 
and to accept with tranquility (accoiser) whatever happens to him. “A soul, 
accustomed to resignation […] and to interior obedience to God,” overcomes 
its torments by its own exterior imperfections.21 This comprehension of the 
benefits of passivity and detachment was also promoted by him in his spiritual 
direction. Thus, Jeanne des Anges wrote to an abbot that in one of his exercises 
during her possession, Surin assigned her no instructions whatsoever, wishing 
her to “present herself before God in complete simplicity to accept or suffer 
whatever he wishes.” She found immense freedom in this exercise, she went 
on to say.22 This technique, too, derived from Ignatius’s Spiritual Exercises, but 
it could have involved, or was interpreted as potentially involving, passive ac-
ceptance of bodily temptations. It could also encourage vainglory and a hubris 
of unmediated connection with God. As such, self-negation was both a goal 
and a danger. Nevertheless, Surin promoted this passivity. Life should be lived 
in a state of “eternal death” toward the world and oneself, he argued, because 
only such death creates the space within the soul for the divine presence to 
access.23 Surin’s adversaries who had been suspicious of his spiritual experi-
ences were not about to miss the risky connotations of his method. Letters and 
reports were rushed to Rome, detailing all the ways in which Surin’s mysticism 
was nothing but a new version of the specter that has been haunting early 
modern Catholic mysticism all along, what was later to be named quietism. 

21 Surin, Correspondance, 215; a letter of October 20, 1633, to Jean de Seurin.
22 Quoted by de Certeau in Surin, Correspondance, 413.
23 Surin, Prédicateur de l’amour de Dieu (Paris: Duprat-Duverger, 1813), 200; cf. 84, 167, 267. 

The Prédicateur was a popular version of Surin’s Questions importantes à la vie spirituelle: 

Sur l’amour de Dieu.
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Sluhovsky12

Superior General Muzio Vitelleschi (1563–1645, in office 1615–45) was warned 
of, and in turn warned provincials to pay close attention to, Surin’s directional 
writings and his dialogues with women. Specifically, Surin was accused in 1639 
of inciting female followers to quietistic indifference toward acts of penance. 
He was allegedly leading women to renounce prayers, reject obedience, and in-
stead believe that they enjoy unmediated divine grace. Surin’s teaching resem-
bled “illuminism,” alumbradismo, neoterici (innovations), and “abandonment.” 
Saying whatever crosses his lips, he leads numerous silly women (femmelettes) 
astray, all the while suffering himself from mental deficiencies.24 Surin, obvi-
ously, came to represent for some members of his own order the dangers of all 
that was supposed to have been blocked already by Mercurian and Acquaviva’s 
censorial initiatives. The dramatic transformation from exorcist to energumen 
further reinforced the sense that Surin’s physical fragility, constant agitation, 
and suspected (too Spanish?) spirituality were an embarrassment. For many 
Jesuits, Surin’s dénouement after 1637 became the most edifying example of 
what was wrong with the growing attraction of some Jesuits to the mystical 
and contemplative trends that had been gaining popularity and adherents for 
the previous fifty years.

For Surin, however, Loudun was proof that the more mystically oriented 
wing of the order was right. The demon, he said, was a “torch that illuminates 
the darkness” (Science, 129). When he later set down to write his lessons from 
the encounters with the devil, Surin did not shy away from presenting Satan as 
a theologian. He had often put theological questions to the devil, he recalled. 
One of these matters was the benefits of infused prayer, a focus of debate at 
the time not only among the Jesuits, as pointed out above, but in all religious 
orders. Having Satan admit his fear of, and resistance to, infused prayer added 
a testimony from the other life of the legitimacy and value of the practice.

 Making Sense of the Incomprehensible

It is therefore not surprising that much of the scholarly literature on Surin fo-
cuses on him as a typical example of the tensions and conflicts that tore apart 
seventeenth-century spirituality. De Certeau placed him within the setting of 
the Society of Jesus’s struggle to unify its message and to distance itself from 
accusations of alumbradismo and “new spirituality.” To de Certeau, we owe 

24 De Certeau, “Crise sociale et réformisme spirituel”; de Certeau, Correspondance, 433–460, 
reconstructs in detail the accusations and the procedures that followed. See also the doc-
uments assembled by François de Dainville, “Une étape de la ‘Déroute des mystiques’: La 
révision romaine du Catéchisme spirituel 1661,” Revue d’ascétique et de mystique 33 (1957): 
62–87, concerning the censoring and editing of Surin’s catechism.
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13Introduction

the growing interest in Surin the man but also in the crisis of mysticism in 
seventeenth-century Jesuit spirituality. Following de Certeau, Mino Bergamo 
used Surin to argue that the language of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century 
mysticism developed a new “anatomy of the soul,” of mapping new interior ter-
ritories of the heart and the soul, in which the mystical pursuit takes place.25 
Others, among them Sophie Houdard, have connected Surin and his spiritual-
ity to the struggle of early modern male orders to distance themselves from 
“feminine” methods of spirituality, modes of experience and comportment 
that came to be viewed as too emotional, melancholic, and unmanly.26 Nicho-
las Paige has added a new dimension to contemporary work on Surin by fo-
cusing on the incoherent structures of Surin’s autobiographical texts. Indeed, 
as Patricia M. Ranum points out in her translations of the Triumph and the 
Science, Surin often shifts from first to third person, and at times it is not even 
clear whether, when talking about an undefined “he,” he is talking about him-
self, God, or the devil. Paige connects this incoherence to larger seventeenth-
century attempts to invent new ways of speaking and writing about the self 
and its experience. “Under what form can one write about something defined 
as new if the codes that will assure its reception do not yet exist?” he asked.27 
Patrick Goujon, following de Certeau and Houdard, as well as Bergamo and 
Paige, agrees, and emphasizes Surin’s struggle with developing a language 
that can describe the indescribability and incommunicability of mystical 
experiences.28

Significantly, Surin conducted his exorcism-cum-spiritual direction in Lat-
in and not in French. Did Jeanne des Anges understand his Latin? A hagio-
graphical seventeenth-century record of her life tells us that she was only four 
or five years old when she acquired a good knowledge of Latin.29 But, when 

25 De Certeau, “Crise sociale et réformisme spirituel”; Mino Bergamo, L’anatomie de l’âme de 

François de Sales à Fénelon (Grenoble: J. Millon, 1992).
26 Houdard, Invasions mystiques; Juan M. Marin, “A Jesuit Mystic’s Feminine Melancholia: 

Jean-Joseph Surin S.J. (1600–1665),” Journal of Men, Masculinities and Spirituality 1, no. 1 
(2007): 65–76; Sluhovsky, Believe Not Every Spirit.

27 Nicolas D. Paige, Being Interior: Autobiography and the Contradictions of Modernity in 

Seventeenth-Century France (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2001), 180.
28 Michel de Certeau, The Mystic Fable: The Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1992); Mino Bergamo, La science des saints: Le discourse mys-

tiques au XVIIe siècle en France (Grenoble: J. Millon, 1987); Sophie Houdard, “Du mot à la 
chose: L’économie équivoque d’une langue des effets,” in Pour un vocabulaire mystique au 

XVIIe siècle: Séminaire du professeur Carlo Ossola (2000–2001), ed. François Trémolières 
(Turin: Nino Aragno, 2004), 43–58; Patrick Goujon, Prendre part à l’intransmissible: La 

communication spirituelle à travers la correspondance de Jean-Joseph Surin (Grenoble:  
J. Millon, 2008).

29 “La vie de la vénérable Mère Jeanne des Anges […] recueillie de ses propres écrits,”  Archive 
du monastère de la Visitation, Le Grand Fougeray, Ille-et-Vilaine, 2 vols., 1:2.
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Sluhovsky14

 during her exorcism, she answered in French to questions that were being put 
to her in Latin, it was clear to all present that it was the demons, rather than 
the prioress herself, who were comprehending the foreign language. If, in fact, 
Jeanne des Anges did not understand Surin’s instructions, it could be argued 
that Surin retained an element of traditional adjuration of demons in his new 
technique of conducting exorcism as a form of spiritual direction of demons. 
Like traditional adjurations, Surin’s method overcame linguistic barriers, com-
municating directly with the demons in the language they know best. Inter-
estingly, when still a young boy, Surin himself had experienced an uncanny 
ability to comprehend spiritual messages across a language barrier. His earliest 
spiritual dialogue was with Mother Isabelle des Anges, the prioress of the Car-
melite convent in Bordeaux. The mother’s French was poor and Surin’s Spanish 
non-existent, yet they maintained a conversation that led him to his first and 
most important spiritual experience.

Surin and the demons who possessed the mother superior similarly main-
tained a dialogue that lasted three years. In fact, conversing and dialoguing 
were Surin’s preferred method of interaction and instruction, and toward the 
end of his life he composed a collection of Spiritual Dialogues.30 He conversed 
face to face not only with the prioress of Loudun and the demon within her 
but also in his previous exchanges with Isabelle des Anges. In addition, Surin 
wrote thousands of letters, of which seven hundred have survived. They are 
talkative, even chatty. He was always more confident when addressing women, 
who were the addressees of most of his surviving letters. Like most letters by 
most spiritual directors, his letters were both private and public. He informed a 
large circle of devout women about what was transpiring with him, Jeanne des 
Anges, and the demons; and he often asked these devout women to circulate 
his letters to other individual nuns or entire monastic communities. In return, 
he used spiritual letters from devout women as one of the means to exorcise 
demons. He read such letters out loud to the demons, thus “molesting” them.31

 After Loudun

Surin’s involvement with the possession at Loudun came to an abrupt end in 
1638, when he fell victim to the demon and became incapacitated. During his 
possession, Surin felt that he had two souls within him:

30 Jean-Joseph Surin, Dialogues spirituels où la perfection chrétienne est expliquée pour toutes 

sortes de personnes, 2 vols. (Lyon: Périsse, 1831 [1700]).
31 Correspondance, 255. Cf. Sophie Houdard, “Expérience et écriture des ‘Choses de l’autre 

vie’ chez Jean-Joseph Surin,” Littératures classiques 39 (2000): 331–47.
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15Introduction

I cannot explain to you what happened in me during this time and how 
that spirit unites itself with mine without depriving me either of my sens-
es or of the liberty of soul, and becoming nevertheless as another myself 
[un autre moi-même], and as if I had two souls, one of which is dispos-
sessed of its body and the use of its organs, and stands aside, watching 
the doing of the one that has inserted itself. These two spirits do battles 
with each other in the field that is the body; and the soul itself is as if 
divided and, by one part of itself, is the subject of diabolical impressions, 
and, by the other, the subject of movements that are its own or that God 
gives it.32

During the following eighteen years (1637–55), he was kept in a small room in 
the college of the Madeleine in Bordeaux in a state of mutism, and most of 
the time he could not talk, write, or walk. He felt himself possessed both by 
God and Satan, and while one gave him “extraordinary graces” in the shape of 
ecstasies, the other was pushing him into the abyss of solitude and self-doubt, 
where he contemplated and even tried to put an end to his life. More than once 
during these terrible years, his demon led him to doubt the teaching of the 
Catholic Church concerning such fundamental issues as the real presence of 
God in the Eucharist or even whether the created world was the work of God 
or Satan. At other times, he realized that Jeanne des Anges’s possession, and 
later his own, were divine graces that enabled him to experience, rather than 
to learn, the mysteries of God’s love and to live through, rather than meditate 
on, the agonies of Christ.

During this long period in incapacitation, though, it seems that Surin’s mind 
never ceased to converse with God. Once his condition started to improve in 
1654, he immediately renewed his correspondence, at first dictating letters and 
after 1660 also writing them himself. As words poured out of him, Surin’s style 
became more and more erratic. His sentences, as Patricia M. Ranum indicates, 
became run-on ramblings, with many new sentences and even paragraphs 
starting with “and’s,” as if pausing was dangerous. During the later part of his 
illness, he again started to compose hymns that he then compiled upon his 
recovery. Published as Spiritual Hymns (Cantiques spirituels), the first edition 
saw the light of day in 1655, and numerous editions followed during the seven-
teenth century.33 His unoriginal catechism was published two years later, but 

32 Letter to Achille Doni Attichy, May 3, 1635; Correspondance, 263–64, and in this volume.
33 Benedetta Papasogli’s edition of the Cantiques includes a useful introduction. Jean-Joseph 

Surin, Cantiques spirituels de l’Amour divin, ed. Benedetta Papasogli (Florence: Olschki, 
1996). See also her “La parole trouvée au fond de l’abîme: Les Cantiques spirituels de Jean-
Joseph Surin,” Littératures classiques 39 (2000): 317–30.
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Sluhovsky16

most of Surin’s energy in the remaining years of his life was devoted to trying 
to make sense of his experiences of the “double possession” and to compre-
hend what this unique experience can teach us about things of the other life. 
His Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life (Science expérimentale 

des choses de l’autre vie) was composed in 1663, and he finally completed Le 

triomphe de l’amour divin, which he had started before his breakdown. Both are 
included in this collection. But Surin also wrote a few didactic and systematic 
guides on how to advance spiritually, books that were to become very popular 
in the following two centuries. There is very little in his Spiritual Guide for Per-

fection (Guide spirituel pour la perfection) that differs from Lallemant’s Spiritual 

Doctrine.34 The Spiritual Dialogues in which Christian Perfection is explained for 

all sorts of people (Dialogues spirituels où la perfection chrétienne est expliquée 

pour toutes sortes de personnes) of 1655–57 (first published 1700) are similarly 
unoriginal and presented a systematic discussion of the stages of mystical 
growth and of the difficulties to be confronted in the process. Surin encour-
ages his readers to read the masters of “the knowledge of mystical occurrences 
(“la science des choses mystiques“) and mentions by name Alonso Rodríguez 
(1526–1616), whose Practice of Christian and Religious Perfection was one of 
the most—if not the most—popular spiritual guide of the second half of the 
seventeenth century. But he also mentions the thirteenth-century Bonaven-
ture (1221–74), the Italian Jesuit Achille Gagliardi (1537–1607), and of course 
Teresa of Ávila and John of the Cross. These spiritual guides, as we recall, were 
deemed suspicious by Superior Generals Mercurian and Acquaviva but were 
rehabilitated by Vitelleschi. The Guide and the Dialogues are edifying texts, 
the Guide even Scholastic in its methodic exploration of very precise spiritual 
experiences. At the same time, there is a clear defense here of the legitimacy 
of the spirituality he had pursued and experienced his entire life. In fact, La 

science expérimentale of 1663 and Important Questions regarding the Spiritual 

Life: On Godly Love (Questions importantes à la vie spirituelle: Sur l’amour de 

Dieu), written 1658–64,35 as well as Surin’s finally completed record of Jeanne 
des Anges’s dramatic possession and exorcism, present, I would argue, a silent 
defiance of those who challenged the orthodoxy of his practices.36 Toward the 

34 Jean-Joseph Surin, Guide spirituel pour la perfection (Paris: Desclée de Brouwer, 1963; repr. 
2008).

35 Jean-Joseph Surin, Questions importantes à la vie spirituelles: Sur l’amour de Dieu, ed. Aloys 
Potter and Louis Mariès, (Paris: Téqui, 1930). It was first published in 1799, and was also 
published under the titles Traité inédit de l’amour de Dieu and (in a revised manner) as Le 

prédicateur de l’amour de Dieu.
36 See Rob Faesen, “The Seventeenth-Century Crisis of Mysticism in the Society of Jesus,” 

Bijdragen 71, no. 3 (2010): 268–88.
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17Introduction

very end of his life, he went back in these works to address and defend the mys-
tical inclinations of his youthful years. Then, as we remember, the radical indi-
vidualism of the Bordelais Jesuits aroused suspicion and reprimand from the 
superior generals themselves. But a lifetime of mystical experiences has taught 
him, he implicitly insisted now, that the spirituality of the Jesuits of Aquitaine 
had been orthodox all along. While others read about mystical experiences, 
Surin’s knowledge was experiential. It was acquired through mental chaos and 
the complete disintegration of the self. But Surin manages to turn his mental 
breakdown into a coherent narrative and, more importantly, a teaching aid, a 
first-person dramatic exploration of the descent into the abyss and the ascent 
from it.
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Some Words from the Translator

Patricia M. Ranum

 Texts, Translation, Glossary

 Texts

This English translation is composed of materials assembled from several 

French sources. Many of the manuscript sources bear Jean-Joseph Surin’s own 

handwriting; the printed sources sometimes attest to his authorship.

For example, my translation of Triumph, and of the first and fourth parts of 

Science, is based on manuscripts edited in 1829 by an anonymous Frenchman. 

His source, he said, was an “original manuscript” whose authenticity “cannot 

be contested.”1

Although some materials seem to have been lost after Surin’s death in 1665, 

and although portions of the text have clearly been moved about,2 this 1829 

edition is generally considered more accurate than the other manuscript or 

printed versions that have come down to us from the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries. For this reason, the 1829 edition served as the point of 

departure for this translation into English. The translation is not a critical edi-

tion. Rather, it assembles existing printed materials under one cover, and plac-

es these materials in an order that will make it possible for English-speakers or 

English-readers to become better acquainted with Jean-Joseph Surin, his writ-

ings, and his associates.

The 1829 edition may have been the best version available before the 1990s, 

but in its center was a gaping hole. That is, the anonymous editor excised more 

than half of the original manuscript for Science in order to respect Surin’s stip-

ulation that only Jesuits should have access to the second and third parts of 

Science.

This state of affairs, this gaping hole, remained in place until the 1920s, 

when a learned Jesuit named Ferdinand Cavallera began examining not only 

the familiar post-1700 versions but also the seventeenth-century manuscript 

1 Triomphe de l’amour divin sur les puissances de l’enfer [The triumph of divine love over the 

powers of hell] et Science expérimentale des choses de l’autre vie [The experimental science of 

the things of the other life] (Avignon: Séguin the Elder, 1829). See v–vi for the “authenticity” 

of this text: around 1700, the two texts had been described at length in a letter by Henri-Marie 

Boudon (1624–1702).

2 For Surin’s text and the various amputations and re-sorting it underwent, see Paige, Being 
Interior, 220–23.
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19Some Words from the Translator

versions that were slumbering in various French libraries. As a first step, he 
summarized his findings and proposed a reconstruction of the excised parts.3 
Then, in 1928, in the broader context of an edition of Surin’s correspondence, 
came the publication of a critical edition of what Cavallera and his co-editor 
called “The Autobiography,” that is, the two missing parts of Science.4 For the 
next six decades, reading Science in its totality was possible—if the reader had 
available both the 1829 edition and “The Autobiography.”

Finally, in 1990, complete French printed versions of both Triumph and 
 Science were published in a single volume.5 This new edition involved no ac-
tual editing, merely a retyping and a proofreading of the scattered parts that 
had been reassembled in an order that reflected Cavallera’s observations:  
Triumph (1829), part 1 of Science (1829), parts 2 and 3 of Science (1928), and part 
4 of  Science (1839). This English translation assembles the parts in that same 
order. In addition, in order to facilitate comparing the original French and the 
 English translation, it adjusts the numbering of a few chapters of Triumph so 
that they will agree with the numbering in the French edition of 1990.

Cavallera’s pioneering work was mentioned in the 1990 edition, with a brev-
ity that is scarcely commensurate with the many hours that he spent poring 
over and copying out the different versions of those two parts.6 As a remind-
er of his contribution to Surin studies, notes from his 1928 edition have been 
incorporated into this first translation into English and are marked with his 
name, in parentheses: “(Cavallera).”

These two autobiographical texts take readers from Surin’s arrival in Lou-
dun in December 1634 to the summer of 1663, when he wrote Science. Selected 
letters written by Surin between approximately 1630 and early 1665 provide an 
intimate chronological accompaniment to these autobiographical accounts.7

This translation of Surin into English does not stop with Triumph, Science, 
and letters. Indeed, the texts translated here include materials discovered by 

3 Ferdinand Cavallera, “L’autobiographie du Père Surin,” Revue d’ascétique et de mystique 22 
(April 1925): 143–59; and 24 (October 1925): 389–411.

4 Louis Michel and Ferdinand Cavallera, Lettres spirituelles du P. Jean-Joseph Surin de la Com-
pagnie de Jésus (Toulouse: Éditions de la Revues d’ascétique et de mystique, 1928), tome 2.

5 Jean-Joseph Surin, Triomphe de l’amour divin sur les puissances de l’enfer, et Science expéri-
mentale des choses de l’autre vie, ed. Jacques Prunair (Grenoble: Jérôme Millon, 1990); hence-
forth called: “Prunair edition.”

6 “The process of establishing the text is indebted to Father Cavallera’s indications. […] We 
 reproduce the text of the second and third parts of Cavallera’s edition of 1928”; Prunair 
 edition, 6.

7 Jean-Joseph Surin, Correspondance, ed. Michel de Certeau (Paris: Desclée de Brouwer, 1966). 
Some of de Certeau’s footnotes have been reemployed in this translation; they are marked: 
“(de Certeau).”
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Ranum20

Étienne Catta and published in 1957: a manuscript called Spiritual Poetry that 
dates from around 1664 and that takes the form of a verse epic; plus several 
pseudo-notarial “contracts” that Surin drew up in 1655.8

 Translation

This translation strives to remain as close as possible to Surin’s text. In the main, 
word groups therefore follow those of the original French. Furthermore, as in 
the original French, I let Surin assert that he had been thrown from a window 
by some mysterious force, or had been knocked flat to the pavement by one or 
another demon. While this rather passive Surin was being acted upon in this 
way, he repeatedly had to be proactive. He suggested this by using so-called 
“reflexive” verbs to paint him as being active in a multitude of ways—ways that 
are stated quite differently from how we would express them in English today. 
For example, he does not say that he is getting ready, he “prepares himself”; 
he does not drink wine, he “fortifies himself”; he does not make progress, he 
“advances himself”; and rather than starting off on the road to perfection, he 
“guides himself” along God’s way. In short, Surin himself must make one or 
another gesture, must do something precise, something physical, to advance 
the body (and the soul) along the road to union with love. Often, he employed 
a verb tense that is known as “imperfect” because it suggests a repeated or 
incomplete action, rather than a completed one: “they would come,” “they 
used to come.” Far less often he tells us, by the tense he chose for his verbs, 
that something is over and done with: “they came.” By using this type of verb, 
he made readers understand that people did not mock him only once, they 
mocked him repeatedly. Indeed, they never really stopped mocking him. I have 
been very careful to capture the duration and the repetitiveness suggested by 
verb tenses, because these verbs reveal something about Surin himself during 
his successive ordeals: he felt helplessly caught in a mechanism where things 
went on, and on, and on.

The long sentences (especially the ones in Science) were Surin’s choice, not 
the translator’s. These sentences will begin to catch the reader’s attention in 
part 2 of Science. In part 3, they will become a tic, a burden for readers to sur-
mount. These run-on sentences will persist in part 4, even though they do not 
regularly encumber Surin’s correspondence for 1661–64. An extreme example 
of this strange stylistic change is found in Part 3, Chapter 2 of Science. From the 
initial capital letter to the final period, there are 252 words. Surin  subdivided 

8 Jean-Joseph Surin, Poésies spirituelles suivies des contrats spirituels, ed. Étienne Catta (Paris:  
J. Vrin, 1957). Some of Catta’s notes have been woven into the translation of Surin’s poetry. 
They are marked: “(Catta).”

<i>Into the Dark Night and Back: the Mystical Writings of Jean-Joseph Surin</i>, edited by Moshe Sluhovsky, BRILL, 2018.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=5634155.
Created from uaz on 2019-07-20 19:51:27.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

8.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



21Some Words from the Translator

that long chain of words into smaller units, using twenty-six commas, two 
semicolons, and thirteen “and’s.” This particular sentence fills the better part 
of a dense printed page. It is followed by a slightly shorter sentence: a mere 
sixty-six words.

Something had to be done to keep readers from falling asleep or tossing the 
book into a corner! My solution was to eliminate around half of these “and’s” 
and replace them with a punctuation mark that suggested the appropriate de-
gree of finality or linkage: a semi-colon, a colon, or even a period. I retained, 
however, one distinctive stylistic trait of Surin’s. He tended to begin sentences 
with the French equivalents of “And,” or “Thus,” or “But.” To conserve the run-
on flavor of his texts, one of these words would now and then be preserved at 
the beginning of a sentence. These revisions of the punctuation do not always 
obey the style followed by editorial houses, but I trust that a few more periods 
and semicolons will make the text more agreeable to read. Above all, let me 
stress that my simplification of Surin’s punctuation leaves the rest of the sen-
tence intact: that is, I included everything in my translation except the “and’s,” 
the “thuses,” and the “but’s.”

These run-on sentences created another problem: pronouns such as “he,” 
“she,” or “it” tended to be stranded quite far from their antecedents (that is, the 
nouns for which the pronoun stands). Rather than resort to square editorial 
brackets, I made the antecedent clear by replacing the pronoun with the ap-
propriate noun. Identifying the antecedent was sometimes hazardous. When 
in doubt, I inform readers in a note.

In notes, quotation marks surround English renderings of actual French 
quotations. This should not be taken to mean that the English text exists in the 
publication cited; it is simply the translator’s solution for how to move smooth-
ly across the frontier that separates French from English.

In the text proper, as in the notes, passages from scripture use the wording 
of the New American Bible, revised edition (Washington, DC: Confraternity of 
Christian Doctrine, 2011). Discrepancies between the Latin and the French will 
sometimes be noted, because Surin almost certainly was supplying his own 
translation of the Vulgate. When a verification of the number of a verse or of 
the spelling of a Latin word seemed advisable, I consulted my personal Biblia 
Sacra vulgatæ editionis (Lyon: Bailly, 1676).

Like his mentor, Louis Lallemant, Surin often uses plurals where English 
speakers (and Frenchmen today) would employ the singular. This stylistic de-
tail does not seem to be a personal tic, or even a Jesuit tic; rather, it appears 
to be a way of saying that something is big, plentiful, or especially important. 
Most of these strange and usually superfluous final s’s have therefore been re-
tained in the translation.
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Ranum22

In many instances, a key French word turns out to have conveyed nuances 
concealed by its superficial resemblance to an English word. That is to say, al-
though it often was possible to find an English word with the same roots as 
the French word used by Surin, nuances have been lost and meanings have 
evolved during the four centuries that separate us from him. Yet on the surface 
of things, the word appears unchanged. For example, it was easy to find English 
cognates for affection, opération, mouvement, liberté, molester—that is, “affec-
tion,” “operation,” “movement,” “molest”—and so forth, but the cognates turn 
out to have meant something quite different to seventeenth-century Jesuits.

The vocabulary I have used to translate Surin is the one I worked out for 
my translation of Louis Lallemant’s Spiritual Doctrine.9 This seemed particu-
larly fitting, because Lallemant was Surin’s tertianship instructor. Words used 
throughout this translation are defined in the glossary that follows. On the oth-
er hand, words used primarily in one cluster of pages are defined in footnotes. 
In both instances, “daf 1694” denotes a definition based upon the Dictionary 
of the French Academy (Paris 1694). That these definitions are shown within 
quotation marks does not mean that they are actual translations. Rather, the 
quotes indicate a paraphrase in English of the original French.

And finally, a word about the honorific titles given to many of the persons 
to whom Surin alludes in his writings. He follows a two-tier system that is not 
exclusive to the Society of Jesus. On both tiers, “M.” precedes the individual’s 
name: M. Morin, M. the intendant, M. the bishop of Nantes, and so forth. This 
M. represents one of two possible honorific ways of politely referring to a spe-
cific individual. That is, if the individual is a merchant, an administrative of-
ficer, even a cleric, the M. is understood to represent “Monsieur” (my sir). On 
the other hand, if the individual is a highborn noble, holds a lofty royal office 
such as chancellor, has been entrusted with a high military command, or is a 
cardinal, an archbishop, or sometimes even a bishop, the M. represents “Mon-
seigneur” (my lord). Throughout this translation, the M. has been expanded to 
either Monsieur or Monseigneur, as appropriate.10

9 See Lallemant, Spiritual Doctrine, vi–xiii.
10 “Monsieur: In general, it shows respect. Monsieur de followed by the name of a city refers 

to the bishop of the diocese of which that city is the chief city. Monseigneur is the title 
one gives when speaking of or writing about someone of whom one is the subordinate, 
or to the most eminent persons in the church, the nobility, the parlement, or marshals of 
France. Gaston Cayrou, Le Français classique, lexique de la langue du dix-septième siècle 
(Paris: Didier, 1948), 580–81.
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23Some Words from the Translator

Glossary

Affair—Affaire: “Subject of an occupation, travail, application, an agreeable 
affair, an important affair, a thorny affair; my affair is to study, to pray to God. 
He is very busy, he has many affairs, the affair of salvation is the great affair, the 
most important affair of all; strictly speaking it is the sole affair of a Christian” 
(daf 1694). As these examples suggest, “affair” has multiple possible transla-
tions: business, activities, matters, concerns, and so forth.

Affection—Affection: “Inclination, passion that makes one want someone’s 
good or pleasure” (daf 1694). Note, however, among secular persons this term 
refers to feelings of liking or disliking that well up in the heart and that can 
impede objective judgment. It is not the same as the affection that is one of 
the four parts of Ignatian meditation. In the latter context, “affection” denotes 
the “movements of the will toward God,” which usually manifest themselves 
in “acts” of the various virtues, during which a conversation with Jesus takes 
place. For more on that type of affection, see Lallemant, Spiritual Doctrine, 240.

Arid—Aride: “Something that is dry, thin, or sterile: arid earth, arid sand, arid 
cistern. Is said figuratively about a subject that contributes nothing to the dis-
course, and about a spirit that produces nothing on its own” (daf 1694).

Consolation—Consolation: “I call it consolation when some interior move-
ment in the soul is caused, through which the soul comes to be inflamed with 
love of its Creator and Lord; and when it can in consequence love no created 
thing on the face of the earth itself, but in the Creator of them all. Likewise 
when it sheds tears that move to love of its lord. Finally, I call consolation every 
increase in hope, faith, and charity, and all interior joy which calls and attracts 
to heavenly things and to the salvation of one’s soul, quieting it and giving it 
peace in its Creator and Lord.” Ignatius, Spiritual Exercises [316].

Contemplation—Contemplation: “Action by which one contemplates in 
thought. To consider attentively, either with one’s eyes or with one’s thoughts. 
He contemplates the grandeur and the perfections of God” (daf 1694). “Ordi-
nary contemplation is a supernatural habit by which God elevates the powers 
of the soul to sublime knowledge and lights, to great sentiments and spiritual 
savors, when it no longer finds in the soul any sins, passions, affections, and 
cares that prevent the communications he wants to make with it. […] There 
is another, more exalted sort of contemplation, in raptures, ecstasies, visions, 
and the other extraordinary effects. The former sort leads to the latter sort, and 
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24 Ranum  

one makes much more progress in a brief time than one does by meditating for 
many years.” Lallemant, Spiritual Doctrine, 264.

Demon—Démon was more or less synonymous with “devil” and “malevolent 
spirit” (daf, 1694). Surin sometimes uses these terms rather loosely.

Depth, Depths—Fond: Northern mystical theology of the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries describes the soul as having an inner abyss that contains the 
“simple essence of the soul imprinted with the image of God.” It was likened to 
a “divine temple from which God never withdraws.”

Devil—Diable: “A bad angel, a devil from hell, possessed by the devil, tempted 
by the devil, that man gave himself to the devil, who carried him off” (daf 
1694). For members of the French Academy, the word diable was more or less 
synonymous with “demon” (q.v.) and “malevolent spirit” (q.v.).

Dilate—Dilater: “To enlarge; heat dilates the pores, joy dilates the heart, suf-
fering squeezes spirits but joy dilates them” (daf 1694). One says Dilater le 
cœur, “dilate the heart,” that is, make it more content, more accessible to good 
 feelings. Dilate your hearts out of charity; Littré’s Dictionnaire de la langue fran-
çaise, who quotes seventeenth-century authors.

Effect—Effet: “Something that is produced by some cause: a good effect, a bad 
effect, take away the cause and you will take away the effect. These colors com-
bined make a fine effect. It also means to carry something out or to plan to do 
so” (daf 1694). Surin frequently alludes to “effects” but does not suggest what 
that effect might be.

Elevate—Élever: “Raise something, make it higher, elevate it. Figuratively, it 
means to lift one’s heart, lift one’s spirit, lift one’s soul to God, that is, direct 
one’s desires to God” (daf, 1694).

Examen—Examen: “And they should practice the daily examination of their 
consciences. To examine oneself, asking account of his soul of that particular 
sin or defect, which he wants to correct and amend. Let the particular examen 
be made to rid oneself of defects” (Ignatius, Spiritual Exercises [32], [24–26] 
and Constitutions [261]).

Ill, ills: The French words mal and maux can evoke a variety of unpleasant 
things. As an adjective, mal evokes things that are “wretched” or “bad.” As a 
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25Some Words from the Translator

noun, it denotes the opposite of “good” (q.v.), that is, something that is im-
perfect, ill-formed, that reveals baseness of heart. It also evokes all manner 
of illnesses (maladies) or the pains caused by an illness (daf 1694). Surin oc-
casionally is specific about the nature of the “ill” or “ills” against which he is 
struggling, but more often he is vague and leaves it to the reader to deduce the 
nature of his “ills,” among which are generalized pains, headaches, stiff limbs, 
aphasia, rejection by his brethren in the Society. Any combination of these 
troubles can combine to form what he calls maux and what this translation 
often renders as “ills” or “illnesses.”

Imprint, Impression: Make an “imprint” or “impression” on wax with a signet. 
“An opinion or a sentiment that is imprinted on the spirit. Also means some 
quality imprinted on a subject by some cause: he no longer has a fever but an 
imprint (or impression) of heat remains” (daf 1694).

Maiden—Filles: Surin frequently calls the Ursulines réligieuses, that is, “nuns.” 
Sometimes, however, he calls them filles, which can be translated as “maidens,” 
“girls,” “virgins,” or “unmarried women.” To include women who entered a con-
vent after being widowed, this translation opts for “maiden,” which suggests 
the nun’s marital status rather than her youth or virginity.

Manifest, Manifestly—Manifeste, Manifestement: “Uncontestable, evident, 
known to everyone. It is a manifest error, it is a manifest and public thing, it is 
so manifest that one cannot doubt it. Clearly, obviously; he is manifestly guilty” 
(daf 1694). In Science, Surin uses “manifest” far more often than is usual in 
mid-seventeenth-century France. It may simply be a tic, but it may well be 
his very emphatic way of saying “clear, clearly.” Indeed, in the same grammati-
cal phrase, one sometimes finds him saying “manifestly” and “clearly.” For this 
reason, this translation uses these two English words throughout: “manifest” 
and “manifestly.” Indeed, Littré’s dictionary (1873) stresses that, in Surin’s day, 
manifeste applied to things that seem so real, so palpable, that it seems one can 
touch and feel them.

Member: “The exterior part of an animal body, as distinguished from the all 
the others by its special function. The word principally refers to arms, legs, 
thighs, feet, and hands: His members are well-proportioned and robust” (daf  
1694).

Molest—Molester: Is a close synonym for “vex” (q.v). It means “to vex, to tor-
ment by unpleasant bickering” (daf 1694).
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Movement—Mouvement: “The action of a body that moves. Is also said about 
the different impulses, passions, or affections of the soul: an impetuous move-
ment, the movements of the soul, one does not do that by one’s own  movement, 
one does that from a movement of equity, pity, mercy. Calm down or stir up the 
movements of the soul” (daf 1694).

Obedience—Obéissance: While a tertian under Louis Lallemant’s direction, 
Surin wrote about obedience: “Having shaken off domination by creatures, 
we must bind ourselves to guidance by God through a close dependence that 
demands that we abandon ourselves to him without reserve and without con-
cern for the future; that we venture to put our affairs and our interests in God’s 
hands, especially as far as obedience is concerned, giving ourselves no move-
ment of our own and allowing ourselves to be governed like little children; that 
we freely offer ourselves to everything that God wills in the future and that we 
resign ourselves fully to what he currently wills, accepting everything from his 
hand without complaining and without allowing ourselves to desire anything 
else” (Lallemant, Spiritual Doctrine, 300).

Obsession vs. Possession—Obsession vs. Possession: “Obsession is said about 
the state of persons who are believed to be obsessed of the evil spirit. In this 
sense it is different from possession. It is used in a special sense to indicate 
what the evil spirit does when it endeavors to torment a person by frequent 
illusions. One says of demoniacs or energumens that the demon possesses 
them, that he has taken over their body. Possession differs from obsession 
in that, in possession, the devil acts inside, and in obsession he acts outside” 
(daf 1694). See also Jean Le Breton, La defense de la vérité touchant la posses-
sion des religieuses de Louviers (Évreux, 1648): “The main difference between 
obsession and possession consists in the fact that in obsession, the Demon 
acts solely on the obsessed persons, though in an extraordinary manner, such 
as appearing to them often and visibly, willy nilly, striking them, disturbing 
them, and stirring up passions and strange movements in them, and notably 
exceeding the reach of their natural complexions, or dispositions, or facul-
ties; whereas in possession, the Demon takes advantage of the faculties and 
organs of a possessed person in such a way as to produce, not only in her, but 
by her, actions that that the person could not bring about of herself, at least 
not in the circumstances in which she brings them about”; quoted in Michel 
de Certeau, The Possession at Loudun, trans. Michael B. Smith (Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 2000), 38. See also Surin’s remarks in Science, part 4, 
chapter 11.

Ranum  
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Operation—Operation: “To do something, to produce an effect. It is God 
who has operated all these miracles, the death of Jesus Christ operated our 
 redemption, the Holy Spirit operates in our souls when grace operates in man.” 
For Surin’s summary of God’s four “operations in conducting his kingdom,” see 
Lallemant, Spiritual Doctrine, 297–298.

Possession: See Obsession

Spell (evil)—Maléfice: An “action by which one procures something bad for 
men or for animals or for the fruits of the earth, by employing a spell, poison, 
or something similar” (daf 1694). Cotgrave equates maléfice with “mischief,” in 
the sense of a “mischievous witcherie” (Dictionarie, 1611).

Spirit—Esprit: A “living and incorporeal substance: God is a pure spirit, an in-
create spirit. The third person of the Trinity is called the Holy Spirit. It also 
describes angels, celestial spirits, blessed spirits, and also the souls that are 
in paradise. It also refers to bad angels or devils: the malin esprit (malevolent 
spirit). A supernatural power that stirs the soul, that operates in the soul. Re-
ferring to the scripture, it denotes the opposite of flesh, blood, and material 
and carnal things. It also refers to a man’s soul: the spirit is nobler than the 
body. The faculties of the reasonable soul: a solid spirit, a confused spirit, an 
enlightened spirit. It can sometimes mean judgment alone, conception alone, 
imagination alone, ingenuity. It can refer to a person’s humor: a gentle spirit, a 
supple spirit, a turbulent spirit” (daf 1694).

Spring—Ressort: “A piece of iron, copper, steel, or other material that has the 
property of returning to its first situation when released, and which serves di-
verse uses in machines. One says a person is a ‘spring’ if he acts only upon the 
advice or movement of another, and according to how he is pushed. One uses 
all one’s springs, that is, one uses all one’s power, all the means one has. Ressort 
also denotes the property by which bodies return to their first situation after 
having been forcibly pulled: air has a ressort, water does not have a ressort” 
(daf 1694).

Sweetness, sweetnesses—Douceur, douceurs: The nature of these “sweet-
nesses” depends on the specific context in which the word is used. Among the  
possible “sweetnesses” are the sweetness of sugar, the sweetness of milk,  
the perfume of jasmine, the softness of a person’s voice or skin, the softness 
of the air, the gentleness of a person’s glance, the mildness of the weather, the  

Some Words from the Translator
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sweetness of rest, the sweetness of solitude, the gentleness of manners,  
the pleasantness of liberty (daf 1694).

Travail—Travail: “Labor, physical and mental fatigue that comes from doing 
something; long and painful travail; the labor pains that precede childbirth” 
(daf 1694). Rather than translate travail as “labor” or “work,” both of which 
can be quite calm and painless, this translation frequently renders travail as 
“travail,” thereby reminding readers that when Surin uses that word he may 
well be thinking of a gamut of fatigues, both mental and physical.

Vex—Vexer: The verb vexer changed over the centuries and should not be 
translated as “to vex.” In Surin’s day, it meant “to torment,” “to cause pain to 
someone unjustly” (daf 1694).

Ranum  

<i>Into the Dark Night and Back: the Mystical Writings of Jean-Joseph Surin</i>, edited by Moshe Sluhovsky, BRILL, 2018.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=5634155.
Created from uaz on 2019-07-20 19:51:27.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

8.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell

In the possession of the Mother Superior of the Ursulines of Loudun, exorcised 

by Father Jean-Joseph Surin of the Society of Jesus
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell30

 Introduction: A Summary of the History of the Possessions of the 

Ursulines of Loudun

It was the year 1633, during the reign of Louis the Just,1 and while Cardinal de 
Richelieu2 was first minister in the French government and was doing very il-
lustrious things for the good of the church and the state, that Our Lord permit-
ted hell to undertake something fearful in the city of Loudun. This undertaking 
could be seen in the possession of the Ursuline nuns who some years earlier 
had established a convent there,3 and who, in the peace of their convent, were 
working for the good of the church by charitably instructing young persons 
of their gender. By a strange magic charm, the nuns found themselves vexed 
unjustly by the malevolent spirit and possessed by the devil, during the time 
when Monsieur Martin de Laubardemont4 was serving as intendant5 for justice 
and was working on the demolition of the castle and the fortifications of that 
city.

Ordinarily, evil spells of that sort, of which there are numerous examples 
in the history of the church, are based on the lewdness of magicians who use 
demons to act in the bodies or spirits of women or maidens, in order to induce 
them to carnal love.

Several persons have believed that this same carnal love was the source of 
the magic charm that showed up in this Ursuline convent; but when the true 
story has been told, it will be seen that the magic charm placed upon the nuns 
of Loudun was based on hate, rather than love.

1 King Louis xiii of France (1601–43, r.1610–43).
2 Cardinal Armand-Jean du Plessis de Richelieu (1585–1642), commonly referred to as “Cardi-

nal de Richelieu,” became Louis xiii’s principal minister in 1624 and held that position until 
his death.

3 Founded on August 31, 1625, the convent accepted its first nuns in July 1627.
4 Jean Martin (or Jean de Martin), baron de Laubardemont, was born in Bordeaux around 1590, 

died in Paris in 1653. In 1633, he was entrusted with the witchcraft trial of Urbain Grandier 
(1590–1634), curé (that is, parish priest) of Loudun, whom he sentenced to be burned alive. 
Laubardemont was related to Jeanne de Belcier (1602–65), known in religion as Mother 
Jeanne des Anges. She was the superior (“mother prioress”) of the convent and the main 
protagonist of the dramatic events; Belcier was related to two other nuns. During the 1620s 
and 1630s, Laubardemont held positions in the Parlement of Bordeaux. For Laubardemont, 
see Roland Mousnier, ed., Lettres et mémoires adressés au Chancelier Séguier (Paris: Presses 
universitaires de France, 1964), 1:112. For Laubardemont and Loudun, see also Mandrou, Mag-
istrats et sorciers en France, esp. 212–17, 265–69, 323, 546. The main English-language analysis 
of the events that are the focus of Surin’s book is de Certeau, Possession at Loudun.

5 Intendant: “A person who is appointed to guide or direct specific affairs and who is empow-
ered to give orders. Intendant for justice in the army, in a province, and so forth”; daf 1694.
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3�Introduction

That is to say, there had been some big lawsuits between two churchmen, 
both of them canons in the collegiate church of Sainte-Croix of the said city 
of Loudun. One of them was Monsieur Mignon, a very wise and virtuous man, 
who is still alive; and the other was Sieur Urbain Grandier, a man whose learn-
ing was above average and whose knowledge of letters befitted a man of his 
rank.6 In addition, he was well built and good-looking, endowed with elo-
quence and decorum in his conversation. And he was witty. Although he was 
a canon of Sainte-Croix, he was also curé of the principal parish, that is, Saint-
Pierre-du-Marché. There had been big lawsuits between these two churchmen, 
which Monsieur Mignon had won before Monsieur de Poitiers,7 his bishop, 
and had lost before Monseigneur the archbishop of Bordeaux,8 his primate, 
before whom there had been an appeal. Those who knew the truth about these 
disagreements believed that Grandier’s vices were the origin. For he was com-
monly held to be a libertine and a debaucher, as became all too evident during 
the lawsuit and by his own admission before the judges. Monsieur Mignon, 
whom everyone considered a man of uprightness and probity, was chosen by 
the Ursuline nuns to be the person in whom they would confide, taking him 
as their confessor, having greatly distanced themselves from Curé Grandier 
because of his libertine air and his bad reputation. Consequently, although 
Grandier tried hard to gain access to the nuns, he nonetheless had no habitual 
contacts in that house, and several of the nuns had never even seen him before 
the big lawsuit against him in which they were engaged. The lawsuit resulted 
from the enmity that had developed between him and Monsieur Mignon (al-
though I believe that, in the latter’s case, this enmity came from his zeal rather 
than from revenge). This lawsuit planted a very strange thought in Grandier’s 
spirit, which involved giving some devils to the nuns and causing them to be 
possessed, employing an art that almost no one suspected, and of which he 
nonetheless was subsequently convicted, although he never admitted that it 
was magic.

6 Jean Mignon (dates unknown), curé of Loudun, a Capuchin monk, was close to another Ca-
puchin, Father Joseph, born François Leclerc du Tremblay (1577–1638), Richelieu’s principal 
advisor on occult matters. A curé is a priest who administers a cure, that is, he is entrusted 
with the souls and the spiritual conduct of a parish. Monsieur is a quality or title showing 
honor, civility, politeness, to persons to whom one is speaking or writing; daf 1694. By con-
trast, Urbain Grandier is called sieur, an honorific title normally used in law courts, in public 
acts, and in other texts of the sort; daf 1694.

7 Henri-Louis Chasteigner de la Rocheposay (1577–1651), born into a noble family from Poitou 
with Protestant leanings, opted in favor of Catholicism, took clerical orders in 1596, and 
moved in papal circles in Rome. He was consecrated bishop of Poitiers in 1612.

8 Henri d’Escoubleau de Sourdis (1593–1645), born into an old noble family of Poitou, was co-
adjutor to his older brother, the archbishop of Bordeaux, whom he succeeded in 1628.
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell32

In order to take revenge on his enemy by this abominable art, Grandier got 
the idea of causing the nuns, who were young and mostly from good families, 
to be moved by an ardent love for him. If the nuns were driven in their interior, 
he could take advantage of some of them; and when they became pregnant, it 
would be attributed to the only person who had been seen talking with them, 
that is to say, Monsieur Mignon. Having decided on this plan, Grandier carried 
it out as follows: a branch of a rose bush bearing several roses was tossed into 
the convent, and everyone who smelled the roses was seized by the malevolent 
spirit. The mother prioress was first. She was twenty-five at the time, and her 
name was Jeanne de Belcier,9 daughter of the baron de Cozes in Saintonge. She 
was very mature and very prudent. Next came her two relatives, both known 
as Mother de Nogeret, two sisters.10 Then came Sister Claude de Razilly, Car-
dinal de Richelieu’s relative; Sister Anne de Sainte-Agnès, the daughter of the 
marquis of La Motte Baracé in Anjou; Sister Martha and Sister Catherine, lay 
sisters. In addition to these possessed women, all the nuns were obsessed, and 
in the convent as a whole almost everyone bore some mark of possession.11 
Carried away by this magic charm, they felt vehement inclinations for Grand-
ier, in addition to the thoughts and the imaginings that nature can give, but 
that hell uses against the most innocent persons. God permitting this, they 
thought only of Grandier. Although they did not even know him by sight, they 
would cry out for him alone, and they would go to the most distant places in 
the building and gardens to cry out for him and seem to be seeking him; so it 
sometimes happened that after they had spent several hours in a little garden 
shelter, or in an attic, sighing for him, having chosen a convenient time and 
place he would appear to them, suddenly transported by the devil. And Our 
Lord permitting this, he would say to the nuns: “Well! What do you want of 
me?” But when these souls regained consciousness, they would be disgusted 
by him and would reject him, horrified, because these impressions and these 
desires had not become part of their will and had occupied only the sense that 

9 Jeanne des Anges was the daughter of Louis de Belcier de Cozes (dates unknown). The 
text reads “Belciel,” a distorted spelling that has tacitly been modified here. Surin gener-
ally calls her “the mother prioress,” or simply “the mother.” Her attacks began in 1632 and 
continued until late 1638. For more on her, see de Certeau, Possession at Loudun, pas-
sim, esp. 213–26; Henri Bremond, Histoire littéraire du sentiment religieux en France (Paris: 
Bloud et Gay, 1933), 5:201–251.

10 This misspelled name (“Nogent”) has been tacitly corrected in this translation. The 
two nuns were almost certainly the children of Louis de Belcier’s half-brother, Louis de 
 Barbézieux, lord of Nogeret (1668–1701). For these persons and for events at the convent 
before Surin’s arrival in December 1634, see de Certeau, Possession at Loudun.

11 For the differences between obsession and possession, see glossary, “Obsession vs. 
Possession.”
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33Introduction

was being besieged. He would also come to the mother prioress in the middle 
of the night, when she was in bed, and he would present himself to her in his 
house-robe, in a light that appeared to come from the devils. He would say 
things to her that no one could interrupt, for during this time the other nuns 
would be sleeping so deeply, owing to the magic charm, that even if the mother 
had cried out, she could not have made herself heard.

All these temptations were permitted by God, and the demons were never 
able to get the nuns to consent willingly. “The demons often bore witness to me 
about this,” says Father Surin, “and they expressed their rage at being unable to 
shake the will of a maiden attacked so violently by so many solicitations, and 
for so long.” But God always kept order, so that the liberty of the nuns (with the 
help of his grace) would have its full place, and nothing would be done against 
their will that might give an advantage to their visible and invisible enemies.

This evil spell was first discovered by Monsieur Mignon, who, surprised by 
what he was observing in the mother prioress, summoned the curé of Chinon 
(Monsieur Barré12), a wise, pious, and very upright man, and together the two 
of them exorcised the mother, in whom the demons Asmodeus, Leviathan, Be-
hemoth, and others did strange things, to the point of lifting her body into the 
air and replying in Latin to hidden thoughts. Even at the start, the demons 
would reply in Latin; and as for the question in the Roman Ritual, Quis te Ma-
gus immisit?,13 the demon replied “Urbanus.” This astonished the two clerics, 
who did not in the least suspect Urbain Grandier, even though they did not 
have a very good opinion of him. After this early stage, the matter was referred 
to non-ecclesiastical magistrates; but since the bailli and his lieutenant particu-
lier14 were Grandier’s good friends, they turned everything to his advantage as 
much as they could.

The demons’ accusation during the exorcism greatly shocked these persons, 
and this continued until the king, having heard about it, ordered his intendant, 
Monsieur de Laubardemont, to become informed, and he gave him an order to 
inquire into this mischief and act as judge. Not knowing about the order, which 
he perhaps had not yet received, Monsieur de Laubardemont, as he later told 
Father Surin, had an impression in his soul, when Grandier came to greet him, 
that Grandier was the criminal whom God was sending to kneel at his feet. 

12 Pierre Barré (dates unknown), curé of the parish of Saint-Jacques at Chinon, was the first 
to exorcise the nuns of Loudun. Pushed aside rather quickly in favor of Jesuits, he at-
tempted to prolong the affair in his own parish.

13 “What magician sent you?”
14 Bailli: the king’s administrative representative, responsible for the application of justice 

and the supervision of the local administration and finances. He might be assisted by a 
lieutenant particulier, a special lieutenant.

<i>Into the Dark Night and Back: the Mystical Writings of Jean-Joseph Surin</i>, edited by Moshe Sluhovsky, BRILL, 2018.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=5634155.
Created from uaz on 2019-07-20 19:51:35.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

8.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell34

Having received the order, he did not delay having Grandier arrested and taken 
to the castle of Angers, because there was no secure prison at Loudun. At An-
gers, he interrogated Grandier, who at first refused to reply, but then decided to 
do so, and answered. Meanwhile, having been informed about what was going 
on during the exorcisms, Monsieur de Poitiers came to Loudun; but since there 
were several possessed persons (for, in addition to the nuns, there were three 
or four lay women), he summoned a Recollect friar named Father Lactance, a 
good religious who had been successful at other exorcisms, having delivered 
someone in Auvergne from a possession. This father began very seriously to 
exorcise the mother prioress, and sometimes the others, among them Sister 
Agnès and Sister Claire, Monsieur de Poitiers usually being present. These ex-
orcisms were done with great show and were attended by all sorts of persons 
who came in great number from every province.

Seeing that the demon’s accusations were always directed against Grandier 
and his accomplices, both men and women, in order to be close to the exor-
cism, Monsieur the intendant ordered that Grandier be conducted to Loudun, 
where the intendant kept a very strict prison; and after several interrogations 
and confrontations with the nuns, who said that they had seen the aforesaid 
Grandier several times in the convent at an unwarranted hour of the night, the 
intendant was ordered by the king to assemble fourteen judges from the vari-
ous neighboring présidiaux,15 such as Poitiers, Angers, Tours, Orléans, Chinon, 
La Flèche, and others. The members of this court having been selected, and 
Monsieur de Laubardemont presiding, the demons told of marks on Grandier’s 
body, which were verified. His trial was held and completed, and the judges 
unanimously declared him guilty of casting evil spells on the nuns. Although 
he persisted in denying the crime of magic, he did admit to several other 
crimes, and especially to having written a book against priestly celibacy, which 
was found in his trunk, written in his own hand. He was nonetheless sentenced 
to be burned alive in the city of Loudun. This sentence was carried out, Grand-
ier being continually attended by religious. His death took place with so scant 
a demonstration of piety that, two hours before the execution, he was singing 
the song about the happy sojourn of Parthenia and Alidor, which showed that 
he had very little devotion and a totally profane and worldly heart. While they 
were executing him, the demons in the possessed persons appeared to be ex-
tremely pained about his chance of salvation. They were in the convent at the 
time, and everything going on in Grandier could be seen on the faces of the 
possessed. Finally, at the moment of his death, the demons showed extreme 

15 Présidiaux (sing. présidial): intermediate courts established in 1552 between the provin-
cial parlements and the courts of the baillis.
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35Introduction

signs of joy at his not having escaped them; for they had feared the contrary, 
because the Blessed Virgin was praying for him. She had obtained graces for 
him, he had abused them, and the demon’s imprints16 had gotten the better of 
him. That is what they were saying.

At the time, Loudun was like a theatrical stage to which everyone was 
thronging. Monsieur de Poitiers was conducting exorcisms along with Father 
Lactance, Monsieur de Laubardemont was there with the assembled judges, 
and a quantity of physicians had been summoned from all over to judge these 
energumens, that is, possessed persons.

Father Lactance would exorcise now one, now another, forcing the demons 
to adore the Blessed Sacrament; which they did with convulsions surpassing 
nature. Nonetheless, the variety of spirits and the crowd of onlookers turned 
this possession into a problem. Several persons said that this was nothing but 
silliness and imaginings; others, on the contrary, took things seriously, seeing 
in it the finger of God17 and the prodigious effects of his justice. Among the 
effects of the exorcisms that Father Lactance was conducting very vigorously 
was a quite noteworthy one: the demon Asmodeus, who from the beginning 
was possessing the mother prioress along with six other demons, promised to 
come out publicly the next day. As a mark of his coming out, and of the coming 
out of the other two demons, he promised to leave three openings in the moth-
er’s chest, below the breast, and he fixed an hour for it. This was done as he had 
promised, and the three demons left three openings in the mother’s skin. They 
pierced her corset, which was garnished with whalebones. Although there was 
a great deal of quibbling about this coming-out, saying that the mother had 
subtly broken her skin with a piece of iron, in order to make people believe 
in this coming-out and to deceive everyone, she was delivered of the demon 
Asmodeus, who previously had always spoken through her, but who no longer 
appeared except to Sister Agnès, whom he still possessed.

Shortly after Grandier’s death, death came to Father Lactance, who had 
been of great help to the nuns. He was obsessed by the demons and molested 
in his person; but he finally was seized by an illness that carried him off in a 
short time. Monsieur de Poitiers also withdrew, leaving the Capuchin fathers 
in charge of exorcising the nuns. With the permission of Monsieur de Poitiers, 
Monsieur de Laubardemont assigned an Oratorian named Father Dupin to 
care for the mother prioress until someone was appointed. In response, the 
king, who had been made aware of what was going on, and Monseigneur the 

16 For this phenomenon, see below, glossary (“Imprint”), and also Science, part 2, chapter 13, 
and part 3, chapter 2, where Surin writes at length about “impressions” and “imprints.”

17 For this image, see Exod. 8:16–20.
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell36

cardinal de Richelieu, got the idea of employing the Jesuit fathers to exorcise 
these maidens. To this end, His Majesty wrote the father provincial of Guyenne 
to inform him that he wanted some Jesuit fathers to be sent to help these poor, 
possessed maidens. Monseigneur the Cardinal [Richelieu] also wrote him; and 
the father provincial (Arnault Bohire18), mulling over the matter, decided on 
Father Surin, who at the time was at Marennes, where he was preaching to 
the people. As was customary with matters of consequence, the father provin-
cial wanted to consult his advisors. None of them wanted to send this father, 
because he was only thirty-three, and they did not think that he possessed 
the necessary qualities for that function. Despite this, the father provincial re-
mained firm in his opinion; he informed the superior at Marennes that as soon 
as he received the letter, he should send Father Surin to Poitiers, to exorcise the 
nuns of Loudun

1 How Father Surin Undertook to Exorcise the Mother Prioress, and 

the Condition of the One and of the Other

When divine providence chose Father Surin to be employed at exorcisms, he 
was as far from being disposed to doing this function as one could imagine; 
all the more so because, for several years, he had been overwhelmed by great 
physical and spiritual suffering that rendered him almost incapable of all types 
of work. His body was so feeble that he could not apply himself to anything 
without a great deal of pain; and owing to continual headaches, he could not 
do the least reading. Moreover, his spirit was plunged into such extreme suf-
ferings and pressures that he did not know what would become of him, all of 
this owing to an order that he did not understand and to causes for which he 
could find no remedy. This anguish had especially been gripping him for two 
years, during which his soul had been so darkened, afflicted, and clenched, and 
his body so hemmed in and anguished in every way, that he did not think he 
would be able to live very long in that condition. His troubles had begun four 
years earlier,19 but for the first two years, they were accompanied by a great 

18 Arnaud Bohyre, provincial of the Jesuit province of Aquitaine (1632–36), of which Bor-
deaux was the principal city.

19 In 1630, Surin finished his “tertianship” year of novitiate at Rouen, at which point he be-
gan “laboring” for God and for his neighbor: first at the novitiate of Bordeaux (1630–31), 
next at the college of Saintes (1631–32), and then as a missionary at Marennes (1632–34), 
a coastal town in a Protestant region that was prosperous owing to its location in the 
middle of salt-producing marshes.
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37How Father Surin Undertook To Exorcise The Mother Prioress

deal of consolation and assistance from God. For the next two years, he lacked 
this reinforcement, and his ills seemed unbearable to him; so he continually 
asked Our Lord to please have pity on him, and give the father the means to 
serve Our Lord in liberty.

One day, while kneeling in his bedchamber, asking Our Lord to please open 
the way to his relief, if it was for his glory, and to put him in a place and in a 
condition where he might be delivered from the extreme impediments he was 
feeling, his superior entered his bedchamber, bearing a letter from the father 
provincial, who was ordering the father to go to Loudun to exorcise the pos-
sessed Ursulines. It subsequently was determined that this was the confirma-
tion of his request, and that this employment, in a supernatural way, had cured 
his illness.

At first glance, this occupation appeared to him to be totally impossible as 
far as nature was concerned, owing to the hard work he would have to do dur-
ing the exorcism and the conversations with the demons.20 He was not dis-
couraged, however. To the contrary, he felt an interior trust founded on blind 
obedience. Thinking about what he had to do, and measuring himself against 
this work that God was placing in his hands, he felt strongly attracted to prac-
ticing that obedience with a total loss of self. And from that simple perspec-
tive, he proposed to himself that he would promptly call upon his inner vigor. 
Shortly after having been notified, he understood clearly what he had to do, 
and he formed an idea about God’s plan. He would tranquilly and patiently ap-
ply himself to relieving the souls he would be given, by inculcating into them 
the maxims of the interior life.21 And through these maxims, rather than by 
another way, he would put the demons into an extreme rage. He thought that 
it would be possible to obtain from God the deliverance of these souls, having 
first earned his mercy by a total subjection of these souls to God’s graces and 
power. The father then thought about the efficacy of this interior life, and its 
ascendency over the demons. Feeling inside that God was promising him some 
secret vigor for wielding this type of weapon, he left Marennes, where he had 
been for two years, and set off for Loudun. Several times, along the road, he 
was shown his weakness, and just how impossible was the matter that he was 
undertaking; yet he felt great delight at losing himself in obedience, and he 
would say:

20 In 1629, during Surin’s year as a tertian, Louis Lallemant (1578–1635), his tertianship mas-
ter, would have reviewed the basic doctrine about demonic behavior. See Lallemant, 
 Spiritual Doctrine, 166–69.

21 For an overview of the “interior” life, see the writings of Surin’s teacher, Lallemant, 
 Spiritual Doctrine, 171–85.
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell38

If I can do nothing else, I shall speak of God and his love into the pos-
sessed woman’s ears. And if I can make my words enter her heart, I shall 
win a soul to God, and shall persuade that soul to dedicate itself to this 
happy life that one has with him in one’s interior. If not, my words will 
cause the devil so much pain that he will be forced to listen to me, and he 
will want to surrender his fortress22 to me.

In this spirit and with this trust, his principal concern was to remain recollect-
ed.23 He continued along his route and spent the night in La Rochelle, to which 
he had gone on foot, hoping to do the same for the entire journey; but he had 
been too optimistic. That one day had so exhausted him that he had to go on 
horseback to Poitiers. There, he was given as a companion Father Bachelier, 
who was older than he. In this manner, the two of them reached Loudun.

Meanwhile, the father provincial was giving further thought to this matter. 
The next day, he wrote to the superior at Marennes saying that, if Father Surin 
had not yet left, he should keep him there, for he had changed his mind; but 
that if Father Surin had left, he should be allowed to go to Loudun.

At the time, there was a very pious maiden at Marennes who had great 
communications with God, and who had Father Surin as her confessor and 
director. He had told her about the order he had received and would obey. She 
learned from God that the father would suffer strange ailments while carrying 
out this task; so she was terrified, and her face could not conceal her apprehen-
sion. She told the father that he would experience great ailments, but that God 
would help him. In a supernatural vision, she had seen a hand extended over 
him, like a pall to protect him.

This took place during Advent of 1634. Having reached Loudun, Father  Surin 
watched the persons who had preceded him at doing exorcisms. The first time 
he attended an exorcism, it was clear to him that these maidens were possessed 
by the malevolent spirit. God gave him such great tenderness for them, owing 
to the great wretchedness of their state, that he could not keep from shed-
ding many tears when he saw them, and from feeling moved to relieve them 
by an extreme affection. Monsieur de Laubardemont, the  intendant, took him 

22 In a sort of reverse image of “standing guard over the heart” (see Lallemant, Spiritual 
Doctrine, 107–14), Surin imagines the demon standing guard at a fortress (place), always 
ready to launch an attack. This is but the first of many evocations of demons as warriors 
who are determined to retain control over a possessed person’s soul.

23 Recollection means attention to the presence of God in the soul. It includes withdrawing 
the mind from external and earthly affairs in order to attend to God and divine things.  
It is interior solitude where the soul is alone with God.
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39How Father Surin Undertook To Exorcise The Mother Prioress

to the mother prioress of the Ursulines,24 whom he found in a very tranquil 
disposition and with the free use of her spirit. Upon first seeing her, he was 
marvelously moved at rendering service to this soul, and at making efforts to 
help her experience the goods hidden in God’s interior kingdom. She, on the 
other hand, owing to the devil’s interior imprint, felt very apprehensive about 
the father. She heard a voice inside her saying: “Here is the one who will ruin 
me.” This impression from the demon made her resolve not to open her heart 
to the father.

After this first visit, the father thought about the exorcists’ way of doing 
things; and since their way was extremely laborious, it was as he had foreseen. 
And it seemed to him that, judging from what he had personally experienced 
since the age of twenty-five, he would be unable to continue the exorcisms for 
more than a day. As much as he could, he was keeping himself from examining 
his own state and fathoming the circumstances; he was simply careful to lose 
himself in obedience and to sustain himself by trust. He was more determined 
than ever to pursue the idea that had come to him at Marennes, and he figured 
that, for him, it was a matter of prayer and silence, not tumult and action. He 
was careful to make no plan, not even for expelling the demons, but to steep 
himself in the thought that he was totally incapable and a pure nothingness 
before God. He resolved not to undertake anything else, beyond seeing the 
openings that it would please God to give him, and following God’s guidance 
as peacefully as if he had been a mere spectator, watching what was about to 
happen. They summoned the mother prioress for him: he took her as if from 
God’s hand, and he began to look at her soul with what he thought was a chari-
table eye, seeing in her the love that God bore her, and the capacity she had 
to love God. He believed that he ought to gather all his strength to serve and 
cultivate25 her soul, and he made the greatest plans he could for this soul, in 
hopes of making it holy. He went to Saumur26 to reverence the Blessed  Virgin 
and to put himself under her protection; then, back in Loudun, he began to 
carry out the duties of his position on the feast of Saint Thomas the Apostle.27

24 That is, Jeanne des Anges.
25 Cultiver, “cultivate”: “Do what is necessary so that the soil will be more fertile, and trees 

and plants will grow better and produce more fruit. Cultivate the spirit and the memory: 
devote oneself to perfecting them”; daf 1694. Surin uses this word repeatedly, always in 
the context of bending over a fragile soul and coaxing it to grow, thanks to the spiritual 
nourishment he is providing.

26 The chapel of Notre-Dame des Ardilliers, near Saumur, was a popular pilgrimage site dur-
ing the 1620s and 1630s. (Surin mentions several visits to this chapel.) Among the pilgrims 
were Louis xiii and his queen, Anne of Austria (1601–66). Richelieu added a chapel in 
1634.

27 In the seventeenth century, this feast was celebrated on December 21.
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell40

However, there was an important matter at Loudun that was keeping spirits 
busy and attentive. Sister Claire’s demon, who was horrible and who was called 
Zabulon, had promised, during this sister’s exorcism, that he would come out 
on Christmas Day, and that he would write the Holy Name of Jesus on her fore-
head. The father exorcist greeted this promise joyfully, because it was a very 
attractive good. The news was spread everywhere, and in Poitiers people were 
saying that one of the principal demons of Loudun was supposed to come out 
on Christmas.

While Father Lactance was doing exorcisms in such a showy way, under the 
authority of Monsieur de Poitiers, the demons of all the possessed women had 
been questioned in conformity with the Ritual: De die et hora exitus sui.28 Each 
demon promised marvels and things that were piquing everyone’s curiosity: 
one was supposed to carry the preacher’s pulpit to the top of the remaining 
tower of the castle; another was supposed to remove Monsieur de Laubarde-
mont’s skullcap. In a word, all of them promised great things. The mother pri-
oress’s demons had also made promises. Yet for all that, Our Lord permitted 
no effect beyond the demons’ coming out from the mother prioress, but not 
so soon.

Everyone was waiting to see unusual things; people were thinking solely 
about being amused. Zabulon having promised to write the Holy Name of 
 Jesus, everyone spread the news. However, since Our Lord never fails his own, 
he permitted the mother prioress’s demons, who were the most important in 
the band and who were being asked about Zabulon’s promise, to say that he 
was a deceiver, and that nothing but a bad effect would come of it.

Father Élisée, who likewise was Sister Claire’s exorcist, came to interrogate 
this demon, who kept insisting that Zabulon was lying and that he was obliged 
to notify Father Élisée about it, against his will. That father said to him: “You are 
the one who is lying.” Trusting in the devil’s solemn promise, he told Behemoth 
that it would happen, despite what he said. At that, Behemoth said to him 
proudly: “It will only bring embarrassment for you and for your order. But all 
the embarrassment is for the devil, who is already sufficiently distressed and 
denigrated, having fallen into damnation, which is the quagmire of all evil.” 
That a devil was supposed to come out caused a great stir at the royal court. 
And upon hearing about it, Monseigneur the cardinal de Richelieu, who had 
begged Monseigneur the bishop of Nîmes29 to pass through Loudun and, on 
the king’s behalf, see everything that was going on there, arranged it so that 

28 “About the day and hour of his exit.”
29 Anthime-Denis Cohon (1595–1670), a man of humble origins whose nomination to the 

see of Nîmes in November 1633 can be credited to Richelieu’s favor.
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4�How Father Surin Undertook To Exorcise The Mother Prioress

the prelate would try to arrive in time to see this devil come out. The bishop 
arrived on Christmas Eve. It was decided that, after the noon meal, he would 
lead a procession that all the exorcists would attend, along with the possessed 
maiden. The maiden was led into the castle church, where she was put in an 
elevated place, everyone trying to have a good place to see the sign of this 
 coming-out. The entire afternoon was spent in prayer, song, and exorcisms, 
until five in the evening. But they waited in vain: nothing happened. Everyone 
began to say that the devils were liars; and they went away quite discontented.

Having seen the state of things, Monsieur de Nîmes wrote Cardinal de 
 Richelieu and reported on everything; and the king wanted these good nuns 
to receive help, and he wanted several Jesuit fathers to be summoned. So, to 
 Father Surin were added six or seven more fathers, who were assigned to several 
other nuns and to some lay persons as well, principally to Isabeau Blanchard.30 
The king allocated money for the upkeep of the Jesuit fathers, who created a 
community in Loudun. Monseigneur the Cardinal gave two thousand livres 
per year to the nuns, who had spent all their money to pay the costs of so many 
illnesses. Monsieur de Laubardemont also spent a large portion of his posses-
sions. Thus did Our Lord provide for the nuns’ spiritual and temporal needs.

Now, it is appropriate to set forth here the condition in which Father Surin 
found the mother prioress, so that by knowing about her miserable state, one 
can judge the grandeur of divine mercy.

This maiden’s natural disposition was most excellent as far as her spirit 
was concerned, which was very good. Her humor was sweet and flexible, her 
judgment solid, but her health was extremely poor, and her natural vivacity 
inclined her greatly toward every passion. And so, although she brought it 
moderation through virtue, she had nonetheless used grace in such a way that 
she was absolutely dead within herself. She had observed a common course of 
devotion that, guarding itself against the greatest ills and not striving for great 
goods, did not apply itself solely to contenting God with all her might. That is 
why the devil who possessed her had gained such an empire over her, and kept 
her totally enslaved and incapable of any pious function. For two years, she 
had experienced such a hardening of the heart that she could scarcely elevate 
herself to God and practice any prayer exercise. She received Communion and 
confessed without any feeling; and if she paused for even a little while in the 
church choir, the devil would claim the right to trouble and worry her, and 

30 Élisabeth (“Isabelle/Isabeau”) Blanchard (dates unknown), a laywoman in her late teens, 
was purportedly possessed by six demons who caused her to do amazing things. De Cer-
teau, Possession at Loudun, 92, 107, 108, 113–14, 196–97.
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell42

she would be forced to leave the choir. In addition, she was continually perse-
cuted by violent temptations against which she had virtually no more strength, 
being sustained solely by an extraordinary protection from God. Things had 
finally reached such a point that, morally, she could no longer hold out or pre-
vent herself from falling into her enemies’ hands. Her soul’s greatest trouble 
was the furious assaults continually made against her by the spirit of impurity 
named Isacaron, a great companion of Asmodeus. Seeing this soul’s desola-
tion, he undertook cruel things to make her lose honor and conscience. All 
night long, he would tempt her violently, wreaking on her body abominations 
that one cannot describe, and bringing into her bedchamber at night male and 
female magicians who would do their lewd acts before the eyes of this virgin 
who had been consecrated to God, yet who was, however, so bound that she 
could neither move nor close her eyes. It would be impossible to recount all 
the inventions that the enemy employed to ruin her. Here is one abominable 
invention, among others. Seeing that he could not sway her to consent to his 
temptations, he undertook to make her appear to be pregnant, in order to de-
fame and dishonor her, and to make her despair. He went so far as to stop her 
bleeding, and to make her swell and show other signs, to the point that milk 
formed in her breasts. This shameful pregnancy of a nun was already visible 
when Father Surin reached Loudun, and it continued for several more months, 
during which the devil provoked her to despair, and threatened to put a dead 
child in her bed, and by that means to make people believe that she had given 
birth and had smothered her fruit. He would have carried this out, if God had 
not prevented him, with help from the Blessed Virgin, who forced the demon, 
as he later confessed, to vomit up all that blood that had collected in her body, 
so that it came out from her mouth for two hours on the feast of the Circumci-
sion. Several noble persons witnessed this, among them Monseigneur the bish-
op of Nîmes. As a result of this miracle, this maiden’s innocence was declared, 
her courage was maintained, and a great consolation was given to Father Surin 
who, at the beginning of his exorcisms, saw this effect of divine goodness on 
his work.

Several other very strange things were going on in this poor maiden’s soul, 
where the devil was exercising his tyranny and, little by little, was preparing 
her total ruin, if God had not prevented it. Now, the remedy that his mercy 
brought to this extreme case was the help of the grace begged31 from  glorious 
Saint Joseph and administered by the hands of Father Surin, as will be recount-
ed in the next chapter.

31 Surin describes this particular grace as impétrée, that is, procured by pleading.
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43Manner Of Proceeding Used By Father Surin To guide

2 On the Manner of Proceeding Used by Father Surin 

to Guide the Mother Prioress, and How He Placed  

Her under Saint Joseph’s Protection

We have described the condition of both the father exorcist and the possessed 
mother, which was truly extreme, both in him and in her, and which needed 
extraordinary help from heaven. We must now see how the undertaking be-
gan, and the great difficulties that were encountered, which were such that 
the father easily judged that it seemed impossible for his plans to succeed. For 
he encountered terrible obstacles when he tried to gain access to the mother’s 
spirit in order to know what was going on there, and to make the feelings that 
he had proposed to communicate to her, flow into her.

First, the malevolent spirit had made the possessed woman’s heart biased, 
giving it an aversion for the father mingled with distrust; and it had made her 
plan to behave with dissimulation, which she did to such an extent that every-
thing she said was artifice. Nothing came from her interior that might content 
this father, who wanted to gain a complete knowledge of the state of her soul, 
in order to combat Satan at the root and introduce Jesus Christ’s spirit. The 
devil was keeping this maiden’s heart bound so tightly that she did not com-
municate frankly and sought only to escape. Whenever the father said some-
thing pious in order to win over and soften her heart, which he could see was 
sensitive, the demon would occupy her fully and would show himself on her 
face, speaking through the possessed woman’s mouth, and saying openly that 
he would not tolerate having anything received in the soul that could be useful 
to it. After several attempts, the father realized that the door had been entirely 
closed to him, and he lost all hope that his plan would succeed by acting di-
rectly with the possessed woman. But he was convinced that first he had to 
act in an extraordinary way with God, and directly against the devil, who, as 
if in an armed fortress, was guarding his post and peacefully possessing it. He 
realized that it was a great matter to dispossess a devil who is rooted in nature; 
and God permitted the devil’s strength and his power over the soul that is still 
imperfect to be declared, so that the father knew how great God’s mercy would 
be in ripping it out of there. He was therefore convinced that he could not 
manage to chase the devil away by exorcisms alone, but that here God wanted 
to give extraordinary help by which Satan would be defeated by the doctrine 
of the Gospel and the spirit of Jesus Christ, and that sooner or later this nun 
would therefore have to do her duty and conquer herself and totally change 
her life, which was generally good, into a more exact and more fervent one, in 
order to obtain her deliverance from God.
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell44

Now, before one could see the soul in a state where it could work at winning 
a victory over itself, it seemed necessary to attack the demon, specifically and 
directly. The demon, who was proud of his strength, would stand up against 
everything. It was necessary to make a breech through which one might enter 
this heart that was so strongly fortified. That is why the father totally applied 
himself to besieging the fortress and cajoling it from afar, waiting to approach 
it when God would give him the means. And inasmuch as the weapons that he 
had at hand for combat were inside the fortress, he believed he should employ 
them in two ways: first, by acting for God, and second, by acting against the 
devil. He would arrange it so that both had access to her soul; and he would 
persuade her soul about what would be suitable for its healing. First, he re-
solved to pray continually, in order to ask Our Lord that it might please him 
to give him this soul and to accomplish in it the work for which Our Lord had 
been willing to die on the cross. This prayer never stopped, except during an 
exorcism, which was very brief. He felt pushed to be continually on his knees 
before God, and he felt so attached to this undertaking that he virtually nev-
er stopped doing this. Weeping, he would ask God to give him that maiden 
in order to make a perfect nun of her. And for that, he felt carried away by 
such ardor that one day he could not keep from offering himself to the divine 
Mother, in order to bear the burden of this poor maiden’s ills and participate 
in all her temptations and woes. He went as far as to ask to be possessed by 
the malevolent spirit, provided that God would agree to give her the liberty 
to enter into herself and to care for her soul. From then on, a paternal love for 
this afflicted soul developed in the father’s heart, and made him want to suffer 
for her (a strange thing!); and he proposed to himself that his great happiness 
would be to imitate Jesus Christ who, in order to pull souls from captivity to Sa-
tan, had suffered death after having taken on their infirmities. His sole prayer 
was to remain at Jesus Christ’s feet, awaiting his mercy and conserving a great 
desire to suffer in the extreme, in order to win this soul into whose service he 
had entered by obedience. However, the devil confronted everything and was 
prepared to resist, continually strengthening his fortress, and fighting for that 
maiden’s heart by assaults that the father could only resist by his prayers. In 
every direction, access was blocked.

Second, he attacked the devil directly, debilitating him by his exorcisms and 
by commands that afflicted him and humiliated him greatly, the principal one 
being to force him to pay homage to Jesus Christ in the Blessed Sacrament. 
This the devil did, to the great edification of those present and with some re-
lief for the possessed woman. But the father’s principal artillery was to aim his 
heart at the devil continually, beating him incessantly, be it while eating, while 
 drinking, or while walking in the street. His heart being separated from all the 
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45Manner Of Proceeding Used By Father Surin To guide

activities of this world, he continually applied himself to directing his heart to-
ward God for the ends he could. And he bound that unfortunate demon, forc-
ing him to leave to the possessed maiden the liberty to listen to and conceive 
of the things the father wanted her to understand. This bitter and continual 
manner of fighting astonished the devil greatly. Indeed, the father had chosen 
only one devil, the unfortunate Isacaron, who was on guard duty at the time 
and was ceaselessly beating her soul, just as he was being beaten by the father.

This spirit declared and stated that this new way of fighting was more un-
bearable for him than all the exorcisms, and that he would be forced to surren-
der in the end. When he heard this, the father resolved that since he was being 
attacked in that extraordinary and interior way, he too would seek extraordi-
nary ways to defend himself, which he employed as shall be recounted later.

The father used yet another manner that was quite new and that conformed 
to the emotions he had experienced at Marennes. That is, lacking the strength 
to take the trouble to struggle with the devil personally, as the other exorcists 
did, in the presence of the Blessed Sacrament he would place himself near the 
possessed woman’s ear, and there he would whisper in Latin about the interior 
life, about the goods to be found in the divine union, and about similar sub-
jects concerning which the devil was tormented in the extreme. The exorcism 
caused the demon little torment in comparison. That is why, in a short time, 
the devil invented some ways to prevent the father from acting against him in 
that manner. All this time was spent in suffering and silence, awaiting God’s 
operation.32

Since the father was seeing more and more how difficult his undertaking 
was, he got the idea of committing it totally to the charity and protection of 
glorious Saint Joseph, for whom he had been feeling a particular affection for 
several years,33 having great trust in him and imagining that he could achieve 
anything with the saint’s aid. He therefore placed himself and the possessed 
woman (who willingly agreed), as well as his entire undertaking, in the hands 
of this great saint, the special protector of the father and of the interior life on 
which his entire plan was based.

The devil felt a violent despair about this protection, yet he did not change 
his violent and tyrannical behavior. He continued it with assurance, howev-
er, until an unforeseen accident deflated his courage a bit. That is to say, the 
mother’s spirit having been besieged for several days by a violent temptation, 

32 Opérer, opération, “operation,” means to do something that produces an effect or result. 
For more, see the glossary (“Operation”).

33 For this devotion to St. Joseph during Surin’s tertianship, see Lallemant, Spiritual Doctrine, 
esp. 232–33, 308–09, 333.
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell46

and she being kept in a strange anguish by her scant trust in the father, it so 
happened that the father, praying before the Blessed Sacrament, received an 
imprint in his soul about the mother’s condition, with a distinct knowledge 
of what was pressing her most. So he went to see her, and as she was demon-
strating great reserve, he felt a movement to tell her that it was such and such 
a thing, about which she remained extremely astonished and tender toward 
him. From then on, that changed her heart and made her decide to surrender 
to the father’s guidance in everything, with a total trust that has continued 
ever since. For her, this resolution was the source of good, for from then on, the 
devil began to lose his strength, and her soul began to be helped by the father’s 
ministry.

Isacaron made one final effort against her, and he was so surprised at this 
change, and so infuriated by it, that he could not keep himself from saying 
so. He therefore appeared and interrupted the father’s conversation with the 
mother. He showed himself on her face with extraordinary fury, and in a dis-
array that seemed to be mingled with rage. Seeing that he had gained a great 
ascendency over Isacaron, the father spoke to him with what he felt was ex-
traordinary vigor, assuring him that since God had given him an opening into 
the good of this soul, he would use it to his advantage and would put it in a 
state that would be very shameful for someone who had worked so long to 
doom that soul. To this, the demon replied, very vehemently and proudly, that 
if the father undertook to lead this soul according to his plan for it, he would 
meet his match, and he would receive from the demons a treatment so rough 
and so strange that he would have reason to repent at having embarked on this 
affair, and he, Isacaron, would force him to ask his superiors to relieve him of 
this task. “I shall make you totally wretched,” the demon said,

I have begun to make you feel my power, but you will see many other 
things, if you undertake this unheard-of project of perfecting a soul that 
is in a state of possession. And I shall prevent you from succeeding, for 
that would be too great an affront to me. I shall also undertake new things 
that will astonish you and that will make those on whom you depend re-
solve to make you leave the fortress. I have great strength, more than you 
think. I have magic’s reputation, and God lets men do what they want. For 
my plans, all hell will league against you; you will soon have news of it.34

34 In the original French, the tu (“thee”) form of pronouns and verbs is used in all Surin’s 
verbal exchanges with one or another demon. In this particular context, this “theeing” 
and “thouing” signals the speaker’s scorn for the person to whom he is speaking; but in 
other contexts, the use of these pronouns can signal affection. To avoid ambiguities, this 
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47Manner Of Proceeding Used By Father Surin To guide

To that, the father replied, with great confidence, that he had, in truth, planned 
to make this nun holy, and that he would not give up as long as he had the 
strength, until he had seen the fire of divine love kindled in her breast. “I have 
resolved,” said the father,

to make you the most wretched demon who ever undertook to possess a 
body. I want to prepare a new hell for you in this soul, and I assert that, 
with the help that God is promising me, I shall put your master in the 
most signal disarray he has ever known. You have hell and magic on your 
side; I have heaven, which will help me. God gave me this soul, I want to 
return it to him as he desires it to be. As for the troubles with which you 
are threatening me, I do not fear them, and I will endure every extreme 
in pursuing the redemption of this soul. And as long as a moment of life 
remains in me, I shall not cease to fulminate against you and to work for 
that maiden, in accordance with my plans for her. The ills you have done 
to me at this hour have whetted my appetite for more, and I offer myself 
to God to feel all the effects of your rage, provided that this soul that you 
are holding captive can profit from it and become free, in order to tend to 
exercising divine love.

They talked this way for quite a while, the malevolent spirit speaking through 
the possessed woman’s mouth. It was evening, and they were in a parlor adja-
cent to the church, in the sole presence of God and the angels. They issued a 
general challenge and declared that they would fight to the end. It took place 
in the manner that will be described. For the father, who had already begun to 
be obsessed by the devil, stood up against strange forces; but in this instance 
the enemy was very astonished, and the father received a great consolation 
and hope that God and Saint Joseph would help him.

Another thing happened, around that time, which greatly astonished the 
devil and made him see that God would give the father great power over him, 
by forcing that wretched spirit to return three consecrated hosts that some ma-
gicians had brought to him. This is what happened. Isacaron, who was possess-
ing the mother and who had been on guard duty for a long time, had become 
extremely strong at resisting exorcisms, and he was so insolent that the father 

translation replaces the original “thee” and “thou” with the polite vous (“you”). The sharp 
distinction between tu and vous is consequently masked. Readers can, however, be as-
sured that, in the original, the demons and Father Surin use contemptuous tu’s, “thou’s,” 
while the mother prioress and Surin speak to one another politely and respectfully: vous, 
“you.”
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell48

conjectured that a horrible spell had been cast by the magician, and that this 
demon was taking advantage of it. Contrary to his habit, the father wanted to 
know about it, for he did not inform himself about such things, trusting to the 
power of the church. But he felt driven to push ahead with this interrogation; 
and from Isacaron’s own reply, he finally realized that this was the case. Isaca-
ron stated that, for around a week, three magicians, one of them in Paris and 
the other two at Loudun, had received Communion and had kept the hosts, in 
order to put them in the devil’s hand. By his great goodness, God was deferring 
in this way to his creatures’ liberty. So the hosts were in the magicians’ posses-
sion, but he would give them on deposit, sometimes to one and sometimes to 
the other: and now they were in the hands of the magician who was in Paris, 
and they would soon be burned. Hearing this, the father felt a great desire to 
have these hosts, and to prevent them from being dishonored at Satan’s sug-
gestion, for he would not have dared touch them himself. The father resolved 
to command Isacaron to go to Paris, and make sure that these hosts were con-
served, telling him that he was appointing him guardian. Suddenly, the demon 
left the body. The next day, the father noted that Isacaron was not present, as 
he usually was, for he routinely appeared during exorcisms. Fearing that some 
misadventure might happen to these sacred hosts, the father believed that he 
could order one of the other demons to bring them back to the church, where 
they belonged, and to place them in the hands of its clergy. He therefore or-
dered Balaam, one of the other possessing demons, to go to Paris and, without 
informing Isacaron about what he was planning to do with these hosts, tell him 
to go to his usual residence in the body of the possessed woman. Then, when 
he had withdrawn, he should take those hosts, wherever they were, carry them 
to the afternoon exorcism, and deposit them in a decent place, in order to give 
them to the father later. Balaam categorically refused, saying that this mission 
was too horrible for him. Now, the father could never make Balaam promise 
to obey his demands, and he felt an extremely strong desire for these precious 
things that had been deposited. When the father returned to his bedcham-
ber, he felt a great urge to remove Our Lord from the hands of his enemies. It 
seemed to him that this would amount to redeeming his Redeemer, and would 
in a sense return to him what he had received from him. For that, he offered 
Our Lord his life, begging him to take it in return for those sacred hosts kept 
in captivity under the power of the wicked. He began to pray, and he begged 
his good angel to force Balaam to carry out the commands he had been given. 
Then he rose and forgot about his prayer.

That afternoon, having begun the exorcism, the father found that all the 
demons were absent. Balaam alone was guarding the fortress. The father in-
formed him that if the others arrived, he should signal their coming. Shortly 
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49Manner Of Proceeding Used By Father Surin To guide

afterward, Isacaron arrived in great fury, and Balaam soon followed; he was 
visible on the possessed woman’s face, and the father asked him if he had car-
ried out his orders. He replied that yes, he had brought the hosts, and never 
had a burden been so heavy for him. He had found them under a straw-tick in 
the bed where this magician had placed them. Then, when questioned about 
how he had done it, he replied that he had been forced by an angel. “Yours,” 
he said, “who made me promptly accomplish what you had ordered me to do.” 
The father then remembered the prayer he had addressed to his good angel, 
which he had not mentioned to anyone, having forgotten about it. For, when 
he asked Balaam about the angel, he thought it had been the possessed wom-
an’s guardian angel. When he wanted to know where the hosts were, there was 
quite a fuss, to the point that one of those wretched demons, having endured 
the shock of the curses for a long time, and having confronted God about the 
outrage he had received from men during this attack, kept saying: “We had 
God in our power, those whom he redeemed sold him to us,” and other such 
frightful statements. He was forced to say that these hosts were in a place on 
the altar; and having been ordered to fetch them himself with the possessed 
woman’s hands, he began to stretch the body of that maiden, who is short in 
stature, placing her hand all the way into a niche on the tabernacle where the 
Blessed Sacrament was exposed in a silver sun.35 Then, lowering her hand, he 
took a paper from beneath the base of this sun and, trembling and wondrously 
respectful, he put it into the hands of the father, who received it and found 
three hosts inside this paper, which he ordered the demon to adore. The de-
mon did it in a manner that moved the entire assembly. To do it, he stretched 
the possessed woman’s body, touching that sun with her hand in such a way 
that, when she regained consciousness, she could never come near the place 
she had previously touched; and it was recognized that the devil had stretched 
her body two feet.

This success caused the father a grandissime36 consolation and animated 
him greatly to pursue his plan. By contrast, the demons appeared extremely 
humiliated and downcast, especially the one who was competing at the time 
and was the most active.

35 A monstrance or soleil, “sun”: “A crystal box surrounded with a circle of golden or silver 
rays, posed on a base that is usually made of the same metal and in which the consecrated 
host is enclosed to expose it on the altar”; daf 1694.

36 Grandissime: “A superlative form of grand. It is only used in the familiar style”; daf 1704. 
To modern readers, the use of this word may seem cosmopolitan, but it actually reflects 
the familiar style that dominates in this entire text.
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell50

3 How Father Surin, Having Undertaken to Uproot the Demons 

Solely by Making the Mother Prioress Perfect, Was Himself 

Attacked and Obsessed by the Devil; And How, by the Strength  

of the Blessed Sacrament, He Began His Undertaking

Up until the time of the challenge that we recounted in the previous chapter, 
Father Surin had done almost nothing but look at the fortress and the enemies’ 
countenances, without being able to gain entrance. But once the mother prior-
ess had begun to trust him and had resolved to follow all her exorcists’ direc-
tions, the state of affairs changed and truly began to advance, thanks to this 
disposition of the mother’s spirit.

The father constructed his plan and proposed using a procedure for cul-
tivating her soul that conformed totally to the way God proceeds, using the 
greatest gentleness possible, attracting this soul to things involving its salva-
tion and perfection, and leaving it full liberty. He devoted time to discovering 
the movements of grace that were emerging from the seeds he had sown by his 
discourse, and then he carefully watched them. His first project was to estab-
lish in this soul a solid will for interior perfection, without proposing anything 
specific to it, generally dealing with the good there is from belonging to God. 
The mother listened to this as much as the demons permitted, and little by lit-
tle the desire to belong entirely to God took shape in her. Not only at this early 
stage but also throughout his guidance of her, the father followed this practice 
of not giving her orders. Although she was very obedient, and he saw what she 
needed, he nonetheless never said to her directly: “Do that.” And he did not 
declare to her that he wanted something from her; but if it was a question of 
introducing her to some new practice, he would spend a long time preparing 
her, gently inviting her, and guiding her to the desired point without her notic-
ing it. She therefore would be the first to propose something, and by this means 
he achieved everything he wanted in a short time, convinced that it was divine 
love alone that was operating in this undertaking, and that the Spirit of God 
does not bother souls but, by agreeable attractions and sweetnesses, places our 
hearts in his nets.

After a long while, one of the demons admitted to the father that this man-
ner of proceeding had made him lose favor, and that if he had come directly 
and had proposed the same things, he would have raised terrible obstacles 
and would have greatly prolonged the matter, but people were saying instead 
that they had never seen a soul go so quickly to God. Indeed, in a short time 
she traveled along the three ways of the interior and spiritual life: purgation, 
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5�How Father Surin, Having Undertaken To Uproot The Demons

 illumination, and union,37 and all of it with so much liberty that, despite the 
great troubles she had to undergo, she never lost sight of divine love, who was 
the great worker in this heavy task. The father therefore understood that there 
was some hope for mercy. After waiting for four months, he resolved to have 
as his principal support Our Lord Jesus Christ operating by his grace in the 
Blessed Sacrament. And he concluded that if he could introduce Our Lord into 
the mother prioress’s soul by Holy Communion, and cause it to receive Jesus 
Christ fruitfully, little by little this sacrament would achieve everything and 
would cause disagreement among the demons. Since the mother had been re-
ceiving Communion for two years like an animal, with no feeling of piety, he 
made it his goal to act in such a way that the Son of God would find a worthy re-
ception in this house where the devil had made such filth and ravages, judging 
that it would be enough to obtain some suitable disposition toward the gran-
deur of God and the dignity of this Guest, who daily entered an abode where 
his enemies insolently confronted him. Instead of the exorcism, he therefore 
spent every morning preparing the mother for Holy Communion, instructing 
her, stirring her, and, both before and after she received Our Lord, shaping her 
spirit by saying into her ears various colloquies and pious discussions, which 
little by little softened her heart and made her pliant toward God. This was so 
successful that the mother’s soul had totally changed in a short while, and the 
strength of this holy food for sustaining the body appeared to the father’s eyes 
as distinctly and as clearly as the strength of material bread. This change took 
place little by little, and the father saw vigor and devotion grow in this soul, 

37 During its spiritual journey toward a deeper union with God, the soul must pass through 
these three stages. In the “purgative” stage, desires and affections must be purged, and 
the disorder caused by sin must be set right, for a disordered soul cannot perceive or ap-
preciate the glory and beauty of God. The distractions of the world must therefore be di-
minished and wrongful passions, attachments, and evil inclinations must be subjugated. 
There is a focus on uprooting the remnants and habits of former sin, perhaps through 
mortifications and the practice of austerity and simplicity. The main virtue to be cultivat-
ed during this stage is humility. In the “illuminative” stage, purgation is not yet complete, 
although passions are more under control and mortal sins can be easily avoided. Venial 
sins continue to cause trouble, because the soul still takes pleasure in earthly things. Al-
though it is becoming more enlightened about spiritual things and about the practice of 
virtue, it experiences aridities, difficulties, and trials, sometimes more severe than in the 
past. In the “unitive” stage, the soul becomes detached from temporal things and enjoys 
great peace. Having largely been purged of passions and desires, it is fixed on God, is unit-
ed with God by love. Since St. Bonaventure (1221–74), the doctrine of the “three ways” has 
become general doctrine. Indeed, the Soul in Surin’s Spiritual Poetry, below, progresses 
poem by poem toward “union” with Love.
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell52

liberty increase, and the devil’s tyranny diminish, which enraged the devil, 
who viewed it as a clear destruction of his kingdom. Thus the leader of the 
possessing demons (it was Leviathan), who until then had scarcely declared 
himself and who was making his henchmen act, saw that his interest was at 
stake. He resolved to wage a cruel war against the father, and put him into such 
a state that, by his own volition, and by that of his superiors, the father would 
be forced to leave Loudun. To that end, the devil secretly planned diverse in-
ventions against him, including some that simply cannot be discussed, while 
others will be discussed.

One of the principal inventions involved causing the father to be possessed 
or obsessed by the devil’s henchmen, and in this state to be bothered as much 
as it would please God to permit. Recalling that the father had asked to bear 
this maiden’s ills in order to deliver her, and knowing that Our Lord often 
grants such things, the devil was brash enough to make a plan that had never 
been seen before, which was to persecute and assault publicly an exorcist who 
was carrying out his function. For the father’s good, God permitted him to do 
this and he continued to observe the order he keeps in all his works, which is 
to permit those who are supposed to do something for him, to be humiliated, 
wounded, and annihilated like his Son, who succumbed outwardly, owing to 
the efforts of the prince of darkness, and then chased that prince from the 
world. The obsession from which the father suffered was perhaps the most ex-
traordinary one ever seen; and, with the exception of total possession, it could 
scarcely be greater. He had already been secretly obsessed by Isacaron for some 
time. It is appropriate to mention this particular obsession before discussing 
the other one, for by the different things he suffered, one will see just how 
important is the conquest of a soul, and how God permits afflictions for the 
persons to whom he wants to do good.

Here then, first, is what happened to the father from the month of January 
until Good Friday, when the obsession appeared as strange exterior effects. On 
the night of January 19,38 having gone to bed, he felt himself invaded by some-
thing that he could not doubt was a spirit. By effects that he had never before 
experienced, this moved him strangely. It was like being touched; and like a fire 
that was penetrating into his marrow and his entrails from the outside. This 
surprised and afflicted him greatly, all the more so because for several years he 
seemed to have been rid of such things, the demon wanting to compel his soul 
forcibly to declare in favor of evil. On the one hand, it was a horrible violence; 
on the other, it was a great motive for his soul to defend itself, seeing the devil 
armed against it and wanting to make the soul consent to something against its 
will and contrary to its duty. The demon was acting from  desperation, marking 

38 That is, January 19, 1635.
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53How Father Surin, Having Undertaken To Uproot The Demons

his rage and his despair against his soul, more than his cunning. He disguised 
himself as a serpent39 that twisted around the body of the father, who placed 
all his recourse in God and immediately felt a most extraordinary help from 
God’s power; for after his soul had done some external diligence in order to 
rebuff the devil by humiliating his accomplice, the father went back to bed, 
totally trusting. The enemy returned and made himself perceptible in the same 
shape of a serpent, twisting around his members and biting him in order to 
take away his rest and trouble his purity. At that point, the father found a won-
drous remedy: he had recourse to the Blessed Virgin, imagining an image of 
her holding the Holy Infant Jesus, as he had seen him in paintings. As soon as 
this representation was established in substance40 in his imagination, he felt 
the strength of this hellish serpent weaken and lose all its vigor. Although it 
multiplied its bites, passing and repassing over the places in his body where it 
wanted to make its imprints, its attack caused no discomfort. In a short time, 
everything being peaceful, the father went back to sleep.

Although this sort of temptation is very irksome and tiresome, Father Surin 
did not believe it to be as perilous as the other temptations that flow in a way 
that conforms to nature, by imaginings where it is easy to be deceived.

The next day, when he woke, the demon resumed his barrage. The father 
resorted to the same remedy that had been so successful; and after prayer, he 
went to the exorcism as usual. No sooner did he see the enemy on the possessed 
woman’s face than he attacked him with these words: Quis te impedivit?41 These 
words referred solely to the secret action that had gone on during the night, 
about which the father had spoken to no one. He repeated them courageously. 
The demon replied in disarray and rage: “It is Mary.” The father realized that 
this wretch had been stopped by the operation of the Blessed Virgin. He then 
asked the demon whether he had noticed the thing that was in the father’s 
spirit, and how. The demon replied: “Yes, for seeing that I could not operate in 
the sensitive part42 of the soul, I wanted to rise up into the imagination, and 
there I found what was stopping me.” Since then, the father has used this same 

39 This is the first of several evocations of serpents in Surin’s autobiographical writings and 
in his Spiritual Poetry.

40 Surin wrote en subsistance, “in subsistence,” that is, literally, in food and upkeep provided 
to an army. This does not appear to be his meaning. A more likely reading is “substance.” 
Indeed, subsistence and substance could be used interchangeably in the mid-seventeenth 
century; daf 1694.

41 “Who hindered you?”
42 For some of the philosophers of ancient Greece and down to François de Sales (1567–

1622), and beyond, the soul was viewed as having two parts. The superior or rational part 
tells us to rely on wisdom and intelligence, and therefore to resist pain and obey the law, 
wherever it leads; but the inferior or irrational part is governed by “movements,” thereby 
urging one to weep, give in to pain, and become stirred up about misfortunes.
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell54

remedy, which gave him such rest that, as he himself says, “despite the prodi-
gious efforts and abominable inventions with which the devil tried to molest 
me, once that image had formed, I became insensitive, and the demon had no 
vigor.” It is true that on another occasion he was obliged to use other remedies: 
that was when, having enjoyed an advantage over the demon for six months, 
during which he made fun of his enemy, the father tested his power not only 
against Isacaron but also against the others whom Isacaron was sending to his 
fortress, to see whether they would succeed better than he had. His particular 
endeavor was to cover and wrap that image, operating diversely in his fantasy 
and substituting other images superficially, making an imprint on the spirit 
and darkening it in such a way that no vestige of it could be seen. At such times, 
he would make some breach; but suddenly, when the Star of the Sea appeared, 
which it did not delay doing, the tempest would cease.

One night, among others, a demon came whom the father knew to be one 
of the most powerful, and who wanted the glory for having won the victory. He 
acted so forcefully with a body that he had borrowed, and he assaulted the fa-
ther with a spell so powerful that it seemed to flow down into his marrow, and 
there was hope that it would offer a great occasion for suffering. But the father 
held firm, looking at his painting, and he felt no imprint; so, having fought for 
a half hour, he began to speak to this demon with such assurance that he saw 
clearly that the demon was in disarray. He later learned that it was Leviathan 
himself, prince of the demons, who, having upbraided his henchmen for their 
weakness, wanted to teach them how to do things. Still more demons came, 
and one of them, speaking through the possessed woman’s mouth (he was 
talking to onlookers about how devils know our thoughts), said to him: “Do you 
think that I did not see your paintings?” He was alluding to the representation 
that the father was using against their attacks.

For over a year, this form of obsession was practiced by the demons, not only 
in their night combats with the father but also during the day, be the father 
alone, be he with the mother prioress, or be he with the other nuns, dealing 
with the things of God. And when he was weighing truths of great importance, 
the demon would declare his rage by taking the form of a serpent and biting 
his flesh.

There were other operations by which these malevolent spirits inconve-
nienced him and tested him. Sometimes they made him nauseous, and they 
usually caused him such continual oppressions in his chest that he seemed 
to be suffocating in an indescribable way. It was done in a way that he could 
not doubt came from the devil, who was making himself perceptible to him in 
several ways, and who did not leave him day or night, running about so quickly 
inside all his members and inside his entrails that he might have said that there 
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55How Father Surin, Having Undertaken To Uproot The Demons

were serpents in his belly. When the father elevated himself to God43 in his 
interior, the devil would redouble his movements, or would stir up pains, or 
would suddenly turn into a serpent who, like a beast when struck, turns and 
bites as much as it can.

The father’s continual preoccupation with this impure spirit that was ob-
sessing him, and with the perpetual war he was waging, was very advanta-
geous for him in serving God. He often would tell the devil that, far from being 
harmed by his obsession, it was very useful to him, and that he did not doubt 
that it would last until his death, since it was a manner of constantly dealing 
with God. This enraged the devil. At that time, the father began to understand 
him, and he later saw very clearly that everything turns out for good, if a per-
son surrenders everything to God; and he saw that the effects of the greatest 
mischief are occasions for the person to profit, by the goodness of God, who 
employs his power and his wisdom to make everything succeed to the advan-
tage of the souls who are fighting for his glory.

Another effect of this very strange and irksome obsession was a continual 
seizing of his heart and his head, by means of which the devil kept the father’s 
interior faculties so bound and so imprinted that he could only use them with 
great suffering. He always had a sort of cloud over his spirit, and a suffering in 
the active part of his soul that took from him the vigor of speculation and the 
force of action when dealing with people. The demon had done that in order 
to take revenge on the father, because from the very beginning, when he took 
charge of the mother, the father had also undertaken to help all the other nuns 
and bring them to God and to the study of perfection. He would do this with 
all his might, talking to them about prayer and mortification,44 and above all 
about how to use the crosses45 that Our Lord sends. He also held weekly con-
ferences for the nuns, which dealt with the same subjects. They seemed to take 

43 This word is used throughout Surin’s writings. It is a common way of saying “direct your 
thoughts to God.” See glossary, “Elevate.”

44 Mortification, “mortification, mortify”: “Afflicting one’s body by fasting and austerities: 
mortify the flesh. Mortification is the action of mortifying one’s body. Mortification is 
necessary for a Christian. One only goes to heaven by the path of mortification”; daf 1694. 
For mortification, see Lallemant, Spiritual Doctrine, 78, 113, 173n5, 305; and see Monsieur 
de Keriolet’s conversion, in Surin, Science, part 1, chapter 3.

45 About crosses, see a text by Surin’s tertianship master, Lallemant: “This supernatural cour-
age that animated [Father Lallemant] caused him to ask God that, as with Saint Ignatius, 
his plans might be contradicted and thwarted by everyone, not only so that he would have 
the occasion to suffer but also to ensure that the success of his undertakings would be all 
the more glorious to God because he had had to overcome more difficulties in order to 
succeed”; Pierre Champion’s Life of Lallemant, “His Love for Crosses,” in Lallemant, Spiri-
tual Doctrine, 306.
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell56

great pleasure in these conferences and were profiting from them a great deal. 
This made these demons very spiteful, all the more so because, with everyone 
being fond of prayer and penance, the mood of the house changed. For these 
unfortunate spirits lacked the means to trouble the domestic peace and or-
der as in the past. The mother prioress’s example set all of that in motion, the 
father having shown them that, despite being possessed, they could still do a 
great deal against the demons. A fervor was stirred up among the nuns, and 
some of them achieved great effects.

Now, because the father was working at this with all his might, this obses-
sion made him totally incapable of doing anything for very long. He could no 
longer exorcise or produce any fruit by his words and his conversation; and 
no sooner would he get an idea than it would suddenly be taken from him, 
and he would remain stupid and lacking in vigor, manifestly feeling that the 
demon was hiding the images from him by carrying them off. Or if he want-
ed to make some effort to conserve them, his heart would be seized and he 
would be forced to drop everything, then and there. He nonetheless proposed 
remaining at Loudun, doing what he could until Our Lord might put things in 
order. He found a way to serve the mother prioress. He would remain near her, 
on his knees before the Blessed Sacrament, praying or applying the Blessed 
 Sacrament to her head, having enclosed it in a little silver box so that nothing 
irreverent could happen to it as a result of the demons’ insolence. The demons 
made fun of him, however, exalting their power and provoking him to speak 
as before, asking him where was that courage, that easy eloquence, and the 
other things that used to give him an advantage. This humiliated the father 
extremely, without taking away his assurance.

He still had enough strength for the mother prioress, although it was slow, 
and he would place his hopes in preparing her for Communion, which she 
received almost daily. For her spiritual advancement, God permitted him to be 
able to sustain the mother’s spirit. While he was waiting to be relieved of his 
troubles in order to complete his work, he encountered still greater troubles: 
the obsession that until then had been secret became public, and it was fol-
lowed by more notable effects that seemed likely to ruin the whole situation. 
For, because the demons judged accurately that everything he was enduring 
did not suffice to make him resolve to abandon the undertaking, and because 
he was concerned about nothing except being where it pleased God to put 
him, the demons resolved to do things that were capable of obliging the supe-
riors to remove him from there, and to instill fear in all those who, in the future, 
might be employed to exorcise the mother prioress. It was Leviathan himself 
who wanted to obsess the father, or to possess him if he could, proposing to 
show everyone a new effect: a minister of the church might be tormented by 
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57How Father Surin, Having Undertaken To Uproot The Demons

the devil, by using his ministry to chase the devil away. The father therefore un-
dertook to do that, and God permitted it, for his own glory and for the greater 
good of the father, who received from it a great humiliation and a great reason 
for scorning himself.

The first attack took place on Good Friday, in the nuns’ house, and in the 
presence of the other fathers of the Society and a few laypersons, officers serv-
ing Monsieur de Laubardemont. A few days earlier, the devil had threatened to 
make the father reenact the passion; and he did indeed make him suffer a great 
deal that week, particularly on that Good Friday. The father had withdrawn 
alone after the snack, and he felt great nausea, which finally ended in a great 
torment of his members and powers, so that he began to thrash about and twist 
his body like someone possessed, with certain transports46 and with violent 
trembling that astonished all those present, who thought him possessed. It is 
true that he still had the use of free reason, but one would not have thought so 
from the strange things he was doing. He would raise his hand to his mouth in 
order to bite himself, he would kneel with exterior imprints so violent that he 
did not know what would become of him; yet the depth47 of his soul was very 
content, and was not worried about it, and in his interior he was making fun of 
the devil’s operation. The fathers who were present exorcised him, and by dint 
of conjurations48 they made the demons withdraw. The father returned to his 
original state and rested all night, without being kept awake by the usual visits 
from the devils, which never failed and which have never failed him. It was 
thought that this would be nothing; but the same effects reappeared in public.

First, during the exorcism, when he was saying the usual words or was is-
suing an order to the demons, he suddenly became speechless and felt bound 
in some way, so that he could not utter a word. A priest brought the Blessed 
Sacrament in a silver box, and as soon as the box touched his lips he would re-
gain his speech. That happened five or six times in a row, during an exorcism at 
which Monseigneur the bishop of Nîmes, who was at Loudun at the time, was 

46 How Surin and his associates interpreted these “transports” is not clear. The term can 
apply to the spiritual: raptures, ecstasy; since receiving this agreeable news, he has been 
in great transports. It can also denote an illness: “A symptom caused by malignant vapors 
that rise to the brain. He has a high fever, and they fear a transport to the brain”; daf 1694.

47 Fond, “depths.” Northern mystical theology of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 
that describes the soul as having a fond, a deep place, a “depth” or “depths,” containing 
the “simple essence of the soul imprinted with the image of God”; these “depths” are the 
“interior abyss of the soul,” the “divine temple from which God never withdraws.” See 
Dominique Salin, L’expérience spirituelle et son langage: Leçons sur la tradition mystique 
chrétienne (Paris: Éditions facultés jésuites de Paris, 2015), chapter 3, esp. 59–67.

48 Conjuration: “Words used to banish a demon, the plague, a storm, etc.”; daf 1694.
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell58

 present several times, offering him the Blessed Sacrament, applying it himself, 
or ordering the devil to leave him.

Saying Mass in the Ursulines’ chapel, the father was stopped short and could 
not speak. An exorcist had to come and order the devil to leave him, and he 
finished the Mass. But this is nothing compared with what happened next. 
Before the eyes of the persons who were coming from everywhere to attend 
the exorcisms, as they would to the most welcoming theater in France, by a 
frightful invention the demons grabbed the father, in the way they slip into 
bodies when they have permission to vex them, and they made him change 
his countenance, stirred him, and obliged him to fall to the floor, where he was 
forced to struggle, tormented and agitated, in such a way that the usual rem-
edies were useless. When he was seized in this way, he would feel in his interior 
a vehemence that he could not resist, and he could only find rest on the pave-
ment, where he was strongly inclined to roll about; and there he would utter 
frightful cries, with shivering and trembling that made him jump, as if he had a 
new soul that was giving him inclinations very distant from his own. It was the 
demon, who was binding himself to his soul so tightly that it seemed that this 
was not a foreign spirit, but his very own. According to one of these souls, the 
father was in great and profound peace, and very intimately united with God, 
not caring about anything that was going on. According to another soul, he was 
in extreme woe and irremediable misfortune. By the instinct of that peaceful 
soul, he stretched out his arm for the Blessed Sacrament that the exorcists were 
presenting to him; and by the impatience of the other soul, who seemed to be 
he himself, he would push away Our Lord, as if it were something odious and 
adverse. He would shout exclamations, which showed equally a vehement de-
sire to belong to God and a most extraordinary aversion for God. When one of 
the exorcists gave the order, he would make the sign of the cross on his lips; and 
suddenly a movement would come upon him that would make him grab the 
thumbs of several exorcists, and he would say things that were capable of af-
flicting the demons who were belaboring him and who felt sharply the effect of 
his words, as if he had said them to himself. All the while, he would laugh in the 
face of these unpleasant memories, as something that did not concern him.

This showed him that there were indeed demons, and that within a domin-
ion49 they were very different, even though the dominion is but a substance.

One thing that seemed unusual was to see the demon suddenly pass from the 
mother prioress’s body into the father’s, and then return to the place where he 

49 Surin is referring to “dominions” (also called “dominations” or “lordships”), that is, the 
hierarchy of celestial beings. They regulate the duties of lower angels. Only rarely do the 
angelic lords make themselves physically known to humans.
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59How Father Surin, Having Undertaken To Uproot The Demons

had started. That was most noteworthy when Monsieur the duke d’Orléans,50 
the king’s brother, came to Loudun. As the father, in his surplice, was speaking 
with him, the mother appeared, delivered, and the father was suddenly struck 
by a blow to the heart that toppled him to the ground. Trying to rise, he was 
again thrown down onto the pavement, in the presence of His Highness and 
his court. The exorcists being occupied for a moment with relieving the father, 
the mother prioress changed her face and became horribly monstrous, which 
greatly horrified a person who was talking with her at the time. At the same 
time, the father, who found that he had been delivered, got up and went to pur-
sue the enemy who was occupying the mother, after which they remained free.

When the father was turned topsy-turvy by the devil’s operation, the demons 
of the other possessed women made a laughing stock of him and mocked him, 
saying: “Isn’t he a pretty sight, going up into the pulpit after having rolled in the 
dust?” The mother prioress’s demons were especially delighted: they would say 
a thousand insolent things about the father, and they were triumphing in such 
a manner that they were simply awaiting the hour when the father would be 
removed from his employment, as incapable of continuing it. Indeed, he was 
reduced to such impotence that almost none of his actions were free; he only 
had the power to turn toward God in his interior. Even that did not last long, for 
God allowed the demons to act in proportion to their power, albeit with a limi-
tation appropriate to God’s goodness. Leviathan would do stronger and more 
penetrating operations than Isacaron and all the other demons. He bound up 
the father’s faculties so that, for around a month, the father could rarely, if 
ever, do something or turn his eyes toward God. Although he said Mass and 
prayed, he remained as motionless and as stiff as if he were made of marble, 
being unable to fix his heart on any clearly recognizable movement. He felt 
profoundly satisfied about the divine command, and he dealt with things in-
volving the mother prioress’s soul, without knowing how. Since he had almost 
no understanding or formed conception of it, it seemed that the help that God 
was furnishing him, in order to do this charity toward the mother, was com-
ing through a hidden channel and along a secret way that was preventing him 
from participating in the things he was talking about, and which were none-
theless operating greatly in the mother.

The demon who was obsessing the father was spreading such extreme and 
pitiful bitterness in the father’s heart that it seemed to him that all creatures 
were in mourning, and that he was swimming in a sea of bitter absinthe. Some-
times this would last a week, during which he would have terrible headaches 

50 Gaston, duke of Orléans (1608–60), known as “Monsieur,” was the son of King Henry iv 
(r.1572–1610). His older brother was King Louis xiii.
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell60

that were very different from the ones he had had in the past; and he would 
have such great heaviness in his members that he could feel the demon put-
ting himself in his legs, molesting him, and making him breathless, even when 
he only wanted to go from the Ursulines to his own lodging, which was nearby. 
For three days, the demon gave him a headache so violent and so acute, accom-
panied by an interior pressure in his spirit, that he drew from it a motive that 
served him all his life in order to grasp the devil’s domination, and how horri-
ble it is to fall under his power. It seemed that the devil, by giving him shooting 
pains, was imprinting in his inner ear these words: “You must leave the prior-
ess, and we shall leave you in peace.” But in the midst of his greatest troubles, 
the father felt driven to suffer still more, which always made him livelier than 
before and more desirous of suffering. He even felt this desire grow beyond 
bounds: he would jump, and sometimes, in the vehemence of this desire, he 
would sing words that matched his emotion; but soon the devil would grab 
his words away from him and would press his chest so hard that he could no 
longer sing.51 At mealtime, the demon, more enraged than ever, would prevent 
him from reaching his hand toward the food, and would stop his arm when he 
wanted to drink.

During the entire time of this obsession, the father would feel the demon re-
siding in his body, below his stomach, where he always made himself percepti-
ble by a little itch. From there, he would enter all the parts of the father’s body, 
when he wanted to act. The public effects of this obsession lasted from Easter 
to Pentecost, when the father provincial came to Loudun to see what was go-
ing on, especially Father Surin’s state. The demons had reserved for themselves 
the right to work wonders, and to bother the father in the father provincial’s 
presence, in order to make the father provincial want to withdraw the father’s 
employment. But they were sadly mistaken, for during the exorcism that the 
father did in the presence of his provincial, the devil threatened to throw him 
to the ground, and the reverend father provincial forbade the devil to do so, 
citing his rights over the father. That stopped the devil short. Having gone to 
bed as usual, and having felt the first aggressions, the father perceived that 
it was stopping there. After that, nothing happened before the people. The 
father provincial left Loudun without taking Father Surin. The demons were 
very chagrined, and Isacaron said that the father’s good angel had prevented 
him from bothering him in the provincial’s presence; and that, throughout this 
obsession, he had done nothing but lose, inasmuch as, given the father’s ex-
perience with the demons’ ways of proceeding by vexing and possessing men, 

51 This would seem to be the context in which Surin wrote the Cantiques spirituels, first 
published in 1655.

<i>Into the Dark Night and Back: the Mystical Writings of Jean-Joseph Surin</i>, edited by Moshe Sluhovsky, BRILL, 2018.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=5634155.
Created from uaz on 2019-07-20 19:51:35.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

8.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



6�About The Mother Prioress’s Resolution

he was making him capable of helping those persons who were oppressed or 
who would be oppressed by the demons, and in whom the demons usually do 
their operations, which are difficult to understand and which one cannot aptly 
understand until one has experienced them. Indeed, this made it so easy for 
the father to find remedies, be it for the mother prioress, or be it for the other 
persons afflicted by the malevolent spirit, that he seemed to see clearly every-
thing that was going on in them.

4 About the Mother Prioress’s Resolution to Give Herself Totally to 

God, and How God Began to Give Her Great Graces, the Mother 

Having Devoted Herself to Prayer and Penance

Despite the devil’s obstacles, the father continued his plan, which was to make 
the prioress’s spirit perfectly submissive to God. He had taken, as his principal 
support, the power of Our Lord Jesus Christ, whom he was trying to make enter 
the mother by means of the Blessed Sacrament. And although the violence 
of the obsession deterred him a great deal, God was nonetheless giving him 
enough strength and liberty to prepare the mother’s soul for this tendency, 
which consisted of being attentive to what he was saying to her, and which 
aimed at forming a total resolution to make room for the divine will, for a per-
fect purity of heart, and for a total surrender of the self to the empire of grace. 
His words would be interrupted by a thousand inventions and insolences prac-
ticed by the demon; but the father believed that he had gained a great deal if, 
after six hours of laboring and waiting, he could procure for the mother a quar-
ter hour of true liberty to form acts that would bring her to receiving Our Lord 
Jesus Christ (for the father did not value a half-liberty, mingled with obscurity 
and disgust, which the devil blends as much as he can in those over whom 
he has power). The father sensed that God was communicating to him a se-
cret vigor in his words, which traveled through the obstacles of the malevolent 
spirts and which, by operating in the mother, gave her heart the disposition he 
desired. And if he was lacking that vigor, in vain did he say the loveliest thing in 
the world to her; he would make no progress, for the mother remained insensi-
tive. Thus a quarter hour a day was a long time for him, and in six weeks such a 
change took place in the mother that she began to desire to give herself totally 
to God. So one day, after Holy Communion, the father was helping her with a 
thanksgiving, and was speaking into her ear and forming conversations for her 
with Our Lord, when she showed a very impetuous spirit and said to him: “Ah, 
father, today I am going to choose, and I am taking from your hands the cross of 
my Savior, Jesus Christ, and I am surrendering myself to him to bear that cross 
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell62

until I die.” What she said was efficacious, for it dealt a mortal blow to the devil, 
who immediately seized her and, greatly enraged, threw her to the ground, 
sprawling and rolling her body in a strange way. Ever since that day, her soul 
has never retreated from something she believed necessary for God’s service. 
That was the gift of herself that she made to her Creator, and which the father 
had so desired. He believed that she could hope for everything from God, hav-
ing made this choice between his hands. That is why he no longer doubted that 
Our Lord wanted to favor with his graces a soul that was so generous to him.

In a few days, the mother felt emotions in her heart that attracted her to 
penance, and she told the father that, in her interior, she felt that God wanted 
to convert her totally, and that he was making her want to go to him through 
penance. The father knew that this was a movement of grace, and he did not 
want to hurry its execution but would wait until her soul was drawn to it more 
strongly. Not long afterward, something happened that brought a great change 
in her and opened the depth of her heart to God entirely. As the father was 
trying, in his own words, to stir up God’s spirit and to prepare her heart more 
and more, without imposing any specific practice, always waiting until it might 
please God to do more, one day when there was no one at the exorcism, the 
mother was at the foot of the Blessed Sacrament, tied to a bench as usual, be-
cause of the fury into which the devils put her. With the father near her, kneel-
ing before Our Lord, she had a divine operation that put her outside herself, 
and she remained in ecstasy for around a quarter of an hour, during which she 
had a vision that totally changed the state of her soul. It seemed to her that she 
had been carried before God’s throne in a moment, and there, very frightened, 
she saw herself in the presence of the divine Majesty. Her whole life was shown 
to her, all the folds of her conscience were displayed to her, and she was in such 
great disarray and anguish, awaiting God’s judgment, that she could not stand 
her ground. She knew and felt clearly how different is the impurity of the crea-
ture compared to God’s purity, and the mere presence of God seemed to her so 
unbearable that, to endure it, she would have thrown herself into the hands of 
the demons, who were there, it seemed to her, to seize her. In this brief time, 
she heard and experienced a quantity of things that would take a very long 
time to narrate in detail.

When this operation had passed, God permitted the demons to bother her, 
as if she had really been delivered into their power. Thus the father saw a spec-
tacle that astonished him greatly, for this maiden, being in her good sense, was 
behaving like a person who had already been judged and sentenced by God, 
with so many lamentations and moans that he could not console her. Acting 
through a violent impression, the devil was persuading her that she was really 
lost; and since the vision had been engraved into the depth of her soul, he 

<i>Into the Dark Night and Back: the Mystical Writings of Jean-Joseph Surin</i>, edited by Moshe Sluhovsky, BRILL, 2018.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=5634155.
Created from uaz on 2019-07-20 19:51:35.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

8.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



63About The Mother Prioress’s Resolution

was operating on her violently, and upon her God was continuing to imprint 
regrets about a great contrition and an ardent desire for him, amid the despair 
that the devils were making her feel. It was strange to watch her, because this 
went on for fifty days, at the end of which her soul became strong and gradu-
ally settled into a total submission to God by the following ways.

First, she was so greatly attracted to penance that she thought God would 
win her that way. The father waited until God’s way was more fully elucidated, 
and he merely tried to lead her spirit to making an absolute choice of God, in 
order to depend so much on him that she would want to surrender herself, in 
all liberty, into the hands of the one who, by his movements, guides the souls 
that abandon themselves there. Their talks were only about that, and about 
some artifices of the demon, who was merely trying to chill this resolution.

Some time after the vision, the father made a plan and undertook to combat 
the impediments that might be in her soul, where the demon had positioned 
himself to oppose the operations of grace. By subduing these impediments, 
one by one, the fortress was returned to God’s possession. The father therefore 
got the idea that one of the most apparent and ordinary impediments for the 
mother was a certain natural gaiety and liberty that made her prone to laugh 
during her conversations, and that greatly distanced her from the serious spirit 
with which God’s things must be taken. He saw that this spirit was very con-
trary to the plan of a perfect life, and that her natural disposition still remained 
vivacious and was incapable of having the remorseful heart with which one 
must convert to God. There was a demon named Balaam, who was sitting in 
this humor and who, owing to the mother’s natural inclination, occupied it 
almost continually. When he possessed her, everything was games and jokes; 
and when he left her at liberty, she always restrained the vigor of this humor, 
and she conserved her lack of devotion and her hearty laughter on the least oc-
casion; so that everything the father had been able to construct was destroyed 
in the blink of an eye. The father judged it necessary to attack that spirit very 
forcefully, and to make use of the inclination for penance that God had given 
the mother, and that he had put in her heart. First, he tried to make her see how 
prejudicial that humor was to her; and he made her feel great horror about her-
self, so that she strongly desired to be rid of her enemy. The father, seeing her 
firm resolution, asked her if she had been doing penance. She admitted that 
she had not, and that ever since the demons’ arrival, she had been incapable 
of practicing any; but if he deemed it suitable for her, she no longer belonged 
to herself, so she would obey him in everything. She would find a scourge and 
a hair shirt, and she had a copper belt with spikes. The father asked her wheth-
er, when the demon Balaam came to seize her through her joking spirit, she 
would really have the courage, in case a little liberty remained to her, to take 

<i>Into the Dark Night and Back: the Mystical Writings of Jean-Joseph Surin</i>, edited by Moshe Sluhovsky, BRILL, 2018.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=5634155.
Created from uaz on 2019-07-20 19:51:35.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

8.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell64

the belt and wear it for a while in order to abate the gaiety that would assail 
her, surmounting in that way the nature that was giving the demon an oppor-
tunity. She promised him. The demon suddenly appeared, as if all was lost, and 
said “No,” he would prevent her. But having been dismissed, the demon left an 
imprint in the mother: an extreme apprehension about the penance, although 
her resolution to obey remained.

Not long after that, when the mother was at recreation, the devil did not fail 
to surprise her, reminding her of these lively apprehensions and giving her a 
strong inclination to enjoy herself with the other possessed women. There was 
a mighty combat in her about leaving recreation: the demon persisted and pre-
tended not to be astonished. Nonetheless, since her support lay in the nature 
that was being molested by this suffering, little by little he withdrew and left 
the mother free. Suddenly, she was wonderfully rewarded by Our Lord: while 
praying, she remained for an hour in great peace and light. This gave her such 
strength and virtue that the next day she talked with the father about it, as 
about a very great grace, saying that ever since she had been possessed, she 
had been unable to pray for more than a moment. That increased her desire to 
fight; and on his side, the demon prepared to wage the greatest battle against 
her.

The next day, at the end of the exorcism, she remained extremely weak, as 
if all her members had been broken. She stirred compassion in the father, so 
beaten down was she. The father suspected that this was the demon’s artifice, 
in order to feel assured about playing his game. The father wanted to find a so-
lution, and he prepared the mother to wage a good combat. He therefore asked 
her whether, if Balaam were to attack her again, she would have the courage to 
defend herself. She replied that, in her very weak state, it did not look as if she 
would don the belt, which had entered deeply into her flesh on the previous 
day, but that she would nonetheless obey to the death. The father, suffering 
greatly and resisting, ordered her to wear her belt; and he sent her away, so 
weak that she could not stand. He withdrew, and thinking of the harsh order 
he had just given her, and fearing that she would not be able to accomplish 
it, after weighing things, he resolved to revoke his order. He therefore went 
back and, having summoned the mother, found her very pensive, melancholy, 
and in pain. Having probed her heart, he told her that it would suffice for him  
to test her obedience, and that she should not wear the belt. Then she said to 
him, “Ah! Father, you are deigning to accept my nature. Alas, I beg you not to. 
Follow the movements that God gives you.” The father was very consoled by 
this response, and he saw clearly that he had been mistaken. The next day, the 
demon confessed the truth to him. So the father said to the mother: “All right.” 
And since God was giving her courage, he added: “May she resist her enemy.” 
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65About The Mother Prioress’s Resolution

Isacaron appeared immediately, greatly enraged and saying that this manner 
of proceeding was going to ruin his affairs. Shortly after that, the father having 
withdrawn, she took the belt and, while strolling in the garden and feeling the 
effect of her penance upon Balaam, there was a furious attack by Isacaron that 
provoked lust in her, in such a manner that the belt was useless for repressing 
it. The wretch was bringing help to his companion, in order to alter the spirit of 
the mother who, seeing herself pursued in this way, felt very annoyed with her-
self. Because it was late and the sisters had retired, she went to get her scourge, 
and having placed herself in the choir before the Blessed Sacrament, she 
treated her body so harshly that the enemy, having long maintained a cheer-
ful countenance, was obliged to withdraw and leave the woman whom he was 
tempting in the hands of Our Lord, who consoled her and delighted her spirit 
by his extraordinary grace. The next day, she recounted to the father everything 
that had happened. By the demons’ countenances, he saw that they were very 
ashamed at having been defeated. They were not, however, disappointed by 
their failure, and they resolved to conduct a still more violent assault.

It so happened that, two or three hours later, the mother had such a copious 
nosebleed (three bouts within the space of fifty hours) that it seemed as if her 
veins had been drained. She remained so weak that she was forced to go to bed, 
where the father visited her. He found her to be very ill indeed, and one might 
have said that she would be ill for a long time. Toward evening, the demon took 
his time, and Balaam began to make her want to laugh in her bed, and he made 
her want to have company in order to take pleasure in vain joy. That would 
have seemed insignificant in a person who was not determined, considering 
her need and her indisposition; but the mother knew that this need had been 
procured by the demon, who was inspiring this scandalous amusement in her, 
who desired to be faithful to Our Lord. Not thinking about her infirmity, she 
put on her belt, which was no small mortification, inasmuch as it usually made 
openings in her skin, which was more delicate than most people’s. This remedy 
quashed the good humor in which Balaam wanted to put her; and having spent 
some time with Our Lord in great spiritual pleasure, she tried to go to sleep.

Around midnight, there came a more furious jolt than the first one; for Isac-
aron, seeing that the sick woman could scarcely move from weakness, con-
cluded that he could tempt her at his ease, and make her burn with his fire, and 
that she would be unable to extinguish it. He therefore began to pressure her. 
This surprised the mother greatly; but she saw that it was a war, and, hoping 
that Our Lord would give her strength, she took her scourge and went down to 
the choir, so carefully and so dexterously that no one heard her, although the 
sisters were sleeping in her bedchamber. She was preparing to defend herself, 
but the enemy did not want to let go, and sometimes he made her faint. She 
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell66

continued for a long while, and the fortress finally was hers. Having prayed for 
a long while, she went back to bed, where she still was the next morning, not at 
liberty but, on the contrary, troubled by the devil Isacaron, who was enjoying 
playing the sick person. Having been notified that the mother was still ill, the 
father went up to her bedchamber, and he found that it was Isacaron who was 
making her languish. By his usual commands, the father tried to make Isacaron 
withdraw, but that demon kept on lamenting, knowing, on his own, everything 
that had happened during the night. The father made fun of him, saying that 
his time had passed, and that he would commit no more outrages against the 
purity of this maiden, or it would cost him dearly. For this demon had often 
confessed to the father that, when he tempted a soul and the soul defended it-
self by penance, the blows would fall on him by order of divine justice; and that 
demons were chastised on similar occasions, either by the ministry of the good 
angels, or in another way. Indeed, the demon recounted how, having informed 
Lucifer about his lack of success in the other battle with the mother, and hav-
ing said that the suffering was too severe, he added:

Lucifer does not know how powerfully God aids souls in the law of grace, 
and how much we have to suffer in our undertakings against those souls. 
We had power before the coming of the Son of God; but upon Jesus 
Christ’s death, we were closely tied to hell, and when we embark upon 
tempting souls, we risk great tortures.

The father, knowing this and seeing the grace that God was giving to the moth-
er, kept telling this demon that he would make him miserable and would make 
him pay for his incredible insolence during this possession. And the demon did 
indeed pay dearly, as we shall see.

The demon having at last withdrawn, the mother regained consciousness 
and found that she was healed, as if she had not lost a drop of blood. There 
was reason to be astonished, for she had bled abundantly, as was said earlier. 
At that point, she recounted to the father her adventure of the previous night, 
in conformity with Isacaron’s deposition about it.

After these exploits, the demons got the idea of astonishing the father with 
miscellaneous forms of inventiveness. Among others, they worked a horrifying 
spell by which, for a week, the mother became totally different from the way 
she really was. Her face appeared unusually beautiful, but affected, and with 
allurements and rays in her eyes, and her entire face surpassed what is usual in 
nature. Her speech was totally changed, with honeyed words. Her bearing and 
her countenance were totally different. At exorcisms, she would say a thousand 
insolent things to the father; but the principal ones were said in a low voice, 
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67About The Mother Prioress’s Resolution

and secretly, when everyone had retired. The devil was thinking that, in this 
way, he would disgust the father and make him hate this maiden; but, to the 
contrary, God gave the father the grace not to worry about it and to pass over 
everything, as if it were nothing. He remembered that charity goes everywhere 
and suffers everything. None of this made a painful impression on him, beyond 
compassion for this poor nun. He loved her like a daughter, and he would not 
have felt more pain at seeing her throat cut than at seeing her in this condition. 
Finally, the spell yielded to the exorcisms; and it seems that they were of the 
same mind, for the devil lost the strength to continue this mischief.

After that, the father resumed fighting both Isacaron and Balaam, who sup-
ported one another. The mother had resolved not to yield to them, whatever 
state she might be in, and to resist them by the weapons of penance, even if 
she had to smash herself to pieces. This resolution made the demons lose cour-
age, and they believed themselves lost. In fact, in less than two weeks Balaam 
was totally flattened, and the mother had such power over him that he no lon-
ger had the power to trouble her or disturb her devotions. Only once, when 
the mother had neglected to resist something that was just starting, did he 
take advantage of it, and he occupied her, to the point that the father was very 
astonished, when he came to exorcise and found the demon occupying the 
mother. However, seized with a zeal that came upon him suddenly, the father 
slapped the devil, who was so upset about it that he was obliged to withdraw. 
The mother thanked the father profoundly, and begged him to do the same 
to her and to treat her very rigorously if she was in a similar disorder, confess-
ing the cause of her ills, which was this flighty conniving. Soon, Isacaron was 
made reasonable in the same way, so that the mother gained great peace in 
that respect, and an unparalleled liberty, keeping subordinate to her, like her 
slave, the one who had confronted her with such audacity. She had convinced 
herself that, possessed as she was, it was impossible to defend herself from 
those who behaved like masters; but once she had entrusted herself to divine 
help, and once she had reinforced her desire to please Our Lord, she found that 
there was a way not only to shake off this tyranny but also to make herself mis-
tress of the demons themselves, by receiving everything from the grace of Jesus 
Christ, which is strong in order to help a good will that is seeking to content it. 
And I can say, having seen such things, and others still greater, that nothing is 
impossible for a good will and a firm resolution, especially when it is helped 
by guidance.

The father saw these good successes, and having reason to hope that Our 
Lord’s mercy was greatly preparing itself for this soul, he talked one day to the 
mother about praying seriously, and doing that exercise. The demons jeered 
at this, as if the proposition were ridiculous. They would often say, mockingly, 
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell68

that, for her, being possessed and saying prayers did not go together. However, 
the mother received the father’s invitation very joyfully and trustingly, express-
ing her desire to devote herself to it, if it pleased God to give her the grace, as 
will be recounted in the next chapter.

5 On the Way that was Followed in Guiding the Mother Prioress’s 

Prayer, and the Devils’ Great Resistance to It

When the proposition to devote themselves to prayer had been decided be-
tween the father and the mother prioress, they viewed this plan as the most 
advantageous one that had been presented.52 They talked about it as if they 
had been obliged to go to a country of delights. This enraged the demons, who 
interrupted their conversations with inventive remarks about the mother’s lib-
erty, being unable to endure the fact that, although possessed by them, she was 
daring enough to talk about something they hated so much. They made threats 
that surprised no one.

The father therefore began to introduce her to the way of prayer, and he 
accurately judged that, owing to the possession in which she found herself, he 
ought to lead her by the hand and guide her everywhere. He told her that, in 
order for this plan to succeed, they would have to pray together; that she need 
only listen and consent, and that, in her ear, he would say the same prayer 
that she might have said if she had been at liberty; and that he would supply 
her with affections that conformed to her need and to the state of her soul, 
about which he had full knowledge. He did not feel that he had to proceed 
artfully and methodically, but he proposed to let himself be entirely guided by 
the divine Spirit, exposing himself to it submissively and trusting that it would 
give him the means suitable for the good of her soul. One day, they therefore 
began at the very place where exorcisms were conducted, the mother being 
tied to a bench owing to the rage of the demons, who always tended to offend 
the father cruelly. Kneeling near her, the father began to talk about converting 
one’s heart to God, in a spirit of penance and from the desire to consecrate 
oneself entirely to him. He chose three points, which he discussed in detail in 
an affective manner, acting the role of the mother, prostrate at God’s feet like 

52 In order to make the chapter title conform to one of the manuscript versions, Jean-Joseph 
Surin, Triomphe de l’amour divin sur les puissances de l’Enfer et Science expérimentale des 
choses de l’autre vie, 1658–1660, ed. Jacques Prunair (Grenoble: Jérôme Millon, 1990), 55, 
adds the following: “And how it was laid out according to the form of the Spiritual Exer-
cises of Saint Ignatius, with the great blessing that God gave to that way.”

<i>Into the Dark Night and Back: the Mystical Writings of Jean-Joseph Surin</i>, edited by Moshe Sluhovsky, BRILL, 2018.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=5634155.
Created from uaz on 2019-07-20 19:51:35.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

8.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



69Guiding The Mother Prioress’s Prayer

a penitent  begging for mercy. When one point was finished, the devil would 
come and talk through the mother’s mouth, and he would say a thousand inso-
lent things and abominable words, which the father would disregard. But with 
authority, and with greater assurance than usual, the father would order the 
demon, in God’s name, not to prevent the divine work, after which the wretch 
would withdraw, leaving the mother prioress.

The father would then move on to the second point; and when he had fin-
ished, the demon would return, saying that this was enough. Crying out, the 
demon would show the horror and desolation in which he found himself. But 
he would once again be dismissed, and prayer would end that way. That sort of 
thing went on for several days. In order to avoid these interruptions, the father 
finally resolved to take up the Blessed Sacrament, which he put into a little 
silver box that closed tightly. When prayer began, he placed it on the chest of 
the mother, who received a wondrous devotion from it; and he, kneeling close 
to her ear, as usual, would say what it pleased God to suggest to him, in order to 
elevate the soul of the prioress, who would pay very close attention to what he 
was saying, and who was profoundly recollected. Everything he proposed dur-
ing these initial days tended to form in her a disposition to repent for her past 
life and to feel remorse at the sight of divine goodness. The effect of grace was 
so great in the mother that as soon as she had settled down on her bench, and 
the father was beginning to speak, tears would flow from her eyes, and would 
not cease until the end of prayer. Sometimes, she would kiss the Blessed Sacra-
ment, which the father was holding to her chest, in order to stop the demons 
who no longer dared to appear, and she would melt in the presence of her 
God, in admiration and in sorrow over her past negligence. It happened, at this 
early stage, when she was forever deploring her past life, that the demons were 
giving her a sort of torment; but God was mingling many graces with these tor-
ments. I could not express myself better than to say that, in her, it was like Job’s 
lamentations. God was giving her a lively depiction of the misfortunes of a soul 
that, having received many graces and lights, was about to lose them forever. 
And since the demons had the power to trouble her, they took away her reflec-
tions about the things that could make her hope, leaving her with the opinion 
that she was already doomed and separated from God. Feeling this way, she 
would utter cries and would say things capable of melting hearts. “Why did I 
know him,” she would say, “since I would have to lose him? Would it not have 
been better if I had never heard tell of him?” The father wanted to console her, 
but he turned out to be totally incapable of it, and he merely made her tears 
increase when she remembered God’s mercy. Then he would bring the Blessed 
Sacrament to her mouth or to her chest, but that was almost unbearable for 
her, and she would flee the presence of Jesus Christ, whom, however, she loved 
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell70

greatly in the depths of her heart. The excessiveness of her pain involved si-
multaneously operating and lighting a great love in her, with a very ardent de-
sire for it and an extreme affection for possessing it. On the other hand, the 
demons were imprinting on her the conviction that she would never enjoy it, 
and that Jesus Christ had rejected her. Sometimes, she would utter blasphe-
mies, like the ones in Job, which plausibly were uttered by that holy man, who 
was troubled by the malevolent spirit that not only was afflicting his body but 
was even flowing into his soul. For it is true, as God said of Job, that he had only 
sinned with the words of his lips. In like manner, this maiden appeared to be 
profoundly touched by God with a powerful movement and an inexpressible 
thirst for possessing and loving him. Yet she believed that she was condemned 
for her sins and could not hope to see him. This anguish purified her in such a 
way that she could say, like Job:

You torment me in an admirable manner by a mixture of despair and 
love. Oh, how strange are God’s ways, especially in the tempering of his 
grace with malevolent operations; and there is reason to revere his con-
duct for purging souls, when he prepares them for union with his love!53

The mother had gathered much fruit from this guidance; and the demons, in 
great disarray, were saying that God had used their undertakings as an oppor-
tunity for making his grace flow in her, and that God was more involved in such 
vexations than they were.

The father’s principal intention, in this whole state of affairs, was that her 
soul be grounded on real penance and humility, and that it fear nothing as 
much as superficially fulfilling this very important part of the spiritual life, 
which consists of converting the soul to God. Most of the time, souls hasten 
through this part, in order to go quickly to what brings more contentment.  
In this, they are strangely mistaken, for one would have to go to Our Lord with 
the intention of remaining in tears at his feet until death, or until he himself 
withdraws us by the strength of his love. One willingly hastens through this 
situation that is naturally bitter and thorny in nature; that is why one rarely 
climbs high in the edifice of virtue. Now, by God’s movements and by the fa-
ther’s guidance, the mother was held back for a very long time in the posture of 
the supplicant, weeping and prostrate at Jesus Christ’s feet. For three months, 
she spent two or three hours a day weeping, which was not her natural bent, 
but which was a true touch of the divine Spirit and a special dispensation of 

53 An allusion to two of the three states of a soul: purgation and union. For more on these 
three states, see Lallemant, Spiritual Doctrine, 173n5.
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7�Guiding The Mother Prioress’s Prayer

grace to make her soul surrender to God. Once her tears had ceased, the same 
practices were continued, and her heart was also brought to see her woes and 
her serious remorse for her sins. Now, in order to establish this in a totally solid 
way, the father believed that every evening the mother should make a care-
ful examen of her conscience,54 putting herself before God in order to receive 
light about what it would please his goodness to make her understand con-
cerning the state of her life. So from then on, toward evening, she began to 
withdraw to a corner of the garden or to a convenient and solitary place in 
the house. Putting herself in God’s presence, she would behave like a criminal 
before him, awaiting his mercy or his punishment, as it pleased him. As soon 
as she dropped to her knees, she would feel that her understanding was open-
ing, and she would find an instruction as distinct as if someone had spoken to 
her, or wanted to show her in detail the disorder of her life, going all the way 
to the root of her flaws, or as if someone had counted one by one the princi-
pal headings in the book of her conscience, which was placed before her eyes 
as in a mirror. The next day, she would recount everything to the father, who 
would admire God’s care for this soul, to which he was communicating things 
of which she had never heard tell, with notions so clear, so deeply engraved, 
and so much in conformity with what his divine mercy had previously com-
municated to the father himself, when he was at the same stage, that it seemed 
as if this had been collected from his soul, and from the most secret part of 
his interior, in order to be transferred to the mother’s interior. Among other 
consolations that the father received from this discovery, one of the most note-
worthy was that all the ideas of the spiritual doctrine with which he was filled, 
and about which people had often expressed doubts and felt apprehensive, 
immediately seeped from God into the mother’s heart, and she would enumer-
ate them accurately, as if she was already acquainted with them. This was the 
foundation not only of her good and praiseworthy life but also of the secret life 
in her interior, about which so many persons debate and where one thing is so 
often mistaken for another, as in a very delicate science. For several days, the 
father was astonished when she listed, with wondrous facility in terminology, 
the most sublime points of the doctrine of the spirit, concerning the heart’s 
perfect enrichment and intimate conversion to God. Her discussion dealt with 
how the soul should be established in naked faith and should walk in that faith 

54 The practice of self correction known as the examen is recommended in the Constitutions 
[261], and in Loyola’s Spiritual Exercises [32], [24–26]: “And they shall practice the daily 
examination of their conscience. To examine oneself, asking account of his soul of that 
particular sin or defect, which he wants to correct and amend. Let the particular examen 
be made to rid oneself of defects.” See also Lallemant, Spiritual Doctrine, 107.
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell72

before God. This was put into her spirit in a very gentle manner, yet it made 
her see the contrary imperfection in which she had lived. Tears never left her 
eyes. Generally, this doctrine led to a serious reform of nature, to a freeing of 
all the ties she might have to creatures and to herself, and to the discovery of all  
the subtlety of self-love. This light was so bright that she condemned in herself 
not only what is not blamed but also what was approved and praised by several 
persons who present themselves as good. Several maxims involving mortifica-
tions that were considered excessive were very smoothly established and im-
printed in her, who surrendered with the submissiveness that one must bring 
to the truth. Since that created a certain link in the heart between the father 
and her soul, the father, who from the beginning had planned to make these 
maxims flow into the mother’s spirit, merely waited to see her disposed to and 
capable of bearing them. He saw that God’s finger was writing them in her with 
such conformity that it seemed to be one and the same thing; which gave rise 
to such a mutual agreement between these two hearts that the demons some-
times said they had never seen anything like it. This took place during the time 
allotted for the examens, which was not a quarter hour but a full hour, despite 
all the demons’ ruses, which could never trouble her during this sweet occupa-
tion. That is why the demons began to molest her exterior in several ways; but 
they reaped only shame from it.

Sometimes, when she was kneeling, they would hit her hard with their fists 
on her spine and would make her fail at the things she undertook. Although 
the marks were visible, she merely laughed at them. On other occasions, when 
she was prostrate on the floor, they would beat her and try to interrupt her with 
their importunities. One time, among others, when she was in a small room 
that opened onto a path, and was sitting and thinking about her conscience, 
at the end of the path she spied a fearful beast who had the shape and size of 
a lion, and whose eyes sparkled like fire. It was almost nine in the evening. As 
soon as it saw her, it ran toward her, putting its claws on her chest and contem-
plating her with its horrible eyes. It remained in that position for some time. 
The mother did not become emotional; gripped by great fear, she was waiting 
for what it would please God to order her to do. Shortly before, her spirit had 
been assailed by temptations, thinking about how she could succeed at such 
a great plan as the one she had undertaken. This thought made the devil give 
her this terrible depiction, in order to overwhelm her; but the depiction served 
no purpose and did not prevent her from returning to the same place the next 
day at the same hour. There, God communicated with her more abundantly, 
and continued to illuminate her with his light, which increased more and more 
and showed her an excellent purity. This daily examen on the one hand, and 
prayer on the other, polished this soul to such a degree that in a short time 
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73Guiding The Mother Prioress’s Prayer

she became very enlightened and fervent about divine love. As for prayer, it 
continually grew. At first, she only did it for an hour; but the father made her 
do it again in the afternoon, in addition to the examen. She was making such 
progress at this, by always doing it with him (for it was impossible for her to do 
it alone), that the father judged that this exercise demanded a greater silence 
and a more convenient place than where they were doing it, which was the 
chapel and the place for exorcisms. The two of them thought about where they 
could do it, separated from the noise and the gaze of the public. The mother 
already seemed to be sufficiently fortified, and did not need to have the Blessed 
Sacrament applied to her, all the more so because, for a long span of time, the 
father had always kept her within arm’s reach, lest the demons not leave her 
in peace. They found a chamber inside the convent walls where there was a 
grill that opened onto the outer wing, and they proposed saying their prayers 
there, the mother inside the convent walls, and the father outside them. This 
little place soon became a delightful place, where tears would flow abundantly 
as soon as they knelt, their spirits being totally applied to meditating on the 
life, the death, and the passion of Jesus Christ. They would select a mystery or 
an action of the Son of God, about which the father would begin an affective 
discourse. Exposing himself to the movement that it would please God to give 
them, he would think about the mother’s state, which he knew perfectly; and, 
according to her needs, he would go through his subject as if he were speaking 
for her. Drawing out the appropriate affections, he would always return to the 
principal movement that he wanted to be imprinted on the mother’s heart: to 
cry out to God for mercy. She would do this with marvelous strength and very 
peacefully, only being troubled by receiving, and always remaining passive 
concerning the father’s words and the operation of grace. God’s savor would 
chase away all the other savors in which her soul was steeped. They would run 
through the principal points of the mysteries of Our Lord’s life, adopting the 
instructions that could be drawn from his examples and his words, and making 
everything lead to the self ’s disarray, and to a humble heart.

Around that time came the feast of the Purification of the Blessed Virgin,55 
prior to which the father told the mother that it was necessary to prepare to 
receive some favor from that Holy Mother of God. Nine days earlier, they had 
begun to await the blessing that it would please her to give them; and indeed, 
they received one that astonished them at first, and that left them totally obli-
gated to that Mother of Mercy. That is, on the very eve of the feast, the mother’s 
condition changed totally. During evening prayer, her tears ceased and never 
returned, other than on a few very rare occasions, perhaps. All her  tendernesses 

55 February 2, 1635.
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell74

and infirmities had gone away, and the mother remained arid and totally dis-
tant from her previous dispositions. It seemed that things were going badly 
for her; but the father, seeing that this was continuing, said to her: “Here, my 
daughter, is the gift from the Holy Virgin who took you from infancy in order to 
give you solid nourishment.” And indeed, the mother herself felt such a great 
difference in her spirit and in her soul, and how this state was more solid than 
the other, that nothing more could astonish her. “Dear God,” she would say,

so many imperfections in these tears, so much self-love in this tender-
ness, so many searches for the self in this sweetness! It is true that the 
tears were sincere, but the soul receives great support from the senses 
into which grace bubbles up. This is much better. I do not feel like weep-
ing, I feel a great determination for God and a firmness that makes me 
scorn the agreeable perfumes of the past.

Some time later, moving through the stages of Jesus Christ’s life, they reached 
the mysteries of the passion, where she seemed to see new things. An incom-
parably larger, purer, and more devout spirit was communicated in this mate-
rial about the Savior’s suffering, so she would say that all the rest was nothing 
compared with what was being uncovered here. The father would continue 
his discourses, but would focus more on love and on the savor of the loftiest 
evangelical maxims, according the thoughts supplied him by the grandeur of 
the subject. The mother was burning to understand and practice them, and 
God imprinted them deeply, to show what Our Lord had suffered. To make us 
understand what he was saying, this discourse is among the most noteworthy: 
before their eyes was Our Lord, in the state in which, burdened with scorn and 
sorrows, he appeared to the eyes of all his people. A single mystery would serve 
them for several days. In view of this spectacle, the father, not knowing what 
path to take, set about imperceptibly showing the mother how man, having 
fallen by sin into an extreme self-love that made him forget God, could only 
find a remedy in a contrary affection, that is, self-hatred. Entering this, with the 
help of grace, he comes to fight himself, to resist his inclinations, and to seek 
things that are contrary to nature, so that by this means he can be separated 
from the self and from using creatures contrary to God’s order. He ought to love 
confusion and scorn, poverty and sorrow, and seek such things; but because 
this remedy is extremely difficult, God, moved by this poor mankind who was 
so abused by the disordered affection he had for himself, had taken on human 
nature and, with it, the things suitable for healing mankind. Thus this sick per-
son, seeing his God in that state, courageously took the necessary medicine. 
And to this end, our divine Savior, pressed by an ardent love, espoused the 
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75Guiding The Mother Prioress’s Prayer

quality that men hate most, having been considered a fool in Herod’s house 
and having been treated by the Jews as a blasphemer unworthy of living, and 
then had submitted to torture. In this state, our divine Savior presented him-
self to us, in order to give us courage to hate ourselves and the things that were 
harmful to us, and to make us embrace the things that lead to salvation. Seeing 
ourselves subject to extreme woes, his love had engaged him to act this way. 
The secret of the Gospel and the wellspring of Christianity was not to flatter 
oneself, to hate oneself generously in the view of one’s God, afflicted and hu-
miliated by love. Out of respect and reverence for him, we ought to do like him 
and esteem his livery,56 considering that he, who was our God, donned it for 
our good, and a religious soul ought to fight such things with the same ardor as 
worldly people do, who seek the honors and the grandeurs of earth. And there, 
inside, one finds Jesus Christ and felicity in God.

As the father was listing these points, Our Lord wanted to confirm this very 
important truth by a great grace that he gave the mother. He sent her into ec-
stasy, and she remained there for some time. She later told the father that she 
had come near God, that she had in a way moved him, and that she had, so 
to speak, been kissed by him in a manner she could not describe, but it had 
filled her with an inestimable sweetness. She added that this grace had been 
assigned to her in order to fortify her in the truth that she was hearing, and that 
this kiss by God is like a science57 that he reinforces in the soul. She received 
great effects from this grace, and a certain notion of God, which greatly served 
her in her needs, which were not small. For the demons became so enraged 
and envious toward her that they resolved to do their remaining mischief in 
order to prevent her from reaching the goal that God had given her. And for 
that, they used artifices and force.

First, the demons used ruses, in order to make her leave the state of contri-
tion and humility. They made her think that weeping all the time, thinking for 
so long about her faults, and remaining for so long contemplating her woes, 
would make her lose courage and would make her melancholy, by taking from 
her the feelings of trust that a child of God should have. The demons made 
her aspire toward loftier and sweeter matters, where she would receive great 

56 Livrée, “livery,” can be roughly translated as “uniform.” It denotes “the colored clothes 
worn by pages, lackeys, coachmen, grooms, and so forth. The royal livery is blue. Is also 
said collectively about all the persons who wear a given livery”; daf 1694. Seventeenth-
century Jesuits sometimes used this word to evoke their fidelity to the Society. See, for 
example, Lallemant, Spiritual Doctrine, 63n23: “Jesus Christ takes pleasure in seeing us 
wear his livery, and the angels are jealous of this honor”; and St. Ignatius, Constitutions, 
general examen [101–02], who evokes the “uniform” worn by Jesuits.

57 For the “science of the saints,” see Lallemant, Spiritual Doctrine, 146n80.
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell76

 contentment and gather much fruit. They did all of this in order to withdraw 
the sharp point of evangelical abnegation and the solid death of nature. Since 
they saw that they could win nothing by suggestion, the father not having rec-
ommended anything more than that, they wanted to try another way.

One night when the mother was in bed but could not sleep, there came 
some sweet words, as if spoken by some good angel, which attracted her spirit’s 
attention to listen. She was being promised a very excellent spiritual way along 
which her soul would soon belong to God. “God,” she was told,

is only a sweetness. God is only love. One must go to him by love. All 
these thoughts about penance and woes do nothing but lower the spirit. 
If God permits temptations to arrive, one must view them as an exercise 
toward him, resign oneself, and be patient. Becoming so emotional re-
moves peace. In God there are so many lovely things that are capable of 
elevating the heart and, by a short path, attaining union with his love! To 
that, my daughter, we want to lead you easily and solidly. Trust us: this 
comes from those who desire your salvation and who want to lead you to 
a high perfection.

Thus spoke the voice, very sweetly in truth; but the mother was suspicious of it 
and replied that she was in the hands of obedience, that she would let herself 
be guided, and that she hoped that God would bless her in that.

After she had told the father everything, he knew very well that this was 
the voice of the enemy, who wanted to catch this maiden in the snare where 
he has caught a quantity of souls in this century. He persuades them to do a 
superficial mortification, and he leads them to premature elevations by means 
of subtleties of nature, that, as much as nature can, make the vigor of the spirit 
flee, and that, under pretext of love, toss the soul into sluggishness and trouble, 
when truth comes to declare itself. He warned the mother that if the voice re-
turned, she must not listen to it and must reject it as the devil’s, which she did.

Seeing that he had been discovered, the devil resorted to another ruse. One 
day, quite late, the father wanted to withdraw, although the time for prayer was 
not completely over. He proposed leaving the mother to continue alone, for he 
wanted to test whether she could henceforth do without him. He therefore told 
her that he was going away, and that, continuing the same subject, she should 
try to converse with God all alone. The devil took his time. Seeing the mother 
alone, he believed he could deceive her. He took the father’s exterior form and, 
pretending that he wanted to retrace his steps, he entered her bedchamber 
and, with a voice very much like the father’s, said to the mother: “My daughter, 
I am back. I thought it better to continue with you, for fear  something might 
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77Guiding The Mother Prioress’s Prayer

happen to you. Let’s begin again.” She thought it was the father, and she was 
preparing to listen to him. The deceiver picked up the thread of the conversa-
tion that had been begun. At first, he continued it in the same style; and then, 
acting increasingly insincere, he brought the mother’s spirit to the contem-
plation of divine things. He said wonderful things on that subject. The poor 
maiden began to see the difference, and finally, when a statement was made 
that tended to scorn the incarnation, she became wary of the enemy. It was Le-
viathan, a great enemy of that mystery, who, of all the demons, demonstrated 
on various occasions a special hatred for Jesus Christ. Suddenly enlightened, 
she said to him: “Go away! You are not my father.” Seeing that he had been dis-
covered, the malevolent spirit took her by the shoulders in an invisible manner 
(for he did not pass his arms through the grill) and he held her there by force, 
saying to her the most vile and abominable things possible for nearly a half 
hour. Then he threw her to the ground and went away.

As for violence, Leviathan did a great deal of it. Spite sometimes made him 
come and take this maiden away from the father, during the prayers they were 
saying together; and Leviathan would throw her down very roughly onto the 
pavement. On other occasions, the same spite led him to come and strike the 
grill where she and the father were kneeling, and make noises in the chamber 
in order to deter them. But his great rage was directed at the mother, who be-
ing already somewhat advanced in the exercise of prayer, asked the father’s 
permission to get up at night in order to spend an hour in prayer and to seek, 
in the silence that is favorable to divine conversation, the devotion one finds 
there. The father having granted her permission, she never failed (unless she 
was extremely ill) to rise at midnight and kneel. Usually she was arid, yet she 
would persevere without becoming weary. On the first nights, the devil tried to 
terrify her, and once he appeared to her in such a horrible and frightening form 
that her fear lasted for some time. He took the figure of a hideous beast that 
resembled a dragon with sparkling eyes and a great mouth full of flames, which 
it vomited out as it approached to devour her. But since she kept going back to 
doing that same duty, armed with trust, she was beaten so excessively that the 
bruises remained on her body for a long time. Despite this, she would return to 
her prayers without worrying about all her enemies’ violence.

Sometimes, this midnight prayer was very useful to her, and she would leave 
it with unparalleled savors of God, relishing the things on which she had medi-
tated during the day. In the end, this was such sweet food for her that she would 
spend several hours at it without becoming bored, as we shall later see when 
discussing the contemplation to which she was elevated. However, I must 
point out that while guiding her prayer, the father strictly observed the man-
ner prescribed in Saint Ignatius’s Exercises; and although he did not plan to do 
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell78

it, having no other will than to follow the movements that Our Lord inspired in 
him, after reflecting on the manner he had employed, he found that it was the 
same as the one set forth in Saint Ignatius’s book. And although this teaching 
about preparatory prayer, about the prelude, and so forth, seems to trouble 
the liberty of some spirits, who, approaching this with too much planning 
and foresight, limit the operation of God’s spirit and restrict its amplitude, he 
nonetheless clearly experienced that, when this occurs smoothly and is exer-
cised without constraint, it is the shortest and most certain path to true super-
natural contemplation.58 Reflecting on the past and considering the guidance 
he had given the mother, he therefore noted that he began with an elevation 
to God, in order to put the soul in his presence. Then came a recounting of  
the story that was going to be meditated upon, a particular reflection about the 
place, with the perceptible circumstances, and therefore the application of the 
spirit to important things, and the application of the senses to what can move 
the affection of the will. He kept to this order, which is the usual one for Saint 
Ignatius’s meditations; for although he sometimes inserts discussions and rea-
soning, they are rare. Of twenty meditations, nineteen are of that type, which 
invariably attracts souls to contemplation. What they say is true: it is awkward 
to furnish a method for supernatural prayer, or quiet prayer;59 nonetheless, 
one can say that if there had been one, this great saint would have found it, 
and the person who delves deeply into it will recognize its hidden treasures; 
for this saint’s spirit does not reason all that much, because discursive activity 
prevents the divine operation. But that is only in order to employ, with great 
simplicity, the soul’s powers to see people, words, and actions, weighing what 
it sees by a simple glance and applying the interior senses to them in order to 
draw from it admiration, peace, agreeableness, and fervor.60

58 For what Surin was taught about contemplation, see Lallemant, Spiritual Doctrine, 
264–82.

59 Surin calls it oraison de quietude, literally, “prayer of quietness.” Compare this with Lal-
lemant, his teacher, who uses the expression “silent prayer,” Spiritual Doctrine, 251–64.

60 At this point, the Prunair edition, 69, inserts the following sentences, after which the text 
moves on to the final brief paragraph that ends this chapter: “Thus the father, who had 
never been able to seize every opportunity to apply these methods, allowed his spirit to 
roam and be reduced by the very one who had inspired them in his father and founder 
[St. Ignatius], in order to show him, by a significant experience, the strength of praying 
that way against the demons, and how pressing it was to guide a soul to holy quietude and 
supernatural contemplation, where God operates and agreeably attracts the spirit that 
submits to his guidance; for truly, when the mother prioress reached the mystery of the 
flagellation, on which they spent an entire month, she was elevated to this very desirable 
contemplation and to this sweet peace where, with no trouble, the soul receives from God 
the infusion of his light. But because this way of praying was preceded by great travails, 
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79Guiding The Mother Prioress’s Prayer

Next, we shall report how the mother arrived at that highly desirable con-
templation and that sweet peace where, without effort, the soul receives from 
God the infusions of his light. But because this manner of praying was pre-
ceded by great travails, and since a long exposé is required to account for the 
things that happened, this requires another chapter.

 [Appendixes 1 and 2: January 8–9, 1636]61

 1

I had resolved not to do exorcisms on the feast of the Epiphany, because after 
vespers and the sermon, the day was almost over, and because the mother was 
indisposed. But she was so troubled during the sermon that I was forced to do 
so; and when I was leading her to the altar of the Blessed Virgin, she hit out at 
everyone and wanted to abuse me too.

I ordered the demon to prostrate himself and to honor the childhood of 
Jesus Christ, adored by the magi. He refused to obey, uttering horrible blasphe-
mies. I began to sing Magnificat, and when I reached the Gloria Patri, he began 
to shout loudly: “Cursed be the celestial court.” He continued to vomit out his 
curses while I was singing hymns. Finally, I asked him why he was cursing his 
Creator in this way. He replied: “Because he curses me, and because I hate him.” 
I then sang Ave maris Stella. The demon said: “I curse that star of the sea. I fear 
neither God nor Mary. I defy them to take me from here.” I asked him why he 
was defying God, who is all-powerful. “It is from rage,” he said, “that I speak in 

and because lengthy reasoning is necessary in order to represent the things that went on 
there, we shall not discuss it until we have talked about what must be endured in order to 
acquire such a great favor, and also to remove some obstacle that the light of meditation 
and understanding were obscuring and which, lying in the depth of the natural, should 
be ripped out by the soul’s travail, mortifying itself wisely in order to prepare the place for 
the Holy Spirit who wanted to dwell in it [that soul].”

61 January 6, 1636. Ferdinand Cavallera describes this “appendix”: “In a sort of appendix to 
this first part of the narrative, all the manuscript copies, except the one at the Mazarine 
Library, provide two documents that are also by Surin and that are not directly related to 
the subject at hand. The first is a sort of anticipation of the sequence of events: ‘Account 
of what took place at Loudun when the mother prioress of the Ursulines was delivered 
on the feast of the Epiphany 1636.’ […] The second, likewise written on the feast of the 
Epiphany, is a declaration by the demon concerning the spiritual life. […] This docu-
ment contains, among other things, a very strong critique of the unmortified spiritual 
persons who misinterpret the doctrine of St. François de Sales.” See Ferdinand Cavallera, 
“L’autobiographie du Père Surin,” Revue d’ascétique et de mystique 22 (April 1925): 143–59, 
and 24 (October 1925): 389–411. Both documents were published in the Prunair edition, 
70–79.
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell80

this way.” And when I called him Behemoth, he said: “You are mistaken, there 
are two of us. The blasphemies against Mary come from Isacaron.” I asked 
them the cause of their rage. “We shall not do another thing,” he said, “for the 
farther I go, the more rage I feel toward God, because I see him being served by 
men, and I see that people are strengthening themselves against me.” Then, us-
ing God’s name to swear, he said: “Those fine novenas! I no longer want to give 
repose.62 Cursed be novenas.”

I again ordered him to prostrate himself at the feet of Jesus Christ, child of 
the Blessed Virgin. “We would have preferred to have eaten them,” they said.

I intoned the hymn O gloriosa Domina. Through the mother’s mouth they 
uttered horrible blasphemies. Pressing them to obey, and ordering Isacaron 
to make a formal apology to the Blessed Virgin, and ordering Behemoth to do 
the same to Jesus Christ, Isacaron said: “What! You want to obligate me to pay 
homage to Mary?” From that, I judged that God wanted it, because this very 
impure demon hated her more than anything else. I therefore pressured him to 
show the people how great Mary was before God. The demon obeyed, and said 
to her: “You are the one whom God chose among all creatures to be elevated to 
the honor of Mother of God.”

I had the mother untied. Her body underwent strange convulsions. Isacaron 
appeared anew, with a hideous face, letting himself fall to the floor, where he 
cried out: “Cursed be Mary and the fruit of her womb!” I again insisted that he 
make amends for his horrible blasphemies. I even ordered him to sprawl on 
the floor, like the serpent whose head she had crushed, and to lick the pave-
ment of the chapel. He did this with an air that was full of fury. I took the 
Blessed Sacrament in my hand; I obliged him to make a formal apology and to 
say some words in honor of the Blessed Virgin that would repair his affronts 
to her. Then, speaking very rapidly with a voice that came from the mother’s 
chest, and bending his body, he said: “Queen of heaven and of earth, I beg Your 
Majesty’s pardon for the blasphemies I have uttered against your name. Your 
power constrains me to come out at your feet.” Hearing those words, I said to 
those present: “He is going to come out.” I then ordered him to write Mary’s 
name. With cries and howling, he lifted the mother’s left arm, and he went 
away from the mother, leaving on her left hand the holy name MARIA, in ro-
man letters. They were deep into her flesh, above the name SAINT JOSEPH, 
which was in smaller letters. The mother having regained consciousness, the 
Te Deum was sung in thanksgiving, while the act was being drawn up for those 
present to sign.

62 The demon was doubtlessly thinking of novenas for the repose of the soul.
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8�Guiding The Mother Prioress’s Prayer

 2

As soon as the demon named Isacaron came out of the mother prioress, on 
the feast of the Epiphany, 1636, Leviathan appeared, and he explained how the 
Blessed Virgin had forced him to leave his fortress, saying that he had received 
a specific order to report about it. Next he said many things, which I, with alac-
rity, pressured him to do. “I know very well,” said he,

that the sweetness of self-love had never reigned as much as it is reign-
ing in this century. Those who profess the spiritual life take as a model a 
few holy persons of our day in order to live a sweet life, supposing that 
these persons lived that way, because they had made some charitable ar-
rangement. But people do not think about all the interior and exterior 
travails that they endured, before God gave them so many celestial sweet-
nesses, and they always persevered in the mortification of the senses and 
of the passions, from which these spiritual people of our day distance 
themselves greatly. We catch a great number of them in this way: for by 
neglecting this holy practice, they are very weak, and we convince them 
that they are something before God. Then, on the pretext of charity, we 
engage them in perilous friendships. Oh, I know some who have let them-
selves be caught in that snare! We work a great deal among spiritual per-
sons, and we make maxims flow subtly into them that will help them 
avoid the rigor of evangelical abnegation. We cause religious persons to 
lead a comfortable life, using their health as a pretext; by that means we 
keep almost all of them in the life of the senses.

We show a great deal of rage during exorcisms, because we are forced 
to obey the ministers of God and the church. But we certainly endure 
another violence, when God repels us, when we want to prevent a soul 
from making progress.

I asked him why. “Because,” he said,

it is less painful for us to obey the ministers of God and of the church 
than it is to see a soul advance along the path to Christian perfection, 
because of the glory that God gets from it, and the eternal disarray that 
comes to us for being unable to prevent it. I run all over the earth; I see 
men’s business, wars, developments in states, edifices, the sciences, and 
the arts. I mock all that, and I never focus on it. What chiefly occupies me 
is creating obstacles to God’s love for his creatures, and I willingly leave 
the empires where idolatry reigns, in order to come into Christianity and 
to importune someone who has undertaken to serve God. It is true that 
I expose myself to suffering great travails and new hells; but the hope of 
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell82

troubling a heart that is leaning toward union with God makes me ignore 
all that. We lose all our rights owing to three things: prayer, humility, and 
penance.

I asked him how a soul that has gone astray can return to God. “If I had my 
liberty, as man does,” he replied,

I would think about the benefits I have received from God. I would try to 
return to him by the way of holy love, and to satisfy him with that love. 
Love is the life of the heart; it makes a heart far firmer than fear does, and 
it attaches that heart to good more than to anything else. That is why we 
try to engage mankind to love perishable things; for love, being accom-
panied by gentleness, penetrates more easily and attaches the creature to 
the objects it loves. So I, who cannot love good, having lost grace, which 
alone could make me capable of that love, I love evil, and I try to take 
delight in it. But I cannot achieve it. For since I only love offending God, 
and causing him to be offended, if I do not succeed I am full of rage; and 
if I do succeed, I am overwhelmed by new chastisements. Hence nothing 
pleases me, and I am very wretched.

He was asked whether, before his fall, he had tasted the sweetness of divine 
love. He replied that he had not, and that he was quite glad of that; because 
it would be a great torment for him to be deprived of such a good, and to re-
member it for eternity. I said to him: “You have, however, received charity and 
grace.” “That is true, he replied, “but I never produced acts63 from them, which 
might have left me an impression of the vivacity of that love.” I also said to him: 
“You are truly wretched at being unable to love such great goodness. Your state 
is therefore deplorable and unfortunate!” I did not reproach him in order to af-
flict him. “Indeed,” he replied after uttering some horrible moans,

I did great wrong to God by sinning, because I withdrew from him, I who 
am his creature, whom he held so dear! The purer love is, the greater it 
is. That is why God’s love for his creatures is infinite. He created us all in 
order to share his delights with us, as a good father does with his family, 
with his children; and we have robbed him of this by dooming ourselves. 

63 Actes, “acts”: “In morals, everything that is done, be it good or bad. The same acts repeated 
several times form a habit. Act of faith, act of contrition, act of humility”; daf 1694. “The 
interior life consists of two sorts of acts, that is, thoughts and affections. In that alone per-
fect souls differ from imperfect ones and the blessed from those who still live on earth”; 
Lallemant, Spiritual Doctrine, 171.
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83Guiding The Mother Prioress’s Prayer

The rage we feel about our doom causes us to try to rob him of the plea-
sure he takes in souls that are faithful to him: as much as we can, we turn 
them away from the narrow path of the Gospel.

Once, I asked the demon what mainly kept mankind attached to the creature. 
“It is,” said he,

the pleasure of the senses. The order we observe, in order to distance 
man from virtue, is to make him forget God. We try to keep him in that 
forgetfulness. To succeed, we make him expend great care and worry on 
the goods of this life; we strive to make the ways of salvation difficult and 
thorny. Man having therefore forgotten such a loveable God, in the midst 
of the cares and predicaments of the world in which he is engaged, and 
his heart being unable to forego loving, we inspire in him affection for 
created things. Therefore, since his soul no longer remembers God and is 
attached to creatures, we do whatever we want with it. For we easily give 
man the love of grandeur, of comforts, and of the pleasures of our day; 
and thus we guide him to the abyss of sin.

I also asked him if there were special torments in hell for the souls who had 
savored God in the exercise of divine love, and in the exercise of contempla-
tion. “Yes,” he replied,

we have souls in our dark dungeons who have savored God in the prayer 
of union, and the state of the unitive life: but we have very few. For these 
great souls that have experience in the ways of Christian perfection are 
scarcely taken by surprise; they are taken by a secret vanity that slides 
into their hearts, and that so blinds them that, scorning others, they final-
ly fall into sin. We do not fail to be present at the deaths of God’s servants, 
in order to catch them, if we can, by this vanity; and when we succeed, 
they have a demon in hell who at every moment reminds them of God’s 
savors, and of the favors they have received, in order to look after the 
worm that is devouring them.

When a soul is delivered to us upon leaving its body, we know all the 
causes of its damnation, and that is necessary for us, because we are the 
executors of what is decreed for it, so that we can impress upon it force-
fully, and forever, the things that can most increase its suffering. We show 
it the graces that God prepared for it, the opportunities that it neglected, 
the favors that God did for it; and for everything that was recalled to it, we 
give it a punishment, and we burden it with torments.
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell84

We even have souls that have seen God in his humanity; and we show 
them this great beauty that is lost to them forever. They even have im-
prints that are stronger than while they were on earth. This causes them 
more pain and bitterness than the torments of hell.

One day, I forced Isacaron to tell me how he behaved in order to turn souls 
away from God’s service. Having resisted as long as he could, he was finally 
obliged to answer. “What puts me in a fury toward God,” said he,

is that he pardoned man so easily, but he did not pardon me. It is true 
that man is weak and fragile in his nature, and that God, being good as 
he is, cannot refuse him his grace, when he repents for having offended 
him and returns to him by penance. But I think it very harsh that, after I 
sinned, God did not offer me the means of returning to him.

In truth, the occasion for sinning is very different for men and for an-
gels, for we did not sin by an appetite for any voluptuousness, as man-
kind did. We had nothing that was leading us to sin; on the contrary, the 
knowledge that God had given us, the goods with which he had enriched 
us, should have preserved us. It was pride that made us sin. It blinded me 
and prevented me from seeing the consequences of my crime. If I had 
had time to delve into those consequences and return to myself, I would 
have converted more easily than several men whom I see, who are shown 
their duty again and who nonetheless do not want to stop sinning. That 
puts me into an extreme rage against God, and against them; because 
they exploit a great good that is presented to them, and that is refused 
to me. It makes me continually despair, and I have a burning desire to 
prevent creatures from being faithful to God; for that is the thing in the 
world that pleases him most.

That is why, in order to turn souls away from the way of salvation, and 
to corrupt them, I use a means: impurity. Asmodeus and I do some good 
jobs by carnal temptations. My first conquest earned me great credit with 
Lucifer, who ever since has given me tasks on earth. This conquest was 
the fall of Macarius the Younger,64 whom I visited in the wilderness. All 
his life, that pious hermit had served God with great perfection. I caught 
him by placing a woman’s shoe in his path, and a perfumed handkerchief 
that he sniffed for three days; and I made the poison of sin flow into his 
heart. After three days, I visited him as a woman, and he succumbed to 

64 St. Macarius the Younger (c.300–95), also known as Macarius of Alexandria, became a 
monk at forty and lived as a recluse in the Egyptian desert. Anecdotes about his austerity 
and his penances abound.
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85Guiding The Mother Prioress’s Prayer

the temptation. But he quickly rose and, digging a ditch, buried himself 
up to his neck, leaving only his head to see the sky. He did other great 
penances.

Allumette,65 the demon who currently is possessing Sister Élisabeth, 
caught Martinian66 through a courtesan whom we sent to him.

“How,” I asked him, “did the attack upon Saint Macarius give you such a good 
reputation with Lucifer, since you did not doom him?” He replied: “I showed 
what I knew how to do.” Having said that, the demon began raging, shouting, 
and trying to strike me, because I was forcing him to speak favorably about 
mankind. His fury intensifying, he said to me: “I want to eat you.” Then, turning 
to those who were present at the exorcism, he said:

I want to eat all of you. I want to eat all creatures, annihilate all of God’s 
works, and then annihilate myself. How crazy I am, to have embarked in 
this mortal body! For I have been greatly deceived. I thought I could turn 
that maiden into a sorceress, and I am being forced to make a saint of her, 
and to serve God’s plans for men’s salvation.

One day, Leviathan, extremely furious, said:

I am very unfortunate at having come here to play the role of a nun. For 
while that soul is devoting itself to the holy exercise of contemplation, 
I have to be in a corner of her head, not daring to stir. In addition, I have 
to fast, wear a hair shirt, and I can do nothing to avoid it. I assure you that 
this is harder for me and more unbearable than hell.

When we undertake to possess a person, we have a chance of mak-
ing great gains, or undergoing great troubles; since all the good that the 
person does increases our torments. I would have left here long ago, if 
God had not kept me by force. I have always been involved in possessing 
bodies; but I have never been as bored as I am in this body. For there is 
nothing so firm as a will that is determined to serve God. Three months 
ago, we demons, along with the magicians, cast twenty evil spells to pre-
vent this soul from advancing; but we were not permitted to complete a 
single one.

65 One of the lists of possessing demons names the cherubim called “Alumette d’impurete” 
(literally, “Matchstick of impurity”), as one of the five demons who possessed Élisabeth de 
la Croix (dates unknown). De Certeau, Possession at Loudun, 90–91.

66 St. Martinian (c.350–c.98), a hermit, offered hospitality to Zoe, a courtesan who then tried 
to seduce him. He converted her to Christianity.
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell86

The angels are opposed to it, wanting this soul to have the leisure to 
create a depth of virtue, after which we hope that we will be permitted 
more. Meanwhile, we are enraged about not being able to harm that soul.

I replied to him: “When this depth has been assembled, all your work will turn 
to its advantage.” “That,” he said, “is what makes us despair; but we have the 
advantage of throwing at God all the foam of our anger.”

One day, this demon said a few words about prayer that is done by effu-
sion.67 I especially pressed him to explain that sort of prayer to me. “It begins,” 
he replied,

with a great tranquility that increases little by little, until the will burns 
with love. Loss of the senses and ecstasies usually follow these conflagra-
tions of the fire of charity. If the soul is not very faithful, it often mixes 
many imperfections into it, turning rather to the gift than to God himself; 
the soul rushes toward the good that it savors, and it loses itself in enjoy-
ment. At that time, it should pay attention to God alone, without consid-
ering its own interests and its current satisfaction, and it should always 
seek to humble itself before God and before all creatures.

The demon was asked why he was possessing the nuns for so long, and why 
he kept resisting the church that was ordering him to come out. “We are not 
constrained to come out,” he replied,

and the church, by its ministers, has no power over us, particularly if God 
is participating in it. Now, God does not participate in the command we 
receive to come out, because the time has not yet come. God waits until 
men are disposed; he does not show the strength of his arm until men do 
something. That has been said all too often; but nothing is done. Those 
who, from malevolence, have put us into these bodies, did everything 
they can to make us withdraw, fearing justice owing to the great atten-
tion paid to this possession. But they have been unable to achieve it, for at 
present it is God’s specific order that we remain there in order to convert 
several persons, and to show the church’s authority.

They replied to him: “Your resistance raises doubts about the strength of the 
church, rather than proving it.” He replied:

67 Effusion: “Outpouring.”
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87How The Mother Prioress Joined Penance To Prayer

If we obey the first command that an exorcist gives us, people will say 
that we are not in those bodies, and they will doubt that the possession is 
true. For, the more we resist doing good, the more convinced one should 
be that we are devils, especially since it is infinitely evil for us to do some-
thing good. We nonetheless do it, despite ourselves, because the church 
orders us to do it. And so, the more repugnance we show, the stronger its 
strength seems to all those who see that we finally are doing everything 
the church wants, no matter how angry we are.

“Since it is God’s force that keeps you here,” I said to him, “do you feel less the 
force of the exorcisms and the weight of the curses that God gives you?” He 
replied: “We feel them equally, and that makes us despair at having to serve 
God’s glory; and until he makes the power of his grace shine forth, we will be 
continually flailed by the church’s, which torments us far more than the suffer-
ing of hell.”

“What glory does God reap from this possession,” they asked, “since every-
one makes fun of it?” “He reaps a lot,” replied the demon,

because so many maidens resist all our power, and we have been unable 
to win out over them. Is that not the means of making them great saints, 
and also of making saints of the exorcists who suffer no less than these 
maidens do? Is it not also a glory for God to show everyone that, despite 
our horror for him, we are forced to obey the least of his ministers? It is 
also a great glory for God that, for love of him, so many persons are labor-
ing to relieve these nuns in both the spiritual and the temporal.

6 How the Mother Prioress Joined Penance to Prayer; And  

concerning Her Struggle to Mortify Her Nature [and] the Great 

Combats She Had with the Demons, and Their Efforts to Make  

Her Abandon Penance

The mother needed more than a little courage to adhere to her resolution to 
make Our Lord the absolute master of her heart. When she wanted to set to 
work, she knew with whom she should speak; for the strong and powerful de-
mons who were possessing her were resisting to the maximum, and she had to 
undertake to chase them away forcibly by mortifying her natural inclinations 
and destroying the passions in which they had lodged with such assurance. 
It seemed that the Almighty’s hand alone could make them leave. This is com-
mon for all those within whom the enemy fortress reigns, by the right granted 
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell88

to it by the corruption of nature and of the will, and over which it secretly 
establishes its kingdom. All the more so, since the enemy had revealed himself 
within the mother by a sort of possession that was so spiritual and so moral, 
that it seemed as if the demons only had strength by the principle they were 
finding in nature. For truly, they had few operations that were not founded on 
what original sin and its effects leave in the soul. They therefore would take 
natural habits or vicious inclinations as a subject for action. From this, the fa-
ther knew that the most efficient way was to attack them not only by the direct 
way of exorcisms but principally by the indirect way, taking away their nour-
ishment and the right they could claim in the soul.

Having accepted all that, and pushed by the spirit of truth that was help-
ing her, the mother believed what the father was telling her: she should no 
longer view the demons as authors of the unruly actions that she did during 
her distress, but she should attribute these actions to herself, and should be 
humiliated by them as things whose principle was found in her. Indeed, ex-
perience showed that, as she worked to conquer her inclinations, the demons 
became weaker and less capable of agitating her. At the end, she therefore was 
usually free, and she no longer molested her sisters, as she used to do before 
having mortified herself and having worked toward victory over the self. Also, 
the father took the opportunity to confront the demon Behemoth, who was 
extremely crafty and disagreeable, making him see the power of grace in this 
change. This demon was forced to confess that, in the possession, they were 
taking advantage of what they were finding in nature. “I would resist the exor-
cisms,” he said, “but I am incapable of resisting mortification.”

The father had clearly understood that although he greatly revered the ex-
orcisms of the church as very efficacious against demons, his principal study 
should be to combat the principle that was contrary to grace, imagining that 
this way was, so to speak, infallible, and that he would gain more from that 
than from being an exorcist, which he frequently did reluctantly, viewing God’s 
work in his interior as a greater task. He also noted there a greater help from 
heaven, having more strength against the demons, who were being forced to 
remain quiet when he brought them to the tribunal of conscience, and when 
he catechized them as supporting nature’s share. This made the demons say 
that, during the exorcism, they would take revenge for the affronts done them. 
They offered to obey everything when people were present, and to do every-
thing that was desired of them, provided the combat of the senses and the 
natural inclinations were no longer pursued. “This dooms us,” they would say. 
“We no longer reap glory from possessing bodies. We were masters, and now 
we are slaves, and it is the greatest possible affront to our pride.” Isacaron cried 
out: “They destroy my house, they undo my nest.” Leviathan said:
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89How The Mother Prioress Joined Penance To Prayer

Where do they want me to lodge? I was quite nicely settled in a prioress’s 
head, and now they want to reduce me to modest quarters, for they are 
taking away the things that sustained and maintained me. I prefer to be 
outside, rather than lose all my rights here. I have only the strength that 
vice gives me. If we wage war against vice, I shall have to defend myself; if 
they ruin it, I shall have to succumb. And that is the greatest misfortune 
that could happen to me in my earthly undertakings. The more a person 
mortifies himself, the more power he has over his passions, and the more 
power he has over me, who holds a loftier rank than that person. This is a 
new hell for me, and it would be better for me to be there than here. One 
of the great misfortunes that has happened to me since I was created is 
having entered this body.

That is how these wretches would talk about the truth of the doctrine that the 
father was ceaselessly inculcating into the mother, telling her that as soon as 
she had uprooted everything in her that could provide food for the demon, 
God would be merciful to her and would deliver her.

Once she had been fortified in prayer and was warmed to desiring penance, 
the father began to consider in detail all the movements of her soul, about 
which she obligated herself to render an account so exact that he would know 
her soul’s anatomy for every quarter hour of the day. She fulfilled this faithfully. 
And experience showed the father that there was scarcely a moment when the 
devil was not doing something to put a stop to the father’s plan, and to advance 
his own. Extreme vigilance was therefore necessary, as was studying the princi-
ple of all the movements of this soul. The father did this as attentively as some-
one who is observing bees at work, through a crystal. This occupation seemed 
to him so great in its purpose, in the multitude of things, in the economy of the 
two kingdoms, the kingdom of God and the kingdom of Satan, that it seemed 
to him that he was governing an entire world. So he was continually attentive 
to this situation, thinking about it day and night, as if he had four kingdoms 
on his hands, that is, the four demons who were possessing the mother prior-
ess. He had to fight each of them with his aspirations, his artifices, and his 
understanding, be it with magic as a support, be it with hell as a consultant, 
or be it with nature, in order to maintain himself subtly with it. There was no 
little gesture, no little phrase, for which he did not try to learn the origin; and 
indeed, he often found it. During a brief moment of haste, he would uncover 
the enemy who was pretending to be far away; and wanting to examine this all 
the way to the end, he fought great battles and experienced troubles that lasted 
for entire days; for he allowed nothing to go past him, no matter how small it 
might be. This enraged the devils.
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell90

Before his eyes was an admirable spectacle, the combat between grace and 
the devil’s malevolence. In the soul, which was the battlefield, the operations 
of God and those of the holy angels were so well regulated and were applied 
with such great wisdom, justice, and goodness that spirits were delighted. The 
operations of the demons were horrible, sometimes so subtle and so crafty that 
it brought continual astonishment. The poor maiden, in her liberty, was be-
tween them, like a prey being fought over by these two great powers of mercy 
and darkness. The father was the minister and the co-operator68 with God and 
the angels, in order to maintain the work of grace against the demons’ artful 
efforts. This was his daily occupation for six or seven months, and he devoted 
himself to it with a sentiment that was very distant from that of several per-
sons who, talking about his employment, would say: “What can a Jesuit do all 
day long with a possessed maiden?” When he heard that, he would think that 
he alone realized how great the matter was, and how important. He seemed to 
be seeing heaven and earth clearly, burning for that soul, the former burning 
from love and the latter from rage, competing over who would carry the day. 
He would contemplate the ways taken by these two armies. The success of the 
one or the other depended on the liberty of the creature over whom the dis-
pute was being waged. He would admire the nobility of the liberty that could 
either doom a person or win that person over to God, a thing he desired so 
vehemently that he would have been willing to give his life in order to succeed. 
It seemed to him that God was awaiting his ministry, in order to preserve the 
prey that was so dear to him, and to conquer for him the soul which, owing to 
the lengthiness of the possession, was a spectacle for God, for the angels, and 
for mankind. It is true that the view of this very lofty matter would make him 
forget everything else, and he would remain plunged in it as if he had already 
left the earth. Not a day went by that he did not see things capable of keeping 
him busy in a wilderness for the rest of his life, and he saw clearly that she 
was a model of what was often going on in souls; and what happened secretly 
in them could be discerned here as in an extraordinary subject that God was 
providing in our time, to instruct some people about knowing the interior life.

This having been shown, it remains to see how the father worked in confor-
mity to his lights, in order to accomplish such a work.

First, he and the mother agreed that everything that could be found in her 
that was contrary to the highest perfection would be reformed and ripped out, 
unreservedly. On her side, she offered total obedience, and she never strayed 
from it. She begged the father not to be concerned about her body as far as 
penance was concerned. She wanted to devote herself to it seriously and to 

68 That is, the person who “operates” in collaboration “with” (co-) God and the angels.
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9�How The Mother Prioress Joined Penance To Prayer

chastise the accomplice who had waged war against God. Although she was 
sickly and of a delicate complexion, she hoped that God would give her the 
strength to shoulder extraordinary troubles. She who formerly could not sleep 
except on a featherbed, and who had to be swaddled like a baby in winter, be-
gan to sleep on planks. She now rarely went near the fire. She put her hair shirt 
over her shoulders, used the scourge on herself at length three times a day, 
fasted two or three times a week, and wore her barbed belt day and night. Her 
body stood up to all that, despite the strange aversions that the devil gave her 
and the obstacles these aversions posed to the least penance.

Early on, the mother undertook to mortify herself about nourishment. She 
greatly loved fruit: she resolved to abstain from it totally. And although that 
was extremely hard for her, she spent an entire summer during which she al-
most never tasted any, and she refused what was agreeable to her. Sometimes, 
in the middle of a meal, she would have a big appetite. She would rise from the 
table, indeed, she would withdraw at the beginning of a meal, if she was very 
tempted to eat all she wanted. In vain did the devils make her very hungry: 
she would resist them and pay no attention to them. She would choose dishes 
that were contrary to her inclination, depriving herself of what she liked and 
eating what she liked least. One day, at the noontime meal, she was extremely 
aroused to eat well or to enjoy a few dishes. Since she was striving to mortify 
herself, she saw some beef bile hanging from a nail. She put it on her bread and 
ate it so reluctantly that she completely lost her appetite. There were things 
that she did not eat, owing to her delicate stomach; she resolved to disregard 
all these repugnant things, principally involving leeks. One day, they served her 
some, and she ate them, although they usually upset her stomach. The father 
having come, and having asked her how she was, she replied: “Fine, other than 
a stomach ache, which isn’t much.” When she told him the reason, the father, 
who mistrusted everything, was very suspicious that this might be the devil’s 
artifice. He told the mother this. She did not know what to think, but she was 
solely disposed to do what she was told. “You will see,” said the father, “that this 
stomach ache can be made to go away by discipline.” She replied: “Most will-
ingly.” Then Behemoth appeared on her face, very angry, complaining about 
the cruelty of that man who is unwilling to leave anything alone without seek-
ing the causes. He confessed his ruse, saying that he had preserved this evil in 
order to have something in reserve. The father ordered Behemoth to withdraw 
and take the ill with him. He refused to do it. The mother, having regained con-
sciousness, went to get the scourge; and despite the loud beating of her heart 
that she had experienced while fetching it, she came back totally healed, and, 
ever since, leeks have not made her sick. The devil then told her that he had 
very much wished to deceive her about something involving a pretext about 
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell92

her health, and by this means to prevent her full abnegation of the self. That 
was how he was holding onto several religious persons, who, under pretext of 
their health, were caught in his snares; and he knew very well that the more 
delicate one causes oneself to be, the sicker one is, and that the reflections 
one makes about these inconveniences increase them and provide a reason for 
holding on to them. The mother, shrewder, and desiring to give herself totally 
to God, acted in such a way that nothing that remained would give her adver-
sary a hold on her.

Second, she undertook a determined battle against her affection for some 
persons, trying to feel so indifferent toward them that she would not be di-
verted from her pure love for God. She broke connections based on the quali-
ties of the spirit and of nature, so that she no longer had any penchant on that 
side, having found from experience that it was a great impediment to God. 
One event served to disentangle her completely: the malevolent spirit, having 
attempted to make her consent to some evil, and having failed, used a ruse 
that consisted of giving her a violent colic that made her sigh and complain 
all night in the very bedchamber where there was a sister whom she greatly 
loved and with whom she had always had a special familiarity. The devil took 
the form of that sister and came to her bed, saying soothing things, offering to 
help her, and asking her what was wrong, using the same friendly words that 
the other sister used. The mother said that she needed nothing. Then the devil 
told her that she doubtlessly was afraid; and continuing his game, he added 
that she would get into bed with her and spend the rest of the night there. 
The mother refused. That was all to the good, for the devil had strange de-
signs on her on this occasion, and if she had gone along with it even a little 
bit, he would perhaps have kept her enclosed in his snares. But God watched 
over her, and made her see that the enemy uses everything he finds in us, and 
that he employs these things in order to doom us. In the morning, she realized 
that the sister had not gotten up, so she suspected that it was the demon. He 
 admitted the fraud, and that is what caused the mother to distance herself 
from all personal affection for individuals, in order henceforth to attach herself 
only to God.

Another difficulty, a difficulty that lasted a long while and that was accom-
panied by several adventures, was pride, which had to be fought against the 
most, for it had the greatest advantage over her owing to her nature, which 
greatly desired honor and which leaned toward self-esteem. She had to deal 
with Leviathan, who had set up camp in that vice and was garrisoned there. He 
resolved to prevent her soul from humiliating itself fully and achieving scorn 
for the self. He gave her a certain bearing and gravity, like an abbess who wants 
to maintain her power and assert her authority. He poured out his venom so 
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93How The Mother Prioress Joined Penance To Prayer

subtly that the mother did not notice it: she adjusted her words, kept her head 
up, kept her wimple clean, and maintained an air about herself that was quite 
the opposite of a nun’s humility. She would receive all outsiders with good 
grace, and she satisfied everyone. She would recite passages from the church 
fathers, as she had heard them in the past in sermons. Lastly, the devil used 
everything in order to reign in her head, by which he hoped to do a great deal 
of evil, had he been able to conserve it. It was Leviathan, wicked, proud, a won-
drously subtle spirit, who was carrying on the craft of possessing the mother 
without giving any sign of his presence; yet he would upset the entire house 
by unparalleled artifices. Into this maiden’s spirit he put a thousand vain plans, 
under the pretext of good and reform, in order to deceive her and to engage 
her subtly in a perpetual love for herself. He had made a style of spirituality for 
her, in which she was so schooled that she charmed everyone who listened to 
her; but all of that merely led to a vain readiness to oblige. Although there were 
many operations by the demon, there was a great foundation in her nature and 
in the habits she had acquired; for she had a very astute spirit that was capable 
of fulfilling the plans of this malevolent spirit, prince of darkness, accustomed 
to working similar marvels.

All of that having been recognized, the mother begged the father to humili-
ate her mercilessly, giving him permission to make public her life, which he 
knew in detail. She entreated him to help her charitably, and to destroy all 
the pride that was in her. This he promised to do. He began by humiliating 
her publicly during exorcisms, when he would sometimes summon paupers 
and make them put their feet on her face and on her mouth, even when she 
was mistress of herself. But she had a trace of that haughty spirit. If she pitied 
herself, he would have these paupers slap her, which was very embarrassing 
for her; but later she would be pleased about it and would thank the father for 
doing her such a good turn. After that, many other ordeals were used that were 
capable of making her exercise humility. One day, the father enjoined her to 
kneel and beg the cook, who was very young, to use the scourge on her. The 
cook did this with great simplicity, accomplishing it without worrying about 
what others might say.

Once, when the sisters had assembled for a spiritual conference organized 
by the father, he began to reprimand the mother, who knelt to listen to what 
he was saying, which was very capable of mortifying her. She asked permission 
to state her guilt in the presence of her sisters, and to accuse herself for the 
principal faults of her life. This was granted, and she did it with great humil-
ity, listing the sins for which she could be ashamed. While she was laboring 
thusly to conquer herself, she made such an accurate general confession to the 
father that he said he had never heard anything like it. It took her a month to 
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell94

do it, saying some part of it daily, with such clarity, simplicity, and sorrow that 
the demons, who were raising such effective obstacles, were forced to admit, 
lamenting, that they had never seen such great clarity in a conscience. One can 
also say that the manner in which she behaved when doing this was so excel-
lent, and was accompanied by such great peace and such a penetrating spirit, 
that she could serve as a model, if it could be made known. During the day, she 
would use part of her examen to expose herself before God, in order to receive 
mercy at the sight of her past sins; and suddenly she would be enlightened 
about a certain part of her life. This would go on succinctly; and the next day 
she would confess, continuing in that way to the very end. This confession per-
mitted the father to reveal her, there being no intention to oblige her to keep it 
a secret. She herself always told him that, and she was ready to go and say it be-
fore everyone. To this confession she would bring so much humility and such a 
serious spirit that the father would admire the operation of grace. Sometimes, 
before receiving absolution, she would go to the far end of the chamber and 
would then return to where the father was, on the other side of the grill, ad-
vancing on her knees with the countenance of a criminal. Prostrating herself, 
she would ask for absolution with great penance. Now,  Leviathan had nour-
ished in her spirit some flimsy plans for spiritual ambition, the depth of which 
was merely pride and haughtiness. To remedy that, she was inclined to make 
a vow to be a lay sister for the rest of her life, if those on whom she depended 
would permit it. No sooner had the demon seen this resolution than he con-
jured up an excessive rage and desolation. He professed reasons that false spiri-
tual persons advance, in order to sustain their authority. He made the glory of 
God and the salvation of souls the principal point, and he sustained his cause 
with colorful pretexts that nonetheless tended merely to preserve in the soul 
a self-love that was well veiled and well supported.  Finally, proposing this vow 
caused the demon an extreme horror: it shattered the  assemblage of his ma-
chines and reduced her soul to a total loss of itself. Having thought about it, 
and having given the mother time to deliberate about this undertaking, the 
father finally agreed that she could do it at her superiors’ good pleasure. He 
chose the feast of the Nativity of Our Lady,69 and since it was a question of 
consulting about the formula to be used for this vow, he had someone bring 
him a portable desk so that it could be written down. He took up his pen, and 
when he tried to write, there was a sort of cloud before his eyes that prevented 
him from seeing distinctly. He spent some time trying to write, but without 
success: if he regained his liberty of sight, he lost the liberty to move his fingers. 
The devil was doing all that in order to oppose the vow. But the father, having 

69 September 8, 1635.

<i>Into the Dark Night and Back: the Mystical Writings of Jean-Joseph Surin</i>, edited by Moshe Sluhovsky, BRILL, 2018.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=5634155.
Created from uaz on 2019-07-20 19:51:35.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

8.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



95How The Mother Prioress Joined Penance To Prayer

 overcome everything, wrote out the formula, which said that the mother, in 
order to honor Our Lord’s humility and the humility of his Holy Mother, was 
promising God, in the event that it pleased him to deliver her from the demons 
who were possessing her, to embrace forever the condition of lay sister of the 
Order of Saint Ursula, in the event that those on whom she depended were 
willing to permit it. This vow was pronounced shortly before Holy Commu-
nion, with the father holding the Blessed Sacrament to the window of the grill. 
No one but he heard it. Leviathan, unable to tolerate this affront, withdrew for 
several days without daring to appear, giving up the combat that he had previ-
ously been waging with extreme obstinacy, and casting out whatever venom 
of pride remained inside on every occasion where the mother did good. He 
made his face proud, brash, disdainful, and vain. The father spared him noth-
ing.  Leviathan was enraged.

One day, Leviathan came to the grill with extraordinary insolence, a haugh-
ty and proud carriage, an assured face, and an arrogant way of speaking, to say 
that there was no reason to treat the maidens of the house in the way that in-
discreet Jesuit was treating a well-brought-up maiden; that it was cruel, and so 
forth, sometimes speaking like the devil and sometimes like the maiden. The 
father threatened to whip him, which made Leviathan burst out so angrily, and 
the anger turned to such fear, that the father could see that this was acutely 
painful for him. Then, speaking to the mother as he would to a proud maiden 
whom the church had placed under his power, and sometimes speaking to the 
devil as he would to a slave who had fallen into the snare of the same church, 
and where he was caught and ordered to be chastised according to the discre-
tion of its ministers, the father made it understood that he would not tolerate 
pride in either of them, and that he was resolved to crush that pride by what-
ever means it took. In addition, the father told Leviathan that he would make 
him feel the power over him that God had given him, and that he was very as-
sured of the good will of the maiden to whom he would make Leviathan yield. 
To this, the wretch replied: “That is my misfortune. Accursed good will! For I 
shall have to go wherever that bitch wants me to.”70 The father replied: “You 
can therefore expect me to treat you as a rebel and subject you to the whip.” At 
that, the mother’s face, which had entirely lost its liberty, became very pale. It 
was easy to see how much this wretched demon feared this treatment. And her 
apprehension was so great that she fainted. (The demon was communicating 
a part of his feelings to the mother, which is usual in possessing demons: when 
they have united with the soul, in some way, on the soul, they make an imprint 

70 Yes, the demon calls her a chienne, which Randle Cotgrave (A Dictionarie of the French and 
English Tongues [London, 1611]) translates as “bitch.”
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell96

of what they are feeling, acting there as if they were incarnate in a totally ad-
mirable order.) Then, regaining consciousness, she said:

Father, I sense that this devil is very apprehensive about what you have 
said. He makes me swoon at the thought; but I want him and myself to be 
humiliated. As long as he is in me, I condemn him, and I demand that he 
appear and undergo the punishment you will order for him.

Then the demon returned, in order to stop her from talking. He lamented be-
ing reduced in this way to the power of mankind, which he scorned so greatly, 
and above all to the power of a young maiden whom he still possessed. He 
repeated over and over: “Give me the whip!” “Yes,” said the father,

and with her own hands, which you made yours by right of possession, 
and on behalf of the living God, and of this maiden, your mistress, to the 
extent that she adheres to Jesus Christ, I order you to take a scourge right 
now, and in this very place, and with no insolence, you to chastise your-
self in the manner that I very well know can be done by order of divine 
justice, which will make you feel the blows, in order to humble your pride 
and punish your resistance to grace.

This judgment was like a thunder clap to the ears of Leviathan, who did all he 
could to avoid the effect: he threatened, he begged, he went so far as to be will-
ing to kneel. But the father held firm. And since the chamber was separated by 
a grill and a curtain before the grill, he did not think he should withdraw. Then 
the demon, having asked for a nun to come and chastise him, and still refus-
ing to do it himself, declared that he was being forced to do it by the presence 
of the angels, and that he was doing it at the discretion of the father, who was 
making him go wherever he wanted. In the end, he took back his garments, and 
he complained mightily to the father about being treated so outrageously that, 
ever since he had been created, he had never undergone such punishment or 
been reduced to beating himself. He said that he knew full well on whom he 
would take revenge, and that there were magicians in hell who had put him in 
this body by their magic charms, and that he would pay back by the thousands 
the blows he had received. As for himself, he simply desired to come out, being 
henceforth very wretched, because that maiden’s will was determined to do 
everything that would serve God. After that, he withdrew, leaving the mother 
free. She had not felt any of this scourging, and she did not know what had 
been said and done, beyond a confused memory that she had undressed and 
dressed.
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This sort of punishment, which had succeeded against Leviathan, was like-
wise practiced against the other demons, who feared it extremely. They were 
saying that it did indeed involve their master, who was treating them tyranni-
cally and who was letting his rage loose upon them, because something had 
displeased him. As for them, they did not hold a grudge. They nonetheless 
were forced to endure it, one after the other, the father taking the opportunity 
to chastise them in this way for their resistance to leaving the mother at liberty 
to do her pious functions, which they opposed, sometimes openly and some-
times secretly, by little obstacles, holding the head or the heart in a grasp. Since 
this was happening often, the father commanded them to appear and ordered 
them to withdraw totally. If they refused, he would sentence them, in the name 
of God and of the maiden’s guardian angel, to undergo the chastisement that 
was so odious to them.

His greatest means of compelling them was to have them sentenced by the 
mother herself, who would demand justice when one of them had troubled 
her devotions. And the father would render justice, appointing her to be the 
judge; and when she had given an order, they would have to submit, saying:

It is impossible for us to resist this bitch’s will. That is the only thing that 
can make us submit, for God permits us to resist everything else. We con-
front the church, we make fun of priests, we stand firm even about the 
sacraments. But we cannot resist a good will.

It was an admirable spectacle to see Isacaron, who is a sensual demon, not by 
his nature but by his office, when he was sentenced to this chastisement. He 
would lament in a childish manner, he would beg, he would kneel, he would 
feel sorry for his flesh that, he said, he so dearly loved. He would behave accord-
ing to the spirit that he imprinted on carnal men. It was impossible to make 
him strike hard. That was less difficult for Behemoth, who is a hard demon, 
as described by Job, who said that his heart will harden like a stone and will 
stiffen like an anvil; but the demon of softness was desperate when the time 
came for the effect. That is why, as soon as he heard tell of it, he would flee, un-
less the father promptly bound him by the authority of the church. The reason 
for the demons’ different humors71 stems from their moral links to our nature, 

71 To explain the conduct of demons and the persons they possess, in this long paragraph 
Surin blends ancient “humoralism” and seventeenth-century discussions about the 
“movements” of the soul or body that were triggered by the passions. Humoralism held 
that an excess or a deficiency of any of four distinct bodily fluids (the “humors”) directly 
influences a person’s personality and health. Contrary qualities that reside in the four 
“elements” (earth, water, fire, air) and that mingle intimately with one another alternately 
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell98

when they join with it in order to incline it to evil, and notably when they pos-
sess it by a sort of incarnation, which they feign in order to thwart the incarna-
tion that God wanted to have with our nature by some proportion; for they say 
that, in Jesus Christ, there were humanly divine and divinely human actions. 
Thus for these demons, united and incorporated into mankind, God obliges 
them to undergo in several things the states of nature. In that, he holds back 
their power, so that they adjust themselves to us and behave like us, adding 
to the malevolence of our corrupted being a certain excess that marks a loftier 
birth and a stronger virtue than ours. But in their manner of proceeding, they 
match human organs, faculties, and inclinations, and from that liaison they re-
ceive limitations and very strong character traits, and in the process they show 
themselves to men far below what they themselves are. That is why some are 
clownish, others shout, others are afraid, and others are obstinate, according to 
the plans they have made for themselves and the complexions they encounter 
in the subjects they possess. A blasphemous and furious demon whose princi-
pal task is to anger men will maintain the person he possesses in that humor, 
showing himself to be exclusively furious, and producing the effects consistent 
with passion. A demon who makes men lean toward delights will, if possible, 
carry out that same function in the possessed person; and in his diabolically 
human life, he will do soft actions, will seek delights, will be passionate about 
that just as if it were his natural bent. And so, when one says that this devil is a 
glutton, a quarreler, a clown, it is not that this spirit is inclined to be clownish, 
to quarrel, and so forth; it is because he has taken it as his task to incline men 
to that, as a tempter. When Balaam was possessing the mother, he would talk 
of nothing but drinking and playing games; Isacaron, nothing but pleasures 
and obscenities; Behemoth, nothing but blasphemy and doing ill to someone; 
and Leviathan, grandeurs and festivities. They would behave that way in every-
thing, although sometimes they dissimulated. That is why one demon would 
fear chastisement more than another did: he was obliged to play the role of his 
personage. Divine justice was binding that demon to certain punishments that 

conquer and become conquered, until a uniform quality is reached: the “complexion.” 
The humors give rise to four “temperaments” or fundamental personality types: sanguine 
(optimistic, leader-like), choleric (bad-tempered or irritable), melancholic (analytical 
and quiet), and phlegmatic (relaxed and peaceful). The passions had been a subject of 
debate among natural philosophers since Plato’s day, and “movements of the soul” lie at 
the core of René Descartes’s (1596–1650) Passions of the Soul, completed in 1649. As the 
seventeenth century progressed, these movements would purely and simply be explained 
by the passions; for example, fear provoked trembling, and joy caused rosy cheeks. For 
more on the humors, the passions, and the devil, see Surin’s teacher, Lallemant, Spiritual 
Doctrine, 92.
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99How The Mother Prioress Joined Penance To Prayer

were proportional to the ones due for the different vices procured by carrying 
out their obligations among us.

It remains to recount the mother’s final combat against herself and against 
her bad denizen, a combat to uproot laziness in her, which the fathers of old 
called the spirit of acedia.72 That spirit is one of man’s great impediments, one 
that is as difficult to overcome as vanity is. It is a heaviness that is the direct 
opposite of the spirit of fervor, by which the devil causes all the vices to flow, 
and nourishes them in the soul. It was one of the most difficult to vanquish. Its 
venom consists of a numbness that is made to flow into the senses, by which 
the soul desires and wishes for repose, and allows itself to flow in a wayward 
state, in a vague maintenance of its thoughts, in a countenance that is gloomy 
and sorrowful when things go against its desires. All of that blunts the sharp 
point of the spirit and keeps the flesh alert. Now, the mother partook of this 
vice, as all of mankind does, it being a very widespread malady. When this was 
recognized, all the demons gathered to defend themselves, as if it were their fi-
nal entrenchment in the sensitive part of the soul, hoping to attract the soul to 
the sense, and finally lead it to what they willed. And since, as far as the spirit 
was concerned, their greatest bastions were the vivacity of the intellect that is 
so contrary to the subjection to God that this part of the soul should have, as 
far as the sense was concerned, there was the laziness in which they put great 
trust. But God gave the mother the means to get out of it, although it cost her 
so much that she believed it impossible. She was fortunate that God had given 
her the spirit of penance, which is the exact opposite of the spirit of acedia; 
for otherwise she would never have overcome it, considering the longstanding 
habit she had had since childhood, and the scant reflection she had devoted to 
acedia, never having been wary of it. Also, it is a vice that is only recognizable 
when excessive, for it never leads to something that is directly contrary or bad: 
it flows tepidly, and it only prevents the soul from striving for great goods.

Here, then, is how this vice was recognized. One day, the father noticed that 
the mother’s spirit was in a rather good disposition after the noontime meal. 
But her posture was a bit careless, for she was leaning like a person who was 
weary. The father, who examined everything closely and asked the cause of 
that countenance, asked her if she was tired. She replied, “No.” Was her spirit 
vigorous? She replied, “Yes,” and she said that she felt like talking about God. 
“How does it happen, then,” said the father, “that you are leaning as if you want 

72 Acedia is a state of listlessness or torpor, of not caring or not being concerned with one’s 
position or state in the world. It can lead to being unable to perform one’s duties in life. 
This negligence gives rise to a sickness in the soul that is expressed through boredom and 
an aversion for prayer, penance, and devotional reading.
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell�00

to rest?” She replied: “I don’t know, I am usually like that after the noontime 
meal. It is natural for me, I don’t see anything wrong.” “There could be a great 
deal wrong,” said the father,

and I think we should search for the root. Cassian,73 who is an ancient 
and very spiritual writer, tells how, in his day, an abbot complained that 
his religious could not remain in their cells after the noontime meal, and 
wanted to amuse themselves and chat. The abbot considered them to be 
idlers, and he called it “the noontime demon.”

“Really?” said the mother,

I have been like that my whole life, especially since I have been possessed. 
About an hour after the noontime meal, I am overcome with a desire to 
rest and be idle, and sometimes I lie on my bed. And if I don’t feel well, 
then it comes into my spirit. I feel all that in the afternoon, and ever since 
I have been serving God, until they call me to the exorcism I pass the time 
in lassitude, in desiring to chat and spend my time uselessly.

The father told her that this was a vice. Then the devil, mounting into the 
mother’s head, began to speak, and said: “No, that is nature.” “Since you are 
talking,” said the father, “you are interested in it; for you are solely interested 
in vice.” The mother, having regained consciousness, said: “Father, if that is a 
vice, it must be combated, and I beg you to help me, for I am resolved not to 
tolerate it.” He replied: “This vice is the exact opposite of fervor, and it abso-
lutely prevents the high perfection of virtue. A truly spiritual person should 
always be lively toward God, and always be inclined to do the vigorous actions 
involved in serving him.” He added that a meal could indeed give some feeling 
of heaviness, but that an indisposition lasting two or three hours and involving 
objects of piety was a blamable effect, if one was not ill. The mother strongly 
approved, and resolved that whenever she felt a vapor from this vice, be it after 
the noonday meal or at bedtime, she would immediately correct it, taking the 
scourge and continuing to wield it until she had made up for it. And she did 
not stint about doing this. When she had done a long penance in the morning, 
the devil would take his time, in order to assail her after the midday meal; or 
when she was not well, but was not paying attention to it, she would say that 

73 St. John Cassian (360–435) was a monk and ascetic who introduced eastern monastic life 
to the West, specifically to southern Gaul (today, France). One of his most influential writ-
ings was the Institutes of Monastic Life, book 10 of which deals with the “spirit of acedia.”
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�0�How The Mother Prioress Joined Penance To Prayer

she would not tolerate vice, not when healthy, not when sick, not if she had 
death between her teeth. All the demon desired was for them to take into ac-
count that she was possessed; but neither she nor the father wanted to view 
the devils other than as a natural inclination, albeit a bit strong, but an inclina-
tion that would be done for them, neither more nor less. God would subdue 
the rascals by his power, provided her soul was faithful; and by this means she 
and the father saw the end of it.

It is true that the poor maiden was once surprised by the enemy. Having 
spent a morning doing penance, she wanted to rest. The father came to see her 
in the afternoon and found her a bit drowsy. That was because the demon was 
beginning to seize her, in order to make her sink into laziness. The father made 
her understand that she was in danger; she noticed it a bit, but she thought it 
would dissipate on its own. No sooner did she neglect this first step than the 
devil took possession of her senses, and made her sleep and snore near the 
father, who felt very indignant about it, toward her more than toward the de-
mon. In vain did he give orders to the demon, who would nod his head, make 
fun of him, and continue to sleep. As for the mother, in vain did the father 
speak to her; he had to be patient. Finally, after a long while he brought her 
back to her senses; but the demon, leaving her, gave her an imprint of despair, 
which worsened her fault. The father did not want to discourage her, and he 
told her that she must continue. She was very displeased about this, and for a 
long time she could not pray or do any devotions, seeing clearly that God was 
angry with her. The father exhorted her to do penance, which she did harshly, 
using the scourge for three hours in a row. Natural compassion was the father’s 
only movement for making her cease, for he felt that God was awaiting that 
satisfaction from her. Yet despite this, he himself was not content, for at Com-
munion, instead of giving Communion to her at the grill, he took it away, say-
ing that she was unworthy, and he sent her back to do penance. She was upset 
all day long, albeit not distressed, and she humbled herself before God, who 
was very willing to console her, making her know that he had pardoned her 
fault. Yet she was not content with herself. She begged the father to permit her 
to be attached to a pillar that was in the room, to be flagellated by her sisters, 
as Our Lord was at the column. The father did not want that. He told her to re-
main in peace, and that Our Lord had treated her this way in order to give her 
a reason for greatly distrusting her nature, and for no longer allowing herself to 
be caught in laziness. That was very useful to her.

This battle having thus ended, another battle remained that involved the 
vivacity of her spirit. It involved the divine operation more than it did her 
own operation. It seemed that, here, Our Lord, through Saint Joseph, assigned 
her a favor that we shall discuss when we come to the question of the infused 
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell�02

 contemplation that he communicated to her, and that mortified that intellec-
tual vigor. It is a great impediment to the spiritual life, when it is not mastered. 
In the next chapter, we shall, however, finish the matter of combats with dev-
ils.74 Those chapters that remain are the most noteworthy.75

7 The Great Combats She Had with the Demons, and Their Efforts to 

Make Her Abandon Penance

In addition to what we have said, there is one more very remarkable thing: the 
mother had begun to devote herself a great deal to penance. As she was resting 
at prayer or otherwise, she sometimes would feel that she was being invisibly 
disciplined, and that blows were falling upon her body through her habit, like 
whiplashes. And someone would say to her: “That’s good.” It was the demons, 
trying to weary her and make her disgusted with that exercise. Various other 
things would arise in her, for reasons that manifestly exceeded the forces of 
nature; but since Our Lord was encouraging her in her interior, that was very 
debilitating to her enemies.

Now, this is how God gave an opening to her deliverance. One day, the prin-
cipal demon who was possessing her, named Leviathan, who was the leader of 

74 With no explanation, the numbering in the Prunair edition jumps from “chapter 6” to 
“chapter 8.” This anomaly is explained in Cavallera, “Autobiographie,” texte primitif, 1, 
which details the numbering problems caused by early modifications to chapters 6 and 7. 
Cavallera notes that the different manuscript versions generally not only merge chapter 
6 and the first part of chapter 7; they also tack the subtitle of chapter 7 onto the end of 
the subtitle for chapter 6. The exception is the version at the Mazarine Library in Paris 
(which, according to Cavallera, most closely represents Surin’s intentions). Cavallera pro-
posed that the note on p. 107 of the printed edition of 1829, and the words that precede it 
(“following chapter” and “combats with the devils”), actually mark the beginning of chap-
ter 7, which was completed in 1660, after a hiatus of some twenty-five years. (This same 
passage and note can be found on p. 97 of the Prunair edition.) The better to represent 
Surin’s intentions (and Cavallera’s insight), the titles of chapters 6–12 have been made to 
conform to Cavallera’s proposal; in the process, they have been made to conform to the 
Prunair edition.

75 The note in the 1829 edition (see the preceding footnote) is reproduced here: “Father Su-
rin, having written these first six chapters, was unable to continue at the time, as one can 
see in his Life, owing to the different ills that he himself suffered from the demons’ obses-
sion, which rendered him incapable of writing anything, from the month of October 1636 
to the beginning of the month of August 1660, when he resumed writing and continued 
this sixth chapter in the following manner,” 107. A bracketed row of x’s has been inserted 
into this translation to suggest the hiatus of almost twenty-five years. Surin himself com-
ments on this hiatus in Science, part 4, first paragraph of chapter 9.
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�03The Great Combats She Had With The Demons

all the others, told the father, through the mother’s mouth, that he was tangling 
up a skein for him, and that the father would be very clever if he could un-
tangle it. The father told him that he was not afraid. Several days later, he asked 
what, then, was the situation with which the demon had threatened him. The 
demon replied that he wanted to test it first.

The affair began as follows: it is necessary to recall that the father had un-
dertaken the task of delivering the mother by cultivating her interior, removing 
the demon’s forces by practicing virtue. Now, it so happened that his guidance 
was being greatly criticized and was considered suspect, because it was un-
usual and far from the ordinary practice of doing exorcisms. The father did not 
neglect the exorcisms, but his principal concern was to make her soul conform 
to grace. The demon, who wanted to have the father dismissed in shame, made 
the father provincial, who had sent the father to Loudun, form a bad opinion 
of the latter’s conduct. This principal76 was a man of merit, and he was well in-
formed about matters involving possession, having previously been a very suc-
cessful exorcist. He believed that Father Surin would never succeed, the way he 
was doing things, as he later admitted to him; he therefore resolved to take the 
mother from him, and to give her to another person who would proceed more 
forcefully against the demons. He ordered Reverend Father Rousseau,77 rector 
of the college of Poitiers, to go to Loudun and to replace Father Surin with Fa-
ther Doamlup,78 a famous personage, very zealous and fervent, who did things 
in exactly the opposite way, spending the entire day on exorcisms, and using all 
his strength to brutalize the demons. At the same time, he wanted Father Surin 
to take charge of the woman whom Father Doamlup was exorcising.

One morning, therefore, when they were least expecting it, Father Rous-
seau arrived, bearing the order, which he abruptly announced to Father Surin, 
and to the mother. They submitted without resistance, although the mother 
was very frightened by Father Doamlup’s manner, which was rather violent to-
ward her, who had such poor health, and who was beginning to appreciate the 
sweetness of the rest that they had obtained for her, and which she was hoping 
would be very effective for her deliverance. Nonetheless, she submitted, hav-
ing a very obedient heart. They decided to begin the new guidance the next 
day; but Father Doamlup said that before assuming this function, he wanted 
to see Father Surin in action and take the necessary steps. This was deemed 

76 Principal, “principal”: is this a misreading of provincial, “provincial”?
77 Gilbert Rousseau (dates unknown).
78 The 1829 edition spells his name “Deaulup”; but Gustave Clément-Simon, Histoire du col-

lège de Tulle (Paris: Champion, 1982), 329, citing the archives of the province of Aquitaine, 
spells it “Doamlup” and indicates that his first name was Jean.
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell�04

reasonable, and the father rector ordered Father Surin to continue that very 
day, before Father Doamlup. It was nearing the end of September. Many people 
were present, even members of the royal court, for Madame de Bouthillier79 
was present. That was the day when Leviathan hoped to triumph and obtain 
what he desired, which was to chase away Father Surin in shame, and to tell the 
whole assembly that the rector was there for that purpose.

When, therefore, the father had fetched the liturgical ornaments and had 
reverenced the Blessed Sacrament, he began the exorcism. As soon as he rec-
ognized this demon, who usually was not present himself but substituted oth-
ers in his place in order to sustain the shock of the exorcism, by the power of 
Our Lord whom he was holding in his hand, the father ordered the demon to 
show obedience to the church, leave this body he was possessing, and make 
the mark he had specified. The demon proudly positioned himself to speak 
and to say what he proposed to say. But he suddenly became speechless and 
fell to the floor, bending and crawling like a serpent, unable to do anything else. 
Then the demon prostrated himself at the father’s feet, stretched out on the 
altar step, his arms spread out on the floor in a cross, and then the demon came 
out at once, leaving the mother free. Regaining consciousness, she rose to her 
knees and, remaining that way, she appeared with a bloody cross engraved and 
imprinted on her forehead, which formerly had been white and unmarked. As 
a result of the demon’s agitation, the mother had allowed her wimple to fall, as 
usually occurred. So each person could bear witness that she had not brought 
her hands near her head, and that this could only have been done by the de-
mon, who left no other mark of his presence. It was a great joy for the entire 
assembly, and especially for the mother, who began to praise God.

The exorcists who were present, and the father rector, too, deemed it nec-
essary to continue the exorcism, to make the other demons speak, and to 
question them about what had just happened. Father Surin was resuming his 
work, when Isacaron suddenly appeared. They asked him what had happened 
to Leviathan, and he replied: “Joseph came and chased him away, just as he 
was about to claim that he was confounding the ministers of the church.” This 
showed the father that a grace from that saint had been invoked. After that, 
Father Doamlup said that it seemed to him that, by this, God was indicating 
that Father Surin’s service in this function was agreeable to him, and that he 
would not take charge of the mother until he had written his reasons to the 
father provincial. Father Chedoux and others did the same. Father Surin was 
therefore ordered to continue until notified otherwise. However, the father 

79 Marie de Bragelongne (1590–1673), wife of Claude Bouthillier (1581–1652), Richelieu’s 
 surintendant of finances.
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�05The Great Combats She Had With The Demons

 provincial viewed the matter in a totally different way, and thinking that the 
demon had only come out because Father Doamlup was present, he remained 
further strengthened in the idea that Father Surin must leave, or that, at the 
very least, Father Doamlup should be his assistant. Consequently, he wanted 
these two fathers to exorcise together, in the morning, Sister de La Croix, to 
whom Father Doamlup was assigned, and in the afternoon, the mother prior-
ess. He sent such an order to Father Anginot,80 the superior at Loudun, who 
carried it out.

In the morning, Father Surin therefore attended Father Doamlup’s exor-
cism, which by its length greatly bored his new companion. After the midday 
meal, they thought about another exorcism. Between these two events, an 
English lord arrived (the second son of My Lord Montaigu81). He was a heretic 
and was accompanied by two English gentlemen, likewise heretics. They pre-
sented Father Surin with a letter from Monseigneur the archbishop of Tours,82 
who begged the father to do the exorcism before this lord. The father sent a 
message to Father Doamlup, asking him to come as soon as possible, because 
his lordship was simply passing through and could not stop at Loudun. But 
Father Doamlup, who usually spent all day, every day, persecuting devils, and 
who often did not eat until seven in the evening, had not completed his morn-
ing exorcism. He begged the superior to permit him to go and finish what he 
had planned. Father Surin should go to the prioress, and he, Father Doamlup, 
would come as soon as possible. Father Anginot agreed, and Father Surin be-
gan the exorcism alone. The mother was soon in the grip of the demon Balaam. 
This demon had promised the father that, as a sign that he had left, he would 
write Jesus’s name on the back of the mother’s left hand, rather than his own 

80 Guillaume Anginot (c.1588–1660); see Clément-Simon, Histoire du collège de Tours, 329.
81 Walter Montagu (c.1603–77), the flamboyant second son of Henry Montagu, first earl of 

Manchester (c.1563–1642). Young Montagu had come to France in the 1620s as part of the 
embassy to find a French bride for the prince of Wales. During the exorcisms of Loudun, 
he was an attaché to the Paris embassy and was given a letter of introduction to the papal 
court. At that point, he stopped at Loudun, where he began the process of converting to 
Catholicism. See Dictionary of National Biography, s.v. “Montagu, Walter”; and Georges 
Dethan, Mazarin et ses amis (Paris: Berger-Levrault, 1968), 200–223.

82 Victor Bouthillier (1597–1670), a close relative of Claude Bouthillier, Richelieu’s minister, 
and first almoner of Gaston d’Orléans, was named coadjutor of Tours in 1630 and was con-
secrated archbishop of Tours in 1641. At the time of the Loudun exorcisms, the archbishop 
of Tours was Bertrand Deschaux (1556–1641), nominated in 1617 but inactive, having ap-
parently turned over the administration of the archdiocese to his coadjutor, Bouthillier. 
In other words, this letter may well represent a Bouthillier desire, even if it was signed by 
Deschaux. See Joseph Bergin, The Making of the French Episcopate, 1589–1661 (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1996), 606.
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell�06

name, Balaam, which he had initially agreed to write on that same place to 
indicate his coming out. On the mother’s face, the father could see certain un-
usual symptoms that made him suspect that the hour of his coming out may 
have arrived. That is why he began to press the demon strongly to leave the 
mother and to write Joseph’s name on her hand. The demon, who was kneel-
ing, lowered the mother’s left sleeve with his right hand. That made the fa-
ther believe that the demon wanted to hide his action, which is why, taking 
up the ciborium of the Blessed Sacrament with his left hand, the father pulled 
up her sleeve with his right hand and warned those present to be cautious 
about what was going to happen. Suddenly, the English lord took the mother’s 
left hand and held it by the fingertips. The two gentlemen and a few religious 
approached and saw the holy name JOSEPH appear clearly and distinctly in 
bloody letters on the hand that had previously been white, and which had not 
been brought near the other hand. This mark could therefore not be credited to 
any visible cause. All those who were present gave written testimonials, which 
were deposited at the judicial secretariat, and one of the gentlemen said that 
he would make public, everywhere, what he had just seen, and would even tell 
the king of England. The mother had been delivered.

The English lord, who was an undeclared Catholic, returned the next day to 
seek out the father, confessed to him, and set off for Rome. He recounted all 
he had seen to Pope Urban viii,83 and between the pope’s hands he professed 
the Catholic faith to him. This same lord later became a priest; he even was a 
member of the council of the king of France, and he always had a good reputa-
tion and esteem.

By these two events, they were, so to speak, forced to allow Father Surin to 
act on the mother alone, which the provincial did against his own judgment, 
as he later admitted to the father. This was, therefore, the woof that Leviathan 
had spun in order to get rid of Father Surin, and which Our Lord broke for his 
greater glory.

There is one singular thing: on the day when the demon Leviathan was sup-
posed to come out, the father wanted to do his usual prayer early in the morn-
ing, and he found himself being pushed so hard that he could not resist, and 
pushed so gently that he willingly went to the place where he prayed, and said 
the Pater, the Ave, the Credo, and the rest of the prayers that he used to say 
when a child. By this, God doubtlessly wanted to show him that, in order to 
overcome demons, one must be humble and have a childlike spirit.

83 Maffeo Barberini (1568–1644), reigned as Pope Urban viii (1623–44).
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�07How The Mother Was Delivered From Another Demon

8 How the Mother was Delivered from Another Demon Who was 

Possessing Her

Once Balaam had come out, Father Anginot wanted the exorcism to continue, 
in order to question another demon about what had happened. Father Surin 
continued, as the superior wanted, and Isacaron appeared, saying that God 
had punished Balaam for the strange insults and obstacles he had been pro-
voking in the mother for a week. Indeed, it had been to resist him that the 
father, to counteract these vexations, had established a novena to Saint Joseph, 
which had been very successful.

Next, Isacaron said that, as for him and Behemoth, the two who remained, 
he would only be chased away at the altar of the Blessed Virgin at Saumur,84 
and Behemoth only at the tomb of Saint François de Sales, bishop of Geneva.85

After that, they finished the exorcism. The next day, having encountered 
the demon in the mother, Father Surin proposed to her an idea he had had, 
which was to change the sign of the demon’s exit (which consisted of split-
ting the nail on the middle finger of the mother’s left hand), and to have him 
write the name MARY on her other hand, just as Balaam had written the name 
 JOSEPH. This greatly shocked this demon, who protested that he would do no 
such thing. But the father, making his thought still more firm, ordered him to 
do it in God’s name. They argued about this for several days, until the demon 
said that he would write Mary, not on the hand that the father wanted, but on 
the hand where Joseph was written; to which the father did not want to agree. 
But Our Lord demonstrated that he wanted to have Mary’s name near Joseph’s.

A few days went by, awaiting Monsieur the intendent’s reply about the com-
ing out of Isacaron and Behemoth. Since he was in Paris, they had to wait until 
he came back to Loudun. When he arrived, he encountered great difficulties 
in continuing the judicial procedures and in using the demons’ testimonies, 
because there were many complications that wearied and divided these men. 
He allowed things to drag on, as he likewise did for taking the mother to visit 
the tomb of Monseigneur de Genève. And so, all of this was quite a bit behind 
schedule, although it had begun well. Meanwhile, the father continued his 

84 Possibly Notre-Dame des Ardilliers?
85 François de Sales was consecrated bishop of Geneva but resided in Annecy because 

 Geneva remained under Calvinist control and was therefore inaccessible to him. He was 
beatified in 1661 and canonized in 1665. See Ruth Kleinman, Saint François de Sales and 
the Protestants (Geneva: Droz, 1962). His diocese became famous throughout Europe for 
its efficient organization, zealous clergy, and well-instructed laity. The original text calls 
him “M. de Genève,” that is, Monseigneur the bishop of Geneva; this translation says 
 “Genève” wherever it would be awkward to use the English spelling of that city.
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell�08

work, until one night, toward the month of December,86 the mother had a very 
remarkable dream. She seemed to see Saint Joseph, who was saying consoling 
things to her: since men were not being very diligent about finishing her heal-
ing, he would be able to help her and give her the means of being delivered in 
Loudun itself, without having to go farther. She should notify the father about 
it. And Saint Joseph added that she should tell the father to pluck up his cour-
age during the many disagreements and obstacles that he would encounter in 
his task, before she was entirely delivered. At that point, she awoke, and her 
whole bedchamber was perfumed with a very sweet aroma. She recounted to 
Father Surin what had happened.

On the feast of the Epiphany of 1636,87 the father was preaching after ves-
pers. The mother was extraordinarily uneasy and was in the grip of a violent 
turmoil. This caused her face to appear white and almost disfigured, and for a 
long while she gazed fixedly and with astonishment at the image of the Blessed 
Virgin. It is plausible that this was the moment when the demons received the 
order to come out. The father, who was not intending to do the exorcism that 
day because it was very late, was obliged to make the mother go to the convent 
chapel so that he could exorcise her. There, she began to hit out furiously at 
the many people who were present that day. But the father gently conducted 
her to the altar of the Blessed Virgin and tied her on a bench, and after a few 
prayers he ordered the demon to prostrate himself on the floor, which he did, 
having first fallen to the floor. Kneeling, he began to say arrogantly: “What! You 
want me to pay homage to Mary?” The father believed at the time that it was 
God’s will that this very impure devil pay some homage to the Blessed Virgin, 
and he commanded him to show the people how venerable she was. The devil 
then began to speak in honor of the Holy Mother of God, and concluded by 
saying: “Your power constrains me to emerge at your feet.” Hearing this, the 
father believed that the devil would truly be coming out. He ran quickly to her 
right hand, to see if the demon would write Mary, as he had ordered him to do; 
but at the same time the devil, who was kneeling on the altar step, lifted her 
left hand, where the name Joseph was, and he wrote just above it, in a moment, 
Maria, in Roman characters that were larger than Joseph. This was seen clearly 
by a gentleman named Monsieur de Sainte-Marthe,88 who was leaning on the 
altar near a candle; so it was easy for him to see these letters take shape. He 

86 That is, late November or early December 1635.
87 In other words, here the narrative coincides with the events of the feast of the Epiphany 

that are summarized in the “appendix” to chapter 6, above. In fact, several details appear 
in both the appendix and this chapter.

88 This alludes to one of two possible witnesses whose testimony would have been consid-
ered impeccable: either Scévole de Sainte-Marthe (1571–1650), or his identical twin Louis 
(1571–1656), natives of Loudun. Since the 1620s, the learned brothers had been working 
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�09On The Great Troubles That Had To Be Endured

said that they appeared suddenly, as if a signet had been applied. He rose in 
surprise, and everyone turned in that direction. The exorcism continued, and 
Behemoth, the only one to remain in possession, appeared and said that the 
Virgin’s power had chased away Isacaron, and had made him write her name; 
and that, as far as he was concerned, he had received God’s command to write 
Jesus when he came out. The father accepted this willingly, and did so all the 
more joyfully because it was surprising that no one had as yet thought of this.

We have seen how the name Joseph was engraved on the mother’s hand. At 
first, it was vermillion and like coral. That beautiful color lasted for five or six 
days, after which it imperceptibly faded. People expected it to disappear, as 
scabs do on hands; but one day, when the mother was praying, she felt a gentle 
tingling in her hand, and an elevation of joy in her heart, and she saw that 
Joseph was renewed on her hand. This grace continued, and it was renewed 
just when it seemed about to disappear, and by the consolation and the other 
effects she was feeling, the mother judged that it was her good angel who was 
doing this good deed for her.

What was going on with Joseph’s name then occurred for Mary’s, and both 
names were renewed, usually for high holidays, sometimes during nighttime 
prayer, sometimes during morning Communion, and under such circumstanc-
es that it was always thought that this renewal was being done according to a 
good principle. After the three names were written there, this continued, as we 
shall see later.

9 On the Great Troubles that had to Be Endured before the Mother 

was Entirely Free of Demons

After Our Lord had given this consolation of seeing the mother delivered of 
the third demon who had possessed her, the rest seemed inconsequential, for 
only one demon now remained. But experience showed that they were not yet 
at the end of these matters. On the one hand, it was a question of journeying to 
the tomb of Saint François de Sales, for which a thousand obstacles were being 
raised; and on the other hand, Behemoth, the fourth demon, was causing so 
much trouble for the mother prioress, and for the father who was helping her, 
that they realized that the most difficult remained to be done.

First, there were the superiors, who did not think the journey should be 
made. People were saying that one must not believe demons, that they were 
liars; that it was too costly to take a nun so far, who perhaps would be in no 

on a genealogy of the French royal house (the first volume was published in 1628 and the 
second in 1647).
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell��0

better state after the journey; that they must persist at doing exorcisms, press 
the demon to come out, and not amuse themselves with uncertain promises. 
It was necessary to be patient, and to submit. But at every exorcism the demon 
replied nothing else, except that he would come out at the tomb of Saint Fran-
çois de Sales, and nowhere else. Meanwhile, he began to molest the mother by 
a stubborn rage, and the father himself was being unbelievably molested in his 
obsession. In vain did the mother continually work to unite herself with God 
and to fortify herself in his grace: she suffered insults and unbearable obstacles, 
so that it seemed as if God had totally forgotten these afflicted creatures whose 
sole plan was to serve him. Amid this demon’s attacks on her, there was one at-
tack that seemed the most tangible: by his malevolent operations, the demon 
not only put her into a great spiritual repugnance; he also put her into such 
bodily languor that she seemed to be dying; her face became thin and small, 
her spirit dull, her heart stricken; she sensed neither flavor nor savor; her will 
was entirely for God, but its power was so blunted that she could scarcely pay 
attention to what people were saying to her. The father was fearing just that 
sort of persecution, imagining that everything was turning into a debacle, and 
he was very solicitous about this. Finally, since she kept getting worse, one day 
when he saw her reduced to the extreme, he asked her what she was thinking 
about her state. She told him that she did not know what it was, but that she 
wanted to do everything he might order her to do, no matter how grievous it 
might be. As if in extremity, the father then elevated himself to God and asked 
advice and light; then, feeling encouraged by the remembrance of past experi-
ences, he asked the mother whether she really was resolved to help herself in 
such a perilous state. She replied, “Yes.” And then, having clearly understood 
that all her ills came from the demon, and knowing that God helps everywhere 
where one is combating the enemy, he proposed that she make an effort; and 
since the demon’s malevolence alone was causing her this languor, she should 
be more forceful against him and go use the scourge, until God had pity on her 
and withdrew her from this oppression by her adversary. It was a mighty com-
bat, and he hoped God would bless her.

She was very surprised at this, not believing that she could do anything but 
rest. Nonetheless, since she was obedient, she submitted, and the father ad-
vised her to do so, wishing her God’s blessing. Meanwhile, he was going to pray 
to God for her. This good maiden got up as best she could, and she dragged her-
self to the rear of the garden, to a chamber where she could not be distracted 
by anyone; and she had the courage to flagellate herself for an hour, without 
feeling any effect or relief in her soul. The father, having remained in prayer, 
began to fear that he had gone too far, and he thought that he should make the 
mother return. But Our Lord kept restraining him. After an hour, the mother 
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���How Father Surin Was Recalled From Loudun

thought she had done everything possible, and that God would be content; but 
while collecting her clothes, she got the idea that she could do more, and that 
she should trust Saint Joseph. She removed her robe again and immediately 
resumed fighting courageously. She had not gone on for as long as it takes to 
say a Pater when God, seeing her perseverance, relieved her. She felt something 
come out of her head. It overwhelmed her, and she saw before her a dreadful 
monster, like a dragon, at the sight of which she became excited. Holding her 
bloody scourge in her hand, she bravely struck the monster, and it suddenly 
disappeared. After that, she realized she was free and had totally regained her 
strength. She went back to find the father, who learned from her everything 
that had gone on, and who blessed God for it with her. Thus the battle ended.

The mother regained her strength and her courage, and she enjoyed great 
peacefulness and vigor in her entire interior, so that, ever since then, the devil 
has remained with her, as her slave. She would do her Spiritual Exercises with 
great peace, joy, and liberty; every night she would rise to pray, and God would 
console her so much that sometimes, having gone to her oratory at nine in 
the evening, she would still be there at five the next morning, as if she had 
merely spent an hour there. In addition, God habitually gave her such peace 
that, when she began to pray, the demon would come out of her head and 
would leave her with God; yet he would stay at her side in the form of a black 
dog, rolled in a ball and not stirring. Then, when prayer was over, he would go 
back into the mother’s head, and he would operate everything permitted by his 
right over the vexed souls whom God keeps in captivity. During this time, she 
increasingly strengthened herself in the way of the spirit, and she spent seven 
months practicing this.

At that time, Father Surin saw his personal ills increase extraordinarily, and 
the devil’s vexations too, which went so far that those who were interested in 
his good asked the father provincial (Father Jacquinot) to remove him from 
that employment. This was done in the following manner.

10 How Father Surin was Recalled from Loudun, and the Things that 

Happened during His Absence

His extremely poor health forced Father Surin’s superiors to remove him from 
his employment. They put in his place Father de Ressès,89 a holy and fervent 
man who greatly enjoyed the vigor of the exorcisms and who kept in mind the 

89 The 1829 edition reads “Reffées.” His correct name is de Ressès (or Resses). At one point, 
he was the confessor of Jeanne des Anges.
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell��2

good that came to the people, who did not tire of seeing the demons’ respect 
for the Blessed Sacrament. This led to several conversions. This father enjoyed 
giving breadth to his zeal, but at the time he did not take into account the 
mother’s weakness. One day, her health was very contrary to what she needed 
in order to endure the exorcism. However, although she told this father that 
when she was in such a state, his predecessors had customarily left her alone, 
she preferred obedience over her own life. Since Father de Ressès very much 
desired to do the exorcism at that time, because some well-known persons 
were present that day, he told the mother to take courage and to trust in God. 
And he took her to work with him, which caused her to have a high fever with 
pleurisy. After a few days, her life hung in the balance. The physician conclud-
ed that her illness could not be cured, so she was brought extreme unction. 
She was on death’s door; but an effect of God’s grace came, along with a great 
wonder that deserves being recounted here.

Since they had decided to give her extreme unction on the twelfth or thir-
teenth day of her fever, Father de Ressès and Father Bastide came to the foot of 
her bed. Although she was extremely weak, she received this sacrament with 
great devotion and resignation, and shortly afterward, the death throes began. 
All the signs of death could be seen on her face. She gave two hiccups, and 
people were waiting for the third and last one; but instead of that, the dying 
woman suddenly changed and sat up. After that, she remained attentive, her 
eyes lifted as if she were enraptured. Her face was extremely beautiful. She was 
that way for half of a quarter hour,90 leaving the spectators in suspense. Then 
she said that Saint Joseph had just appeared to her, as if in a golden cloud, 
showing only his head and his face in the ruelle91 where Father Bastide was. 
The saint had looked at Father Bastide and had given him an endearing smile, 
as if to someone who was agreeable to him. Then, approaching her, the saint 
put his hand on the rib that was hurting, and he rubbed that place with his 
hand three times, and he anointed her with an oil or a celestial balm that gave 
her life and strength in a moment. She also saw her good angel, who looked 
like a very beautiful young man about eighteen years old, having lovely blond 
hair and holding a lighted white candle in his hand, after which everything 
disappeared. She retained her idea of Saint Joseph’s face, which she later had 
 painted. Monsieur the duke of Beaufort having come several days later to 

90 Most clocks of the period did not show minutes. Rather than think in minutes, people 
would talk about “a little quarter of an hour” (that is, five minutes or so). Or, as here, they 
might say “half of a quarter hour” (around seven or eight minutes).

91 Literally, “the little street,” that is, the space left between the bed and the wall. A prayer 
stool for personal devotions was often placed in this space. The ruelle was generally re-
served for personal or ceremonial visits.
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��3How Father Surin Was Recalled From Loudun

see the exorcism, she said that her good angel had hair similar to that of this 
prince.92

As soon as the vision had ceased, the mother began to say: “I am healed.” 
She asked for her habit, saying that she was well. She also asked for a linen 
towel to wipe her side, which felt wet from the balm that the saint had placed 
there. They gave her the habit, but they forgot to give her a towel, which is 
why she wiped herself with her shirt. Then, having dressed, she went to kneel 
at the little window in her bedchamber, from which she could see the taber-
nacle on the altar. People quickly ran to the physician, who was a Huguenot, 
but a very honorable man. The nuns used him because there was no Catholic 
physician in the city. No one mentioned her sudden healing to him. Entering 
the bedchamber, he saw the empty bed and asked where the body was. The 
mother heard him and came, saying: “Monsieur, I am cured, a saint cured me, 
Saint Joseph cured me.” This man was extremely surprised, and thought he 
would faint. He asked her if they had made her sweat profusely, and whether 
she had been purged,93 and when they said “No,” he replied: “God’s power is 
greater than our remedies.” He did not, however, convert, and he no longer was 
willing to visit the nuns. The mother, being totally well, was visited by every-
one. Two days later, she remembered the unguent94 that had healed her, and 
which she had simply wiped away with her shirt. She summoned the mother 
sub- prioress, and begged her to inspect her side and see what that unguent 
was. They shut themselves up together, and the mother bared her breast. They 
smelled an admirable odor, then, having seen the traces of this divine balm 
preserved in five big drops, the mother decided to keep that shirt. They gave 
her a clean one, and then they cut at the waist the shirt that had the balm, 
keeping the upper part and throwing away the bottom. They then wanted to 
wash the upper part of the shirt; but fearing that they would lose the five pre-
cious drops that smelled so good and that they wanted to save intact, they got 
the idea of making a hem all around to mark their place, and to lift it into the 
air and tie it with thread. Then, holding high this tie, they washed and soaped 
the rest of the shirt; and ever since, this practice has been followed when they 

92 François de Vendôme, duke of Beaufort (1616–69), was the son of one of King Henry iv’s 
bastards. Contemporary portraits show him with shoulder-length golden ringlets. For the 
“handsome angel,” see de Certeau, Possession at Loudun, 213–14.

93 Évacuation, “evacuation”: “A discharge of humors or excrements from the entire body, or 
from one of its parts. Do a big evacuation; after a small evacuation he felt better; overly 
large evacuations are dangerous”; daf 1762.

94 Note that this “balm” (a fragrant medicinal resin) had quickly become an “unguent” for 
healing sores; and in a very short time, it was being described as a “divine balm,” a “holy 
unction” (italics added).
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell��4

wanted to wash this cloth, owing to the dirt brought by the multitude of per-
sons who would come and kiss the balm or, from devotion, would touch it with 
their rosaries and other objects. When this linen was washed, it always turned 
out that the place where it was held up in the air, tied with little cords, even if it 
was dirtier than the rest, would be as clean and white as if it had been soaped. 
The five drops alone could be seen. This marvel has continued for more than 
twenty-five years. It is incredible how great the people’s devotion was for this 
holy unction, and how many cures God operated through it.

The first healing, and one of the most remarkable, was that of Madame de 
Laubardemont, who was at Tours, deathly ill at the end of her pregnancy and 
unable to deliver her baby. Her husband was very worried about her. As soon as 
he learned and verified that the mother had been healed, he wrote to Monsieur 
de Morans,95 the grand vicar of Monseigneur the bishop of Poitiers, to beg him 
to bring to Tours the mother’s shirt with the unction. This was done; and as 
soon as it was placed on the sick woman, she gave birth to a stillborn child 
who, according to the physicians, had been dead for seven or eight days. There 
was every reason to fear that it would kill its mother, so the great success of her 
healing is attributed to this relic.

Soon afterward, the relic was carried to Thouars, for someone who was 
dying, who was cured in extremis. I saw the long account, with a quantity of 
similar and prodigious things, about which I cannot and will not go into de-
tail because they are so numerous. There is, nonetheless, a noteworthy one, 
which took place at the abbey of Fontevrault, where a nun called Madame 
de Saint-Aubin had a strangely ulcerated leg that could not be cured by any 
remedy. They begged Father Jacquinot, the provincial, to come to the abbey 
with the mother’s shirt; no sooner was it applied to the sore than, in its pres-
ence, she was healed so quickly that onlookers remained astonished, because 
the wound, which was very large, closed in a very short time. When the father 
started back, the only ill that remained was a tiny red spot that they covered 
with a leaf from a rosebush. The same father saw a multitude of other sudden 
healings operated in the same way, so that he wrote to the superior general:96 
“I have seen the blind see, the lame walk,” and so forth.97 There is one more 
thing of merit to be recounted: the nuns of Guinne, which is a priory of the 
Order of Fontevrault, two or three leagues from Loudun, wanted that shirt 
to be brought to them. One day, the nuns not having been notified that this 
 consolation would be procured for them, Father Anginot resolved to go there. 

95 Canon René de Morans (dates unknown), dean of the chapter of Thouars.
96 Muzio Vitelleschi (1563–1645), elected superior general of the Society of Jesus in 1615.
97 Is. 35:5: “Then the eyes of the blind shall see, and the ears of the deaf be opened.”
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��5How Father Surin Was Sent Back To Loudun

He set out in the morning. Along the way, there was a nun from that priory, 
praying in the church; she smelled a wonderful odor, as she put it in the text 
she wrote. Since this odor continually got stronger, she asked the sacristine if 
she had made some very special stew. The latter said, “No.” And then the father 
arrived, and asked to see the prioress, who assembled all the nuns. The one 
who had smelled the odor came with the others, and having come near in or-
der to kiss the unction, she found that it was the same wonderful odor that she 
had smelled, yet this odor was only perceptible when one’s nose was virtually 
touching it, although several times, by a supernatural operation, it had been 
smelled from a distance.

There was yet another wondrous healing in the city of Saumur. There was 
an Ursuline nun, who had been in the infirmary for several years, afflicted by a 
great quantity of ailments, all of them strange. She was healed by having swal-
lowed a piece of paper that had touched the unction, and she was so absolutely 
healed that the divine operation remained very manifest.

One day, Father de Ressès, who had been entrusted with exorcising the 
mother after Father Surin’s departure, pressured more forcefully the demon 
Behemoth to come out. The demon replied that he would only come out at the 
tomb of the bishop of Geneva. The father told him that since he was supposed 
to come out by the merits of that saint, he wanted that saint’s name to be writ-
ten on the mother’s hand as well as the name Jesus. The devil promised; and he 
kept his promise a year later, when he came out.

Meanwhile, Father Surin was in Bordeaux, with serious ailments that he was 
hiding as much as possible. Despite them, he was doing some preaching and 
was hearing confessions. He even went to preach at Bazas for the octave of the 
Blessed Sacrament.

11 How Father Surin was Sent Back to Loudun, and Fortunately 

Finished His Labors for the Mother’s Total Deliverance

Although putting distance between himself and Loudun did not relieve the fa-
ther’s suffering, for legitimate reasons his superiors nonetheless sent him back 
there to the mother, hoping that, through him, God would finish what he had 
begun. Monsieur de Laubardemont was awaiting him, hoping that the demon 
would come out at the first exorcism, for he did not place great faith in the 
utterances of Behemoth, who kept saying that he would only come out at the 
tomb of Saint François de Sales. On the other hand, the father believed that 
what Behemoth said was certain, and that, owing to the bishop’s saintliness, 
which was attracting much attention in this century, it was possible that God 
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell��6

had destined this glory for his servant. Upon his arrival, the father resumed 
the exorcisms. The first day, he found the demon very rebellious about the or-
ders of the church, and about things involving devotions to the Blessed Sacra-
ment and the veneration of holy things. When it was a question of coming 
out, he kept saying that nothing but the saint’s tomb would have the power 
to make him come out. The father told Monsieur de Laubardemont this, and 
said that he believed it was an order from God, which no one but he could 
change. He wrote the same thing to the father provincial, and the grand vicar 
notified Monsieur de Poitiers. But no one would agree, and the father relapsed 
into his previous languid state. However, he devoted himself to cultivating the 
mother’s soul, hoping more from that than from all the other efforts.

On the feast of the Assumption,98 the father was asked to preach to the 
Ursulines of Thouars. He went there, and that very day, during his absence, 
the mother, having received Communion, heard an inner voice that sent her 
into great recollection. It was telling her that, since men were so opposed to 
the ways that God was opening for her deliverance, it might be possible for 
God to deliver her at Loudun itself, should she and the father make a vow to 
go together to thank Our Lord and visit the sepulcher of Monseigneur de Ge-
nève; and that she should tell the father this. She shared this information with 
him upon his return. The father thought he should notify his provincial, and 
the mother wrote to Monsieur de Poitiers and to Monsieur de Laubardemont. 
They all thought it proper for this vow to be made, and they agreed to grant 
permission for the journey. The vow was to be made on September 17, the feast 
of Saint Francis’s stigmata, when, having placed the Blessed Sacrament on the 
little shelf of the grill, the father on one side, the mother on the other, and 
the Blessed Sacrament between them, they vowed to go together to Monsei-
gneur de Genève’s tomb in Savoy, in order to honor his body, in the event that 
it pleased God to deliver the mother from the demon who was possessing her. 
This vow was written down and placed in the hands of their superiors, who 
were present, after which they began waiting to see what Our Lord would do. 
The father, who was already very ill, did not have much strength for conducting 
a powerful exorcism, or even for making the mother profit from the spiritual 
things of which she was becoming increasingly capable. Around October 8, she 
desired to make a retreat for the Spiritual Exercises, during which the father 
did not exorcise her; but God, to confirm this practice, which was, as we have 
said, to place the core of the strength needed for this battle with the demons 
in the soul’s interior devotion, rather than in the vehemence of the exorcisms, 
which only strike the exterior, although they bear the church’s blessing. God, 

98 August 15, 1637.
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��7How Father Surin Was Sent Back To Loudun

I say, wanted the mother to be totally delivered from her last demon, without 
the father resorting to exorcism.

The first the sign of Behemoth’s coming out had been the elevation of 
her body into the air, but Behemoth had long protested that, since they had 
given him other signs, that is, writing the name Jesus and then the name of 
Saint François de Sales, he did not feel obligated to make the first sign. On the 
feast of Saint Teresa, October 15, which was near the end of the retreat, the 
father was saying Mass, albeit very languidly, and he came to give the mother  
Communion at the little window with the grill. While holding the blessed 
host in his hand, he said Corpus Domini nostri Jesu Christi, and the mother, 
contrary to what was usual for her (for she was almost always tranquil at  
Communion), made a furious contortion, changed her face, bending and 
curving all the way to her heels, and raised her left hand toward the father. 
 Becoming attentive, he saw manifestly, above the names Maria and Joseph, the 
name Jesus, taking shape in beautiful vermillion and blood-red letters. Since 
her hand was turned in such a way that her thumb was opposite him, he could 
not see the name François de Sales take shape. The devil came out at that mo-
ment and left her free. She resumed the posture of a person who, kneeling, 
awaits Communion, which she received with love and consolation, Our Lord 
taking her enemy’s place. Since then, throughout her entire life, she has never 
again felt the devils’ ordinary operations, remaining entirely free from that ill-
ness, which is one of the most horrible and the most worthy of compassion in 
the world.

A remarkable thing happened to her at the moment when the father was 
approaching her with the sacred host in his hand. God permitted the demon 
to do an operation in her, which is rather ordinary among malevolent spirits, 
and which consists of their strength to imprint their own sentiments in the 
soul of the person they are possessing. For by the virtue they have, they them-
selves can apply, as one applies a signet to sealing wax, and imprint upon the 
soul that they are vexing, be it by temptation, by obsession, or by possession, 
the very same sentiment that they have from either their malevolence or else 
from the power of divine justice over them. God therefore permitted this de-
mon, who was reduced to coming out, to communicate and to imprint, in the 
mother’s spirit, the same things he was feeling in himself, in the presence of 
Our Lord Jesus Christ. First, the mother felt, as if she herself was wicked and 
damned, a very strong and powerful idea of Jesus Christ, present, as her God, 
her judge, and her greatest enemy.

Second, she felt all the indignation of her anger in so terrible a manner that 
all hell seemed desirable to her compared with having to subsist for a moment 
in God’s presence.
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell��8

Third, she felt all of this in such a horrible manner that it seemed to her 
that a thousand deaths would not be as grievous for her as the agony of see-
ing herself close to Jesus Christ, so luminous, so great, so powerful; and that 
appearing in the same place with him was a torment that surpassed all hell. 
This continued for a moment. Then, the demon having suddenly emerged, she 
dismissed that frightening idea and entered into thoughts of trust and peace 
with which she received Our Lord. This event left her with a very lively and very 
strong impression about the horrifying misfortune of a spirit who receives his 
condemnation from God and his dismissal, in order to be sent from his pres-
ence for an endless time. And she admitted that if God had not helped her so 
powerfully then, she would have perished during this encounter.

As for the holy name of Jesus written on her hand, this is what should be 
noted. We have said that the two other names that were already there were 
renewed from time to time. But when that occurred, they would be renewed 
lower down than previously. Thus, moving little by little down toward the 
thumb, the name Joseph at first was in the middle of the left hand, on the 
back, the name Maria was as high as the extremity of the hand, so that no 
place remained for writing above it. But as time passed, and as they moved 
downward, these names left a large space above Maria, and it was then (that 
is to say, seven or eight months later) that the holy name of Jesus appeared 
in the form we have just described, and the name of Saint François de Sales. 
Then, all four together, they continued to renew themselves whenever, having 
faded, they moved all the way to the extremity. This continued for twenty-four 
or twenty-five years.

Once, it so happened that Mother Agnès99 was present when the good an-
gel came to renew the marks. Since the glove had been removed, she laid her 
cheek on the mother’s hand, and felt a little tickle as if someone were engrav-
ing on her skin. Then, having looked, she saw the perfectly formed letters, hav-
ing had the advantage of being present at this operation and being a witness.

I say that it is the good angel who renews these letters, because it sometimes 
happens that he spreads, at the same time, very agreeable and very sweet odors 
that are smelled in the place where the mother is, be it in the choir, be it else-
where, even throughout the entire house. And for several years, these same 
marks have been perfumed with the agreeable odor that resembles the holy 
unction of the balm discussed earlier. This causes great devotion in all who are 
witnesses, with several other indices that cannot be politely uttered, but that 
someday will be known and will give great reasons for praising God.

99 Sister Agnès, who took her vows in October 1632, was possessed by Asmodeus. She is not 
mentioned on the list of possessed women; de Certeau, Possession at Loudun, 90–93.
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��9How Father Surin Was Sent Back To Loudun

We have said that there is reason to believe that the renovation of these 
names was done by the mother’s good angel, for although the first charac-
ters were made by the operation of the malevolent spirit, there is nonethe-
less good reason to think that their extraordinary conservation should be 
attributed to the good angel, not to the devils from whom she was delivered. 
All the more so since this renovation is done with the interior and exterior 
disposition of peace, devotion, and recollection, which is one of the marks 
given by spiritual persons as proof that the spirit is good. It is not that there 
have not been diverse persons who wanted to philosophize on this subject, 
and who have said that the marks of the bad spirit were there, because these 
names were on the left hand, which is the hand associated with the devil. 
Moreover, it would begin at the lower part of the hand, not the top part; for 
they say that the top is close to the thumb and that the name Jesus was seen 
closest to the little finger, and then Maria, and that the last name, François 
de Sales, is closest to the thumb. This leads to an ill-advised speculation, but 
it is unfounded.

One must consider that Our Lord wanted these names to be written and 
conserved on the hand, for the mother’s consolation, and that for her conve-
nience they should be as they were. Otherwise, they would not have been read 
and seen so easily by her. Indeed, if someone wanted to write them on his 
hand, that person could only do it by writing on the left hand, beginning at the 
base of the little finger and continuing to the thumb, and by putting them on 
the back of the hand, in order to read them conveniently. Thus there is no need 
for philosophizing and going to seek other causes, except that God wanted the 
good maiden to be able to read them and be consoled.

I have reported proofs that these names were renewed in a totally super-
natural way. Here are some other proofs that are above suspicion. There was 
a high-ranking lady named Madame de Dars, who asked Monsieur de Poitiers 
for permission to withdraw to the convent at Loudun. Several persons begged 
her for indubitable proof of the truth; and she herself desired it just as much 
as they did. She therefore asked the mother to please make available the hand 
on which the names were written. Having granted this request, around the 
wrist of her glove the mother put some silk that closed the entire glove; and 
in two places she put a seal of Spanish wax on this silk, putting her own seal 
on top of it. She did this at a time when the names were soon going to be re-
newed on an approaching holiday. The feast day having arrived, Madame de 
Dars begged the mother to permit her to remove the seals. Having broken 
the seal that closed the glove, she pulled on it, and she found the names to-
tally repaired, as usually occurred every two weeks, and particularly on note-
worthy feasts of Our Lord, the Blessed Virgin, the apostles, Saint Ignatius,  
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell�20

Saint Louis.100 Another thing happened that adds proof to this. There was a 
nun in the house who suspected that artifice might be involved. That is why, 
one day when they were hoping that these names would appear, renewed, 
the nun waited for the mother, who would be entering the nuns’ choir to hear 
Mass, at which everyone was supposed to receive Communion. When she ar-
rived, Madame de Dars came up to her and begged her to let her see her hand, 
where, at that time, she saw the names almost entirely effaced. During the en-
tire Mass, she kept her eyes trained on the mother, watching everything she 
did. The mother received Communion with all the others, and everyone left 
after the thanksgiving. This nun ran toward the mother and begged her to show 
her hand. There, with joy and surprise, she saw the names as lovely and new 
as one might desire. This left her convinced that there was no artifice, and that 
the mother was not playing a role in their renovation.

We shall therefore repeat: it is an effect of God’s goodness, not only in or-
der to teach mankind that God is just in punishing his enemies, who are the 
demons, but also that he is very gentle toward those who serve him, giving as-
sured proofs of a supernatural thing, and continuing for so many years to do a 
significant good for the consolation of the persons whom he had permitted to 
be afflicted by his enemies through such a terrible persecution.

On the subject of the renovation of the four names that were on the mother 
prioress’s hand, Father Surin said that it happened every two weeks, with ef-
fects that gave admiration and consolation to everyone who saw them. “These 
effects,” he adds,

were a very sweet and agreeable odor that I judge to be like the one I 
smelled in my youth on pieces of Saint Teresa’s101 shroud, which had been 
given to me by a Spanish mother named Isabelle des Anges,102 who was 
one of the first to come to France. When she was in Bordeaux, she gave 

100 Louis ix, king of France (1214–70, r.1226–70), known as “St. Louis,” was a model of the ideal 
Christian monarch. He was canonized in 1297.

101 Teresa of Ávila (1515–82), also called Teresa of Jesus, was a Spanish Carmelite nun and 
mystic.

102 Venerable Isabelle des Anges (1565–1644), a profess at the Carmel of Salamanca, Spain, 
founded the Carmel of Bordeaux in 1610. When only a young adolescent, Surin was being 
instructed by this nun, whom he called his “spiritual mother.” Later, he evoked the spirit 
of St. Teresa and the charms of the Bordeaux Carmel: Teresa had a “divine force, similar 
to lightning that topples everything in order to reach its target. […] With this force, there 
appears in Teresa’s spirit a charming sweetness that, like a celestial balm, perfumes the 
entire church. This was felt in her conversation, in her discussions, in all her manners. […] 
Nothing is sweeter than her Cantiques. […] The agreeableness of her spirit passed to her 
daughters [the Carmelites], and so did her force.” Surin, quoted by Bremond, Le sentiment 
religieux, 5:162–163.
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�2�Containing What Happened Before And During

me a piece of that saint’s flesh, wrapped up in a cloth. That precious relic 
had the same odor as Saint Joseph’s unction, and even the same odor as 
on the mother’s hand.

12 Containing What Happened before and during the Mother’s 

Journey to Savoy

The mother having acquired total peace and liberty, Father Surin was spoken 
to about working to help other possessed persons; but his ailments had wors-
ened in the extreme. The father provincial having come to Loudun, the father 
himself asked to withdraw, which was granted him. He was sent to Bordeaux, 
where he was incapable of doing anything but endure his suffering. It became 
so intense that he even lost the ability to speak, and was mute for seven months, 
unable to say Mass, or read, or write, or even dress and undress himself, or fi-
nally move at all. He sank into a malady unknown to all the physicians, whose 
remedies remained without effect. The entire winter was spent that way.

Meanwhile, they thought about carrying out the vow, made at Loudun, to go 
to Savoy. The father desired it very much, hoping to find relief there from his 
ailments. The mother also desired it greatly. Finally, those on whom this jour-
ney depended contributed to carrying it out. Having learned that the mother 
would be going to Paris after Easter, and then to Lyon and from there to Savoy, 
Father Jacquinot told Father Surin to be ready to depart, and to go meet her, 
wanting him to go via Toulouse, Languedoc, Avignon, and then Grenoble. He 
gave him as a companion Father Thomas, a gentle and charitable man, and 
after Quasimodo103 they left Bordeaux together. Externally, the father appeared 
to be in rather good health, but all that time he was suffering extremely from 
external ills. And being unable to speak, he was deprived of the consolation of 
gathering any benefit during his voyage from the persons who spoke to him. 
He used signs to confess to Father Thomas, and he received Communion very 
often.

Already quite far along the route, he learned that the mother was in Paris, at 
Monsieur de Laubardemont’s residence. She was visited there by a large part 
of the royal court and by common people, who would go to see the marks on 
her hand. To satisfy the public’s curiosity, she had to stay patiently at a low 
window from which she would show her hand to everyone who appeared, 
more than fifty thousand souls a day. Each person talked about her as his fancy 
dictated: some treated her with respect, others with great scorn. She visited 

103 The feast of Quasimodo was celebrated on the octave of Easter. In 1638, Easter fell on April 
12. In short, they set off in late April.
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell�22

Monseigneur the cardinal de Richelieu at Rueil.104 He received her with great 
benevolence, and joyfully viewed her hand. The queen,105 who was at Saint-
Germain,106 summoned her. The king also wanted to see her, but his courtiers 
persuaded him to refrain from doing so. He therefore decided to go hunting 
in order not to be attracted to that curiosity. However, when the time came 
to mount his horse, it began to rain. This made him change his plans. Having 
learned that the mother had just arrived, he went straight to the queen’s quar-
ters and was followed by the entire court, in such a crowd that the queen, who 
was pregnant with Louis xiv, felt ill. Upon seeing the mother’s hand, the king 
said that it really was necessary to see it in order to judge it; then, having looked 
pleasantly at the mother, he withdrew. The queen welcomed her warmly, and 
she too wanted to see Saint Joseph’s unction, which she greatly revered. Next, 
she wanted the mother to promise to return for her lying-in, wanting Saint 
Joseph’s unction to be near her at the hour of her delivery.

The mother was also well received by her uncle, Monseigneur the arch-
bishop of Sens,107 by Monsieur the chevalier de Sillery,108 and by several high 
noblemen and noblewomen. Monseigneur the cardinal de Richelieu supplied 
the money for the journey, Monsieur de Sillery loaned her his coach and hors-
es, and Monseigneur de Sens gave her a gentleman to accompany her. She was 
delayed for a long time in Paris, so Father Surin had already reached Annecy 
by the time she left. The vow specified that they go to the tomb together; but 
that was not the opinion of Father Jacquinot, the provincial, who planned that 
the father should not go to the tomb with her unless they happened to meet 
at Annecy. But as we shall see, Our Lord wanted the opposite. Having reached 
Chambéry,109 the father was awaiting news of the mother, whom he would 
have been very pleased to meet there, owing to the vow that specified that they 
go together; but he also wanted to obey the father provincial. As a result, he 
and Father Thomas continued along their route toward Annecy, where they 

104 The chateau of Rueil (formerly spelled Ruel) was Richelieu’s country house, purchased in 
1533. It was famed for its gardens and fountains.

105 Anne of Austria was the queen consort of Louis xiii. Her first child, the future Louis xiv, 
was born on September 5, 1638.

106 The “new” chateau of Saint-Germain-en-Laye, some twelve miles west of Paris, was a fa-
vorite country retreat for the royal family. Louis xiv was born there.

107 Octave de Saint-Lary de Bellegarde (1587–1646) was consecrated archbishop of Sens 
in 1614. Well connected to royal favorites, for several decades he played a major role in 
church affairs. He was Madame de Belcier’s half-brother.

108 Noël Brûlart de Sillery (1577–1640), a knight of Malta (hence his title chevalier), divested 
himself of his family fortune, became a priest in 1634, and founded a mission in Canada 
in 1638.

109 In the 1630s, Chambéry was one of the principal cities of the duchy of Savoy.
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�23Containing What Happened Before And During

were received by the Reverendissme Mother de Chantal.110 She very charita-
bly lodged them for the nine days they were there. Mother de Chantal, greatly 
troubled at seeing that Father Surin was mute, wanted to try to contribute to 
his healing by means of the holy bishop’s relics. The nuns thought that they 
should make him swallow a little bit of the bishop’s dried blood that they kept 
in a box. That was done in the morning, immediately after Communion. As 
soon as he swallowed it, a sort of air bubble formed in the depths of his entrails 
and came up into his mouth, causing him to say these words distinctly: “Jesus, 
Maria.” But he was unable to say anything else, so great was the sudden shock 
to his faculties. When the novena was over, they went to Lyon, hoping to en-
counter the mother there.

They soon learned that she had left Paris with Monsieur de Morans, the 
grand vicar of Monsieur de Poitiers, the mother sub-prioress, her companion, 
Madame Amauric, and a young lady. Monseigneur de Sens’s gentleman was on 
horseback. Monseigneur the cardinal de Richelieu had said to her upon leav-
ing: “Come now, Mother, I fear that your exorcist, Father Surin, has left. Try to 
meet up with him, and even if he is already at Annecy, bring him back, so that 
you can go together to accomplish your vow, as stated.”

However, the plague broke out in Lyon, and it spread so quickly that the fa-
thers resolved not to wait for the mother there. They organized their departure 
for a specific day; but a legitimate obstacle surfaced. The next day, as the father 
was about to mount a horse in order to leave, a messenger came to say that 
the mother had just arrived, and that she was going to the house of Reverend 
Mother Matel,111 prioress of the convent of the Incarnate Word, near Fourvière 
Square.112 He went there with Father Thomas, his companion, and saw the moth-
er arrive. When Father Thomas said that they were going back, the mother told 
them about the order she had received from Monseigneur the cardinal. It was 
necessary to consult the Jesuit reverend fathers of Lyon, who concluded that 
despite the orders of Father Jacquinot, the provincial, Father Surin ought to 

110 Jeanne-Françoise Frémiot (1572–1641), the widowed baroness de Chantal, met François  
de Sales in 1604 and founded the Congregation of the Visitation at Annecy in 1610.  
De Sales wrote his Treatise on the Love of God for these nuns. Chantal was canonized in 
1767.

111 Jeanne Chézard de Matel (1596–1670) was busy founding the Order of the Incarnate Word 
when the prioress of Loudun met her. The house in Avignon dates from 1639; Grenoble 
followed in 1643.

112 The printed text of 1829 reads “Fournière.” This seems to be a misreading of the handwrit-
ing, “A hill called Fourvière” (now the site of the nineteenth-century basilica of Notre-
Dame de Fourvière) looms over the old city. The error, if it is indeed an error, persists in 
the Prunair edition.
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The Triumph of Divine Love over the Powers of Hell�24

return to Annecy with the mother. Thus was God’s will made manifest. The cu-
riosity of the inhabitants to see the marks on the mother’s hand delayed their 
departure, and for two weeks the father remained in the same silence. But on 
the very day when they were leaving Lyon, the two fathers, on horseback, had 
no sooner begun the Veni Creator than Father Surin was able to reply, and he 
continued to speak after that, albeit little by little, as they advanced with the 
mother toward the end of their voyage. They stopped for a while at Grenoble, 
where people were not a little surprised to see the father talking, showing the 
mother’s hand and the holy unction before the altar at the college, and re-
counting how the mother had been healed by Saint Joseph. Having reached 
Annecy, the mother was received with great joy by Mother de Chantal and was 
admitted to the convent. There, she made a novena at the saint’s tomb, and she 
spoke frequently and intimately with this venerable prioress.

It was not possible to remain longer at Annecy, for the crowds were becom-
ing so large that the convent was losing its peacefulness. The same was true on 
the return trip to Chambéry and Grenoble. In the end, since the heat was ex-
cessive, and since only with difficulty could Father Surin remain on his horse, 
he resorted to the convenience of the coach, and went with the mother all the 
way to Brisolles, via Roanne, Moulins, and Nevers. They continued their jour-
ney as far as Briare,113 where Father Surin separated from the mother, letting 
her go to Paris to be present at the queen’s lying-in, and he set off for Poitiers. 
He said Mass for the first time at Moulins, on the feast of Saint Ignatius,114 and 
he gave an exhortation at the priory of Guinne, of the Order of Fontevrault, 
and then in every place through which he passed, all the way to Bordeaux. 
Having arrived there, he resumed his Spiritual Exercises, preached throughout 
the year 1638, and then relapsed more than ever into the strange accidents that 
have gripped him until now, 1660.115 He was unable to leave his bedchamber or 
make the slightest movement. One day, a devout person, having felt compas-
sion for him, asked God to give the father some relief and to participate in 
his ailments, not knowing specifically of what those ailments consisted. This 
person immediately felt gripped and taken over, and was unable to move. This 
lasted for a quarter of an hour, at the end of which the person was liberated. By 

113 This is the standard seventeenth-century route from Savoy to Paris.
114 July 31, 1638.
115 That is, in these few sentences the manuscript takes us from 1638 to 1660. These final two 

pages of chapter 9 serve as a bridge to The Experimental Science, which survived partly in 
print (edition of 1829) and partly in manuscript (ed. Cavallera, 1928).
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�25Containing What Happened Before And During

this, God was showing him the sort of suffering into which he had permitted 
the father to fall. No physician could explain this unusual suffering.116

After the mother’s total deliverance, all the other possessed women hoped 
to obtain theirs, and they begged the fathers who were doing the exorcisms 
to exorcise them no longer, hoping that if the exorcisms were stopped, they 
would find peace and would no longer be tormented. They continued to say 
this, but the fathers had difficulty believing them. Nonetheless, by his prov-
idence, God caused the king, who had seen the mother totally delivered, to 
deem it a useless expense to keep the exorcists at Loudun. This part of the 
budget was therefore crossed out in the financial records, and the payments 
stopped. Everyone went away, and in a short while the maidens were in peace 
and tranquility, and so was the mother. The nuns, no longer being disturbed, 
devoted themselves to serving God, to prayer, and to cultivating their interiors. 
And God spread his blessing over them and over the convent. As for the names 
that were on the mother’s hand, they remained until the feast of Saint John,117 
1662, when they were renewed for the last time. Today, in 1663, these names are 
completely gone, and no one knows why, except that this mother, in order to be 
freed of the continual importunities of those who, in order to see them, were 
turning her away from Our Lord, had asked, pleadingly, that this suffering be 
lifted from her. “And that,” says Father Surin, “is a truth that I learned from her 
not long ago in one of her letters. And so, for a year and a half, she has not had 
the names on her hand, and we do not know what God will do in the future.”

The End

[A preliminary note by Jean-Joseph Surin]

116 At this point, the 1829 edition has the following note, presumably written by the unnamed 
editor: “The rest of the manuscript of this first part discusses a great number of healings 
operated by Saint Joseph’s holy unction, not only to serve as proof of the grandeur of this 
saint’s merits, as Father Surin recounts, but also as proof that the mother’s voyage through 
France to Savoy was truly ordered by God in order, by the authenticity of the marvels 
that accompanied this voyage, to confound the extravagance of those who denied the 
 mother’s possession and her fortunate deliverance. Elsewhere we shall publish the ac-
count of these miraculous healings.”

117 The feast of St. John the Baptist falls on June 24.
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the 

Other Life

Acquired during the Possession of the Ursuline Nuns of Loudun by Father 

Jean-Joseph Surin of the Society of Jesus

Written at Saint-Macaire in 1663

Secretum meum mihi

Secretum meum mihi

As I said at the beginning of chapter 1,1 the things set forth here are for the 

instruction and the consolation of several souls, yet most of it cannot be 

 communicated, especially the things in part 2. Part 3 can be communicated 

less than part 2,2 but all of part 4 can be communicated, if God does us the 

1 First, a word about Surin’s comment: “As I said at the beginning of chapter 1 […].” He is 
referring to the opening page of a very early version of La science. Having finished that 
version, he appended what the Prunair edition, p. 129, calls a “preliminary note.” This note 
shows the title, the Latin phrases that follow it (Secretum meum mihi, “My secret is mine”), 
and it includes some instructions about the audience for which the book is intended. 
Almost miraculously, the note survived. It was not included in the printed edition of 1829, 
nor in the Prunair edition, but it was quoted by Ferdinand Cavallera, “L’autobiographie du 
Père Surin,” Revue d’ascétique et de mystique 22 and 24 (1925): 143–59 and 389–411; available 
online as an unpaginated typescript at voiemystique.free.fr (accessed May 15, 2018).

2 Surin’s “note” is important for two reasons. First, it reveals the date when he began this 
work; and second, it permits us to assert that, from the outset, Surin intended to keep 
secret part 2 and part 3. These parts depict what Cavallera calls “the intimate life, at once 
so painful and so mystical,” from 1638, when Surin returned from his pilgrimage to An-
necy, until 1663, when he was living at Saint-Macaire and began an early version of La 

science. Minus this “note,” the early version begins as follows: “Part One, where one 
finds the arguments that prove the things of the other life. Chapter 

I, Introduction to the Account of the Things That Gave This Experimental Science Objects 

from the Other Life: At Saint-Macaire, August 13, 1663. Being here, resting in the tranquil-
ity of this place and the liberty I have here, seeing myself exempt from the concerns that 
overwhelm me elsewhere, I believed that it would be good to busy myself with writing 
down things that I have often thought about writing down and not letting escape from my 
memory, things from which souls can receive great instruction and consolation, marking 
what Our Lord caused me to learn and experience about the things of the other life that 
surpass the usual level of faith, where we have no other objects beyond those that move 
the senses and that are in common use in this present life.” In the next paragraph, Surin 
discusses the viewpoint he plans to take: “I do not want to observe any order but a chrono-
logical one. And so, without stopping to detail the extraordinary things I observed in the 
possessed persons, because I wrote about those things elsewhere with great  exactitude, 
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life�28

grace to produce them, for part 4 contains a quantity of reflections on the truth 
of the history detailed [in Triumph] and from which one can profit greatly.3

[The above paragraphs having been discarded during a later revision, here 
begins the four-part translation of The Experimental Science as it has survived 
for over three centuries. Trans.]

 Contents

Part 1 of the Experimental Science, Where One Finds the Arguments That 
Prove the Things of the Other Life

Introduction
1. Proofs That There Really Are Demons, on the Basis of the Signs They Left 

When They Came Out from the Bodies of the Possessed Persons
2. Proofs That There Truly Are Demons, Based on Their Knowledge of the 

Secret Thoughts of the Human Heart
3. Proofs That There Truly Are Demons, Based on the Supernatural  Effects 

They Produced in the Bodies of Possessed Persons: M. de Keriolet’s 
Conversion

Part 2 of the Experimental Science, Where Father Surin Speaks of the Ills He 
Suffered as a Result of the Possessions by the Demons Who Were Chased Away 
through His Ministry
1. Introduction to the Narrative of the Things That Happened to Him, as a 

Result of Being Obsessed by Demons over the Span of Twenty Years
2. How the Father, Emerging from the Manifest Obsession of the Demons, 

Fell into a Strange Squeezing of His Powers, and into Spiritual Suffering
3. On the Origin of This Suffering in Both Body and Spirit, and How He Was 

Sent to the Tomb of Blessed François de Sales

at least those that I saw with my own eyes and experience, I shall be content to mark 
those that I experienced in my own person, Our Lord having permitted me to feel several 
extraordinary things in my body and in my spirit, and there is no reason to be vain about 
all that, for everything was done without me, or if something is mine, it always involved 
more help from the grace of Our Lord than from my industry and labor.” (These opening 
paragraphs were not reproduced in the Prunair edition.) A river town, Saint-Macaire is 
some fifty kilometers southeast of Surin’s hometown, Bordeaux. He informs us that the 
Society had a residence and a small college there.

3 The anonymous editor of the 1829 edition heeded Surin’s instructions and omitted part 2 
and part 3. The book therefore begins with a relatively brief “first section” (the “part 1” to 
which Surin alludes), and then moves to a rather long “second section” (the “part 4” that 
he deemed profitable for non-Jesuits).
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�29The Experimental Science Of The Things Of The Other Life

4. How the Father Became So Afflicted That He Believed Himself Damned, 
and How, in That Affliction, He Jumped from a Window Where God Saved 
Him

5. On the Great and Horrible Temptations to Kill Himself That the Father 
Had for Seven or Eight Years

6. Some Strange Impressions against Jesus Christ, and Diverse Ideas about 
Heresy, of Which God Delivered the Father, Even Though These Impres-
sions Had Been Terrible in His Spirit

7. How the Father Fell into an Extreme Weakness, Appearing to Be Out of 
His Senses, and God’s Protection in All of That

8. On the Goods and the Graces That Our Lord Gave to the Father while He 
Was Considered Mad

9. Concerning Some Other Suffering That the Father Underwent and That 
Was Very Useful for His Soul

10. On Several Despondencies That Our Lord Permitted to Come from the 
Exterior, Which Belabored the Father Excessively

11. How Our Lord Gave a Beginning to the Repair of the Father’s Strength, 
and How He Was at Saintes

12. How Our Lord Returned His Strength and His Joy to Him
13. How It Happened That Grace and Joy Increased in the Father, How He 

Totally Changed His Condition, until He Was Totally Healed
14. How the Father Fortified Himself in His Good State and Made Great Prog-

ress in This Better State
15. On the Father’s Total Reestablishment to Health and to Joy, and How He 

Walked Freely and Was Returned to His Duties
16. How the Father Regained Movement and Was Cured of His Inability to 

Walk, Which Along with the Other Ailments Had Kept Him Bound for 
Almost Twenty Years

17. Continuation of the Same Materials, and about the Father’s Total Healing

Part 3 of the Experimental Science, Where the Father Discusses the Particu-
lar Things He Received on the Occasion of, and following, the Possession of 
Loudun
1. On the Beginning of the Extraordinary Graces That the Father Received 

While Employed to Assist the Mother of Loudun
2. How These Visits by Our Lord Were for a Long While Made in the Moth-

er’s Presence, and a Very Noteworthy One on the Feast of the Invention of 
the Holy Cross

3. How, as a Result of Its Operations of Grace, My Soul Remained Disposed, 
in Its Time, during All These Actions; About a Change That Happened to It
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life�30

4. About Another Thing That Happened to the Father on the Feast of the 
Invention of the Holy Cross, Shortly before His Healing or Relief

5. On the Graces That the Father Received through the Holy Eucharist
6. Other Experiences That the Father Had during This Time, and Also dur-

ing His Affliction, and concerning Divine Things and How Love Was the 
Wellspring of All This

7. About Some Other Notable Favors from God That He Experienced in This 
State

8. How His Mother Became a Carmelite, and How Our Lord Helped That, 
and concerning the Grace That Our Lord Gave

9. About Some Graces Received after This Repair of His Strength, and dur-
ing the Time of Suffering

10. How God Did the Father the Grace to Observe Obedience, and the Great 
Goods That He Did Him in That Way

11. After the Father’s Troubles about Obedience, Our Lord Delivered Him 
from Them and Put Him at Peace

12. Concerning Another Noteworthy Grace That the Father Received, Which 
Consists of Union with Jesus Christ

13. Continuation of the Same Subjects, and the Graces That the Father Re-
ceived on These Occasions

14. On How All of This Leads to the State of Faith, Where the Soul Seems to 
Have a Good That Is Far Greater Than Everything We Have Talked About

Part 4 of the Experimental Science, Containing Reflections on the Truth De-
duced in Part 1
1. That There Is a God, Such as the Church Believes in Him and Reveres Him
2. That This God Avenges Crimes, and That Sin Is His Opposite
3. Reflections on the Nature and the Strengths of the Demons, and on the 

Economy of the Kingdom of Shadows
4. Continuation of This Material; And the Different Operations of the An-

gels, according to Their Nature
5. Reflections on Possession; And How It Is One of the Great Aspects of the 

Demons’ Power
6. The Same Subject Continued; And How the Life of Possession Was Grad-

ually Taken from the Devil, and How His Coming-Out Was a Sort of Death
7. Reflections on This Great Truth, That a Good Will Is All-Powerful, and 

That, against It, Hell Is But Like a Flea, But without a Good Will, Hell Is an 
Unconquerable Giant

8. A Reflection That Proves This Truth: One Need Only Keep Obeying God, 
and the Good of Truly Obedient Persons Is Attached to That Truth
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�3�The Experimental Science Of The Things Of The Other Life

9. How, in This History, Our Lord Did the Exact Opposite of What the Su-
perior Wanted, notwithstanding That He Always Wants to Be Shown 
Obedience

10. Reflections on This Truth: In Order to Chase Away Demons, One Must 
Use the Possessed Person’s Good Will

11. That, from This a Great Truth Follows, Which Is That, Even in Persons 
Who Are Not Possessed, the Same Good Will Overcomes Everything, and 
One Delivers Oneself from the Demons and Their Snares in the Same 
Way

12. There Is a Providence That Assists Those Who Trust in It, That Helps 
Them in the Worst Cases, and That Never Fails Them

13. Conclusion of This Fourth Part, Which Is a Reflection on the Subject of 
Possession

14. Reflections on the Difference between Good Spirits and Devils
15. Reflections on the Power of Saint Joseph, and on the Help Received by 

Souls Who Are Devoted to Him
16. Final Reflection: That God’s Providence Played a Singular Role in This 

Possession, by Giving, on Every Occasion, Sufficient Proofs That There 
Were Demons, and That God and the Church Dominate Them
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life�32

The Experimental Science

of the Things of the Other Life

Acquired by Father Jean-Joseph Surin, Exorcist of the Ursuline Nuns of 
Loudun

Part 1

Of the Experimental Science, Where One Finds the Arguments That 

Prove the Things of the Other Life

 Introduction

One can, by two ways, know the things of the other world; that is to say: by 
faith, and by experience.4

Faith is the common way that God established for knowing the things of the 
other world, because the things of God and of the future life are only known to 
us by hearsay, and by the preaching of the apostles. Experience5 is for few per-
sons. The apostles had it; and they said: Quod audivimus, quod vidimus oculis 

nostris, quod perspeximus, et manus nostræ contrectaverunt de Verbo vitæ;6 and 
elsewhere: Quod scimus loquimur, quod vidimus testamur.7 Over the centuries, 

4 The edition of 1829 calls this an “introduction”; Prunair, 127–28, prefers the term “preface,” 
which is the term used in de Certeau, Mystic Fable, 1:179–180.

5 A comment about the word “experience” and the term “experimental science” used in 
the title of Surin’s book. The present translation retains these words, but it is essential to 
realize that they meant something different in Surin’s day. Louis Lallemant, his teacher, 
defined “science” (science) as: “A sure knowledge, acquired by reasoning.” Here, Lallemant 
is close to our understanding of the term. The information he tacks to the end of that 
brief definition may, however, surprise: “But in God [science] is without reasoning, by a 
simple view of the objects. The gift of science, which is a participation in God’s science, 
is a light of the Holy Spirit that enlightens the soul to know human things and to make 
a sure judgment, as related to God and insofar as those things are the object of truth”; 
Lallemant, Spiritual Doctrine, 141. And what might Surin have meant by “experimental” 
(expérimentale)? In the 1660s, expérimentale meant “based on experience.” Indeed, it sug-
gested undergoing or “experiencing” a “test” of some sort: “A test one does of something, 
either as part of a plan or by chance; I know this by experience, experience has taught us. 
It can also denote things acquired by long use: he has a great deal of experience; he is a 
young man with no experience; experiences are deceiving”; daf 1694. Far less often, ex-

périmentale and expérience referred to actual scientific experiments: “These philosophers 
do experiments in physics every day”; daf 1694.

6 1 John 1:1, “What was from the beginning, what we have heard, what we have seen with our 
eyes, what we looked upon and touched with our hands, concerns the Word of life.”

7 John 3:11, “We speak of what we know and we testify to what we have seen.”
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�33Demons, On The Basis Of The Signs

God has provided persons who had some share in this experience. This century 
does not lack them: for theology agrees that supernatural objects, or at least 
objects that surpass the human, are declared to us by demonic possessions. 
God having permitted a famous possession in this century, and before our very 
eyes, in the middle of France,8 we can say that things of the other life, things 
that are hidden from our ordinary and common lights, have come all the way 
to our senses. We too can make the above sort of statement: what we have seen, 
heard, and touched with our hands, about the future century, we announce it 
to those who will want to read this work.9 That is why we have taken up our 
pen, to explain these extraordinary things that moved through our experience. 
All that, however, merely serves faith. For, in his epistle, Saint Peter the apostle, 
having attributed to the Christians what he had seen on Mount Tabor and what 
he had heard God the Father say, and having said that this came a magnifica 

Gloria, nonetheless prefers faith, to which he refers them, saying: “Everything 
that we say we have seen and heard, is merely in order to establish you in your 
faith in the prophets, to whom you do well to be attentive, as to a flame that 
lights our shadows.”10 It is in the same spirit, and with the same intention, that 
the things we learned in an adventure that took place in this century and in 
which God’s providence engaged us, are employed in this discourse, in order 
to make firm the faith to which professing the Catholic religion commits us, 
and in order to make us better Christians. All those to whom we are speaking 
in this book are interested in that, and I would like to render them a service for 
all eternity.

1 Proofs That There Really Are Demons, on the Basis of the Signs 

They Left When They Came Out from the Bodies of the Possessed 

Persons

Mankind’s incredulity is so great, and the hardness of spirit that is contrary to 
the faith is so natural to men, that it seems there is nothing more useful than to 
give them indubitable proof of the truths of the faith and, by putting the torch 
before their eyes, to force them to know the things of God to which they are 

8 For events at Loudun in the early 1630s, see de Certeau, Possession at Loudun.
9 Note that, in Surin’s version of the final segment of this citation from 1 John 1:1, “concerns 

the Word of life” becomes “about the state of the future century, we announce it to those 
who will want to read this work.”

10 The material within quotation marks is a paraphrase of 2 Pet. 1:17–19. The expression a 

magnifica Gloria is in verse 17: “When that unique declaration came to him from the ma-
jestic glory.”

Sluhovsky, Moshe, ed. Into the Dark Night and Back: the Mystical Writings of Jean-Joseph Surin. Boston: BRILL, 2018.
         Accessed July 20, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central.
Created from uaz on 2019-07-20 19:54:11.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

8.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life�34

so opposed. That is why I consider my time well spent in working to make the 
proof of supernatural things so strong that the spirit cannot disavow them, and 
also so that all understanding may be made captive, in obedience to that faith. 
And because theology currently has no stronger proof to make men submit to 
the supernatural truths of God and of his church, than the proof obtained from 
possession by demons, we shall provide some very clear proofs of it, and on the 
basis of these proofs, we shall make arguments that are full of light and force.

For twenty-five years, I have seen persons, both good and bad, who are al-
ways disposed to resist every reason we can provide, in order to convince them 
that there really are demons whom God, in his court of justice, has sentenced 
to eternal punishment for having rebelled against his will, and who are also 
destined by God to punish sinful men who violate his commandments by a 
mortal sin. Now, in order to succeed at giving that proof its full force, I want 
to cite the arguments about what I have seen. They offer one of the greatest 
proofs about which there is less to object to, and the intelligence11 of which 
should make spirits submissive to the belief that there is a Judge of men and 
of angels, that it is not good to offend this judge, and that, when one scorns 
him out of love for one’s liberty, one falls into the most extreme of all evils. 
Our woes and our weakness are so great that people do not want to accept this 
truth, and we even try to obfuscate by keeping ourselves in the darkness of our 
senses.

Whatever reason one gives the incredulous about the supernatural things 
that have been seen in our day, they make fun of it all. Nonetheless, I wanted to 
try to convince some persons by relating what happened to the mother prior-
ess of Loudun, and how she was possessed by some demonic spirits from the 
other world. As proof, I have the signs that the demons left on her body, when 
they came out. In order to terminate these troubles at last, by the total liberty 
of that maiden, Our Lord wanted the four demons who were possessing her to 
leave their fortress, one after the other, each one giving a visible sign that he 
was truly coming out, according to the procedure for exorcisms in the Roman 
Ritual, which obliges the possessing demon to state the hour and the day of 
his coming out, along with the sign. God having given us the grace, after some 
travail, to see this nun delivered at last, he wanted it to be with the full satisfac-
tion of our spirits that we saw, carried out, the promises we had wrung from 
them, to each make his sign when coming out. Now, since these are solid signs 
that are beyond all contestation, and that are made in a way that surpasses 

11 Intelligence, “intelligence”: “The gift of intelligence is a light that the Holy Spirit gives in 
order to penetrate intimately the obscure truths proposed by faith”; Lallemant, Spiritual 

Doctrine, 137–38.
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�35Demons, On The Basis Of The Signs

the natural strength of our souls, there is reason to say that spirits made them. 
Consequently, one must continue to agree and to be convinced that these spir-
its exist, because they made these signs, and because even God, on his side, 
added miraculous things that mark the virtue of the supernatural principle of 
grace that he wanted to declare, as well as the principle of spitefulness, which 
the demons indeed are.

From my first conversation with the mother prioress, I realized that the de-
mons were appearing in order to interrupt me, and to contradict the things I 
was saying, things that tended to elevate the mother’s spirit to spiritual things 
and to the desire to belong totally to God. These demons talked to me in such 
a manner that I could not doubt that they were truly demons. For the first de-
mon to appear asked me why I had left at Marennes so many good souls that 
I was cultivating12 in order to come and amuse myself here, near some crazy 
maidens. On the subject of the good souls that I was cultivating at Marennes, 
I did not delay very long in uncovering some very secret particularities about 
persons who were there, about whom the possessed maiden had not the slight-
est notion, and about whom she had never heard tell. I pulled from my pocket 
a letter from the young lady who had learned that I would have to suffer greatly 
during this employment. Holding that letter in my hand, I showed it to that 
demon, who said to me: “Here is a letter from the devout lady.” Continuing,  
I said to him: “Quænam illa est?” He replied “Your Magdalene.” I added: “Dic 
proprium nomen.”13 Then he said: “Your Bonnette.” The maiden’s name was 
Marguerite Bonnet. She later was sent to Bordeaux, and she died there in a 
saintly way in the house of Monsieur Dassaut, of the parish of Saint-Simon, 
and she was buried in that family’s own tomb. Several years later, owing to 
the pious devotion to her memory shown by a few ecclesiastics, her head was 
taken and kept respectfully, as belonging to a person of illustrious piety, and 
especially a person who had the gift of prophecy, several examples of which  
I could cite.

Father Tranquille, a Capuchin, was exorcising the two de Nogeret nuns, es-
pecially the elder one, who was being troubled by a demon named Lasa. In 
less than half of a quarter hour, I saw, not by reasoning and by logical conse-
quences, as some say one must, but by simple appearance, that it truly was 
devils who were possessing these nuns, and this one in particular. She was bent 
backward and was as if folded, with her head touching the ground, to her heels 

12 If Surin is accurately reproducing the demon’s remarks, “cultivate” is a jibe: like a zealous 
gardener who waters, fertilizes, and prunes his plants, the Jesuit is tending to these souls 
in hopes that they will soon blossom and bear fruit.

13 “Who is it from?” and then: “Say her name.”
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life�36

at least; and she walked in such an assured and firm manner that this posture 
seemed to exceed human strength totally. I saw that the spirit who was agi-
tating the body was acting so freely in that violent posture that I judged it to 
be superhuman. Having stood, she shook her head so quickly and her chest 
so roughly, and then her shoulders, that it seemed unbelievable, as were their 
cries, which words cannot describe, so surprising were they, resembling no 
human cries. Having witnessed that, I remained so fully convinced that these 
were devils, that I could not understand how so many wise persons, and even 
some fathers of the Society, who had remained at Loudun for two weeks, view-
ing these spectacles, had recommended so strongly that I not let myself be 
tricked, but that I should examine closely whether there was not some fiction 
in all this. I remained greatly astonished at this advice, and at the fact that they 
still had doubts about the truth. As for me, I never was shaken on that subject, 
and I had occasion to become increasingly certain.

I had public proofs on this matter. One of the first was that a man attending 
my exorcism of the mother prioress14 wanted to know whether the devil knew 
what that man was thinking. To provide him with proof of this knowledge, I 
begged him to issue a command to the devil, but not to state it openly. When 
the man had done this, I ordered the demon, who at the time was appearing on 
the possessed mother’s face, to carry out what this man desired. After a few re-
fusals, as is usual with them, the demon went to fetch the Gospel of Saint John 
that was on the altar. That was what the man had ordered the demon to do.

Shortly after that, Monsieur de Nîmes said that someone should give a com-
mand in a somewhat difficult Latin, to see if the demon would understand it. 
We decided that I should say to him: Appone lævam poplitibus meis.15 I was 
sitting on a chair, and the possessed woman was very near me. After I had said 
that, the demon, with veneration and honor, embraced my knees with his left 
arm, leaving the right hand above them, as I had ordered. I later did a quantity 
of similar things, not to convince myself, but to satisfy others.

In addition, the aforesaid bishop of Nîmes began to exorcise Mademoiselle 
Razilly,16 who was troubled. He sat on the altar step in an armchair, and at my 

14 This is the same Jeanne des Anges, prioress at Loudun, whom we met in Le triomphe.
15 “Put your left hand near my knees.”
16 Or “Rasilly,” a secular woman who was exorcised in her family home at Omelles, near 

Loudun, de Certeau, Possession at Loudun, 93. Several months before Surin’s arrival in 
Loudun, a magistrate had noted that Mlle de Rasilly “has in her possession a thing that as-
tonishes the most learned theologians of God, to wit that the devil divines the thoughts of 
the exorcist without the latter’s manifesting them by signs and words. Nevertheless, Saint 
Thomas and the greatest theologians hold that the Devil cannot know what we think 
within ourselves,” 145.
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�37Demons, On The Basis Of The Signs

request he inwardly gave the demon an order, saying: Exequere quod  jussi.17 In a 
short while, this maiden approached him and, with polite apologies,  removed 
his skullcap and began to kiss the crown of his head. That was the interior com-
mand that he had given to the demon.

But let us return to the proof that I find in the signs left by the demons 
when coming out. It is necessary to know that according to the practice of 
the church, when one exorcizes energumens, that is, persons possessed by the 
demon, it is customary to order the devils to come out and leave the body of 
the possessed person, and not only to come out but also to make a sign to show 
that they have come out. For since God permits these wicked spirits to per-
form on the stage of human life, and to make themselves visible on the faces 
of energumens, and to make themselves life companions and converse with 
us (although he does not permit us to be familiar with them), he nonetheless 
wants us to have the necessary exchanges for acting with them, in order to 
combat them and to chase them away. For that, one must make a treaty with 
them, give them specific commands and questions, organizing everything for 
one’s proposed aim. This is reasonable, since it is a matter of their expulsion. 
One is therefore unreasonable if one claims that nothing should be said to the 
demon, nor any treaty be made with them, except to tell them to go away. But 
would someone who wants to chase a man from his house be content to say: 
“Go away”? He himself contributes to it, either by treating the man badly, or 
by using force. And so, with possessing demons, it does not suffice to say to 
them: “Go out”; one must do everything possible to anger them and molest 
them. That is why spiritual cantiques18 are used, and why one says things that 
torment them.

Among the things that were done to anger the demons were the signs of 
their coming out, which did not have a double sense but were real. Monsieur 
de Poitiers, who had exorcized the mother and who ordered her to be exor-
cized with me, proposed, as a sign of their coming out, some effects that would 
be long-lasting and that could not end in a moment. He therefore decreed that 
Leviathan, who was the head demon and the leader of the group, should make 
a cross on her forehead when coming out, breaking the skin, like the marks 
one makes on the bark of trees or on pumpkins. This sign was made, as he had 
promised: the cross was cut into the mother’s skin as if with a pointed iron, 
and it remained there for twelve or fifteen days, during which everyone came 
to see it.

17 Exsequere quod jussi, “Carry out my order.”
18 This seems to suggest that Surin wrote his Cantiques spirituelles (1657) in order to frustrate 

and fend off demons.
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life�38

Examining this action, it appears that it could not have been done by the 
imagination; for no one considers the imagination strong enough to produce 
such an effect. And if someone were to persist in saying that it can be done, cit-
ing as proof what happens to children in their mother’s womb, when she has a 
craving or is touched on some part of her body, that is not a sufficient reason, 
for there is nothing similar in nature. Moreover, the mother prioress not only 
had that mark on her forehead when Leviathan came out but later she also had 
marks on her hand when the other demons came out, marks that are impos-
sible to attribute to any cause but a spirit using its power. We must nonetheless 
agree that it is the devil who carried out what he had promised, in accordance 
with his power, when it pleases God that this power be employed. The demon 
called Leviathan came out on the eve of the feast of Saint Andrew. He told the 
father that he was second in dignity and rank, for the first was a seraphim, or 
so he said.

The demon Balaam was the fourth one to possess the mother prioress. His 
function in the world (judging from what he said) was to tempt men to drunk-
enness; for he resided in cabarets, in order to encourage men to lose control 
when drinking. He knew all the songs that were sung, and he sang them all, 
and once he recited so many of them, of which the mother had never heard 
mention, that the persons who heard them were strangely surprised.

This demon having appeared at the exorcism done before My Lord Montagu’s 
second son and the two English gentlemen, all three of them Huguenots,19 I or-
dered him to come out. And seeing that he was refusing very angrily, and since 
I was wearing my surplice, I took the Blessed Sacrament and, by the power of 
Our Lord that I was holding in my hands, and by the authority of his church, 
I ordered the demon to move out. This demon then became very furious and 
agitated, and he pulled the sleeve down over the mother’s hand. I then told 
these gentlemen that this demon had promised to write Joseph’s name on her 
hand, instead of his, as a sign of his coming out. He had had enough trouble 
agreeing to this change, because he said that in heaven Saint Joseph was his en-
emy. He had promised Monsieur de Poitiers that he would write his own name 
(Balaam). This had been accepted as sufficient proof, because one drags from 
them only what one can, as from people who do not pay their bills. I thought 
that this prelate would agree to this change, it being seemlier for the mother 
to bear the name of a saint than the name of a devil. Yet he resisted strongly 
before agreeing, because he was very displeased that his name could not go to 

19 It is unlikely that Montagu and his companions were “Huguenots,” that is, followers of 
John Calvin (1509–64). They almost certainly were Anglicans.
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�39Demons, On The Basis Of The Signs

heaven, where he would never go in person, and where he thought the mother 
would indeed go one day. Nonetheless, seeing that I was obstinate about this, 
he promised that when he came out, he would write the name of the “good fel-
low”: for that is what he called Saint Joseph.

After he had written it, the mother regained consciousness. She was over-
joyed at seeing Saint Joseph’s name written on her hand; for she had a great 
devotion for this saint, whom she had taken as her special protector. After the 
name had been written, things did not happen as they had with the cross that 
had been marked on the mother’s forehead. The cross had disappeared after 
two weeks, because natural heat had dried the wound, until finally nothing 
remained but a tiny scar that, in the end, became imperceptible. But although 
the name JOSEPH also began to dry up after ten or twelve days, and although 
I feared that it would totally disappear, God permitted it to renew itself for his 
glory, not merely once but an infinite number of times over many years. The 
first time, the mother was saying her nighttime prayer, and felt a little itch in 
the place where these letters were. And the next day she saw JOSEPH complete, 
like the first time, her skin being open as it had been during the first moment 
when the devil engraved it. When I arrived that morning to do the exorcism, 
the mother showed me her hand, and I was not a little surprised to see that 
holy name again, especially since Isacaron, raging during the exorcism, had 
given the mother a furious bite that had expunged that holy name. It no lon-
ger appeared on her hand, except as an infected scab. By morning, everything 
had been repaired, and the name appeared brilliantly. On other occasions, the 
name would be repaired after twelve or fifteen days, either during nighttime 
prayer or else after Communion, and it was maintained until the name MARY 
was added, in the manner recounted above.

On the basis of everything above, one must conclude that there are demons, 
and that they are the ones whom the Catholic Church depicts for us in its doc-
trine, which teaches that, being angels banished from God’s presence as a re-
sult of their rebellion, they fell into eternal damnation. Indeed, they often told 
me about their misfortunes and the misfortunes of the damned men whom 
they attracted to their evil by tempting them, causing these men to lay them-
selves open to being disgraced by God for mortal sins. For three years, I had 
the opportunity to deal with them about this, scarcely a day going by that I did 
not hear what they were saying about their natural state, their malevolence, 
and their damnation, which is the state in which God’s justice keeps them. 
Since I often entered into communication with them, I learned several things 
about the grandeur of their nature, and several things about their attributes; 
and in addition to that, I learned about the punishments for their damnation, 
their ruses, and their artifices to doom us, in accordance with what Saint Peter 
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life�40

wrote: Quia adversarius vester diabolus,20 etc. I often discussed this with them, 
in conformity with the truths that the faith teaches us. I have heard them speak 
terrifyingly and tragically21 about the misfortunes of a damned spirit, and also 
about the happiness of a soul that is serving God and that devotes itself to con-
tenting him, and about God’s ineffable mercies toward the souls that comply 
with his grace, and generally about all the things about which Christian doc-
trine instructs us. For three years, I heard them talk about these things, in such 
strong and energetic terms, and with such great and notable effects, that if I 
were to think about it my whole life long, I would always find new subjects for 
reflection and admiration, almost without being able to find the end.

One could perhaps argue that it is not all that clear that a devil is speaking 
and replying to the interrogations directed to him, and that the words and re-
plies that I attribute to the malevolent spirit could come from the human spirit 
of the possessed person who, either by plan or by illness (an illness like that of 
madmen and hypochondriacs), imagines that he is a devil or is accompanied 
by the devil, and therefore talks like an inspired person. And whether the per-
son has some secret intention, or whether he is deceived by his own imagina-
tion, the person thinks he is what I said, and he is determined to fake the devil, 
behaving as if he were one, and therefore saying extraordinary things that de-
ceive simple folk, who view as great things, as things that come from the other 
life, things that are merely feigned and caused by melancholy.22 That is what 
can be said in opposition; for sometimes, for unknown and secret reasons, fine 
and clever persons have feigned being bothered by the malevolent spirit in 
this way. And people have objected that the nuns of Loudun, being good maid-
ens, allowed themselves to express their imaginings out of weakness or from a 
hypochondriacal humor, comparing themselves to the devil and doing all the 
unusual things that people of that sort do.

To that, I reply that these examples are, in truth, common enough, but that 
in the specific case of the nuns of Loudun, the persons who said that sort of 
thing are folks who had only come to satisfy their curiosity and who, having 
stayed there for only a brief time, nonetheless believed they could successfully 

20 1 Pet. 5:8, “Your opponent the devil is prowling around like a roaring lion looking for some-
one to devour.”

21 In the 1829 edition, this word is italicized. The reason is unclear. Tragiquement, “in a tragic 
manner,” is found in daf 1694; and in 1611 Cotgrave gave the synonyms “tragically, dole-
fully, dismally.” One cannot rule out the possibility that Surin considered the word to be 
slang or an exaggeration.

22 Mélancholie, “Melancholy”: “The earthliest of the four humors in an animal body. There is 
a great amount of melancholy in this blood. The word also denotes chagrin, the sadness 
that comes from an excess of this humor or from some other exterior cause”; daf 1694.
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�4�Demons, On The Basis Of The Signs

judge it in a morning. And since mankind is naturally presumptuous and more 
inclined to judge things to be evil rather than good, from a libertine spirit they 
scorn the belief that demons possess creatures23 when God permits it, and that 
there is a hell where he punishes the guilty. They do not want to look deeply 
into all these truths that condemn their unruly lives, and so they make fun of 
all these things, saying that all these maidens who are believed to be possessed, 
are merely scoundrels who are deceiving good fathers who are too credulous; 
that all these sentiments that give authority to demons are but chimeras and 
the imaginings of simple men; that one sees daily, in similar matters, imagin-
ings that pass for truths and that receive approbation that runs counter to the 
very conscience of those who make them public; and that deep down, these 
things are nothing but natural symptoms accompanied by the astonishment 
of the weak and the exaggerations of a false piety; and finally, because it re-
sembles the truth, it is esteemed as being true.

Therefore, in order to put my reply in its context, I say (conceding that men 
can be deceived by fakery, and that imaginings can be accepted as truth) that if 
there are, nonetheless, truths that lies make themselves resemble, these truths 
have no trouble passing for what they are. The things that happened at Lou-
dun are of that nature, and I can prove the truth, having had all the time in the 
world to examine it, and to do it better than those who, all booted up, wanted 
to judge what is true after spending one morning at the spot, and who, on the 
basis of first impressions, wanted definitive decisions about so consequential 
a matter. I say that the subtlety and skill of a maiden could not have counter-
feited these things; and still less were they operated by an effect of illness. For 
if there was fraud, it is impossible for their conduct to have been so regulated 
that, in the end, no one saw that it was not the demon. This is confirmed, first, 
because the demon’s spirit is so much loftier than a maiden’s, and it has such 
strong and energetic limits that the human spirit cannot come close to the 
demonic spirit. It serves nothing to say that they were heard several times, un-
less the marks of such energy are given; for when it comes to proving a truth, 
a thousand witnesses who deny are not worth one who affirms. In order to 
dissimulate their real presence in these bodies, demons keep themselves in a 
state of weakness, often marking only their baseness. They do that in order to 
deceive men, by hiding from them; and never, by choice, do they offer those 
great proofs that are indubitably joined to the greatness of their strength. God 
permits that, and he does not want to obligate them to always appear strong 
and powerful, and he does so for reasons that we should not try to sort out 
or delve into. And so, a man is unfair who, because he spent an hour or two 

23 On creatures and being attached to them, see Lallemant, Spiritual Doctrine, 49–50.
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life�42

in the demon’s presence and did not see anything dazzling, goes away saying 
that there is no possession. To that, I shall reply: “You saw nothing today; but 
yesterday I saw some very lofty things, even very convincing things.” He will 
bring me his negative argument, confronting me, who maintains that the per-
son is possessed; but his negative argument is nothing compared with a real 
and positive argument of mine, which I can prove by the more than five hun-
dred opportunities I had to see the serious and grand state of a damned spirit, 
who appeared to me clearly on the mother prioress’s face. And so, I am more 
believable than a hundred other persons who came at different hours, saying 
that they saw nothing, and who put themselves among those who say that they 
do not believe what they see. This is the usual way with mankind; and that is 
why so many persons are damned, for lack of faith, not seeing that the merit of 
faith is to believe those who say, like the apostles, “We have seen the Word of 
life; we have spoken with him.”24 In like manner, in these matters that are not 
objects of faith, but that authorize faith, a person who saw continual marks 
of it for so long, has more weight in speaking about it, and is more believable, 
than men who only stopped at the place for a few hours. And the demons who 
know folks’ incredulity, take pleasure in winning, in view of their scant disposi-
tion to believe.

But one can also object: even if it were true that these persons were pos-
sessed by the devil, one cannot rely on their discourse, because all devils are 
liars, and one cannot therefore believe what they say. To this, I reply:25 it is 
already a lot to have succeeded in getting someone to believe that these maid-
ens are possessed by a spirit that is far loftier than the human spirit. Indeed, 
this is not the human creature who is speaking, but a superior spirit that re-
sides in it, and that can only be the spirit of an angel. We know that there are 
good and bad angels, and that the angels who talked to us so much through 
the mouths of these maidens are wicked spirits, demonstrating this by their 
actions and their dissolute words, showing a depraved frivolity and uttering 
vile filth, always trying to do evil and to harm someone, breaking and smashing 
everything. One can also see that these spirits surpass the human, deciding in 
favor of all sorts of evil and despair, and no longer hoping for any good; whence 
come their fits of rage against God, and their will that is always directed against 
him. If one admits all that, one can conclude that this is why they lie: they 

24 This is a paraphrase of 1 John 1:1: “What was from the beginning, what we have heard, what 
we have seen with our eyes, what we looked upon and touched with our hands concerns 
the Word of life.”

25 Objections and replies: in these paragraphs, Surin shapes his argument according to the 
method used by St. Thomas Aquinas, whose skills the pupils at Jesuit colleges were taught 
to emulate.
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�43Demons, On The Basis Of The Signs

have a consummate will for everything evil, which is particular to the damned.  
If one does not want to believe what they say, at the very least one agrees that 
there are damned persons, and that there is a God who has damned them as 
his enemies, owing to their sins against him.

Now, one day I questioned Isacaron about the sins that had damned them, 
and he told me that after creating the angels, God proposed to them that he 
wanted to make himself man by unifying his Word to the man to whom he 
wanted them to pay homage, and by recognizing him as the Son of God. This 
proposition having been presented to them, some of them were loath to do so; 
and the leader of them all, who was the first angel, having refused to obey God, 
proudly attracted several others to his side. Isacaron also told me that having 
heard this command from God, he resisted, and he said in his heart (thereby 
completing an act of disobedience): “No, I will not adore a God-man.”26 Sud-
denly, he and the others in his cabal felt the fire of God’s indignation strike 
them. After that, Michael, with the other angels who had submitted, rose to re-
sist them; and God, favoring the good angels, cast the bad ones down into hell, 
which is an effect of his divine justice. This shows that it is not good to toy with 
so powerful a Master, since he promptly punishes his angels, confining them 
for eternity to a prison of anger and despair, accompanied by horrible evils. 
This shows that there is an avenging God. One cannot watch what goes on dur-
ing these possessions without being convinced that this is true. It is a powerful 
theological argument that proves there is a God; for in these possessed women, 
one can see clearly that these are spirits that have fallen into damnation, be-
cause they offended God and shocked his authority, and that they have been 
deprived of his grace, and then were cast into the ultimate misfortune, which 
is sin. There they have remained.

But although they have been banished forever from the kingdom of truth 
and love, having a mortal hatred for men, they have nonetheless come under 
the power of the church, owing to the state of possession. God, who loves that 
church, portions out his protection and his assistance to his ministers, and 
he renders the demons subservient to that church, either by giving this help 
to the holiness of a few individuals, as he did for certain saints to whom he 
made these same demons subservient, or by giving help to the authority of the 
church, his Bride, conferring on it the power to compel them, in spite of them-
selves, as rebellious slaves, to do diverse actions against their wishes, such as 
reverencing the Blessed Sacrament or honoring Jesus Christ in that sacrament. 

26 Dieu-homme, “God-man,” is the more usual word order, but Surin’s master, Lallemant, in-
verted the words and talked about l’Homme-Dieu, “the Man-God.” For this expression, see 
Lallemant, Spiritual Doctrine, 187–190.
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life�44

And I, exercising my ministry, forced them to prostrate themselves (which they 
did by dragging themselves like serpents in the presence of the Blessed Sacra-
ment); and in spite of them, I forced them to reply truthfully and in a juridical 
way, like criminals to their judge. They cannot lie to that judge, being assured 
that in certain cases the church has the right to demand a truthful testimony 
from them, as when they must make a deposition against those who put them 
in these bodies by magic, and also several other important things, when it is 
necessary for the good of the possessed person. Now, as for knowing when 
they are telling the truth, and when they are not, it is difficult to give a sure 
rule for that. I can only say from experience that when the exorcist does his 
duty, behaving with a disinterested and prudent spirit, Our Lord obliges them, 
through his ministers, to do what the church desires; and often, for the good 
of souls, God forces them to utter very great truths (even when they are least 
willing to do so); and when the things they say turn out to conform to what the 
faith teaches us, we can be very assured that God is making them subject to 
his church and his ministers, and one learns many truths from them. Not that 
I am suggesting that someone can be tried on the basis of their depositions, as 
when it was dishonestly declared that the magician Grandier had been found 
guilty on the basis of the demons’ depositions; but from the demons and from 
their words one can prudently make openings for pursuing justice and for try-
ing magicians, all of it being for the glory of God and the good of souls, through 
knowledge of the truth.

As for me, my ordinary practice was to talk to the demons about God’s plans 
when he created them, and about their ingratitude in leaving his party; about 
the beatitude they would have obtained had they been faithful; about the 
eternal glory of those who are in paradise; about their state of reprobation.27 
And generally, into their ears I would talk about all the good things that could 
displease them. I would also do it in order to get relief for myself; for, spend-
ing two hours every morning, and as many hours every evening, constantly 
saying “Go out, go out,” is not something that can be and ought to be done ac-
cording to reason. But we often had some critics who would say that we were 
wrong not to treat demons in a different way, and that it is necessary to curse 
them continually. In addition to that, I had to find calm through variety.28  

27 Réprobation, “Reprobation”: “It is only said about those whom God has reproved”; daf 
1762.

28 This is an allusion to the art of rhetoric. Surin is willing to make up little “speeches” for 
the demons, but “variety” must not be overlooked. That is, a skilled orator (or a skilled 
poet) constantly varies the metrical structure, the syllable lengths, and the consonants 
and vowels of the text. In the process, he was said to influence listeners’ moods. See Patri-
cia M. Ranum, The Harmonic Orator (Hillsdale, NY: Pendragon, 2001), 189–201.
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�45Demons, On The Basis Of The Signs

I found these speeches very effective for tormenting the demons, and I believed 
that I was making progress in this matter when I made myself unbearable to 
these wicked enemies of God. Above all, I found that they felt very molested 
whenever I took the time to instruct the possessed woman’s soul, cultivating 
it for things that involve salvation. When I did that, the demon would try to 
interrupt my speeches, which were solely about virtue and about points that 
went directly against the demons. This indirect manner of mistreating them, 
by turning their kingdom upside down, interested the demons more than the 
lightning bolts and the blows that fell directly upon them through the church’s 
exorcism. That is evident in my account of this entire history, where I recount 
all the means I used to deliver the mother prioress. One sees manifestly that 
this indirect way, which went straight to the good of the soul, was incompara-
bly more forceful for dismissing demons than were the exorcisms and other 
direct things. I got the idea of ordering the demons to do things that were very 
displeasing to them, and of employing the church’s authority to make them 
carry it out, molesting them in that way and reducing them to a nothing. I of-
ten obliged them to do things that annoyed them, questioning them, in order 
to talk about other things that were very repugnant to them. Here are a few of 
their declarations about the spiritual life.

First, the devil said that he knew very well that the sweetness of self-love 
had never reigned so much among spiritual persons as in this century, and 
that nowadays a few persons whose holiness is dazzling are taken as examples, 
in order to set themselves up in that pleasantness, without considering how 
much they had worked in their interior to acquire their elevation. “And it is by 
that,” the devil would say,

that we snare many who neglect to mortify the senses, believing them-
selves to be loftier than they are before God, and who, under cover of 
charity, let their satisfactions flow all the way to perilous friendships.29 
Oh, I know a lot of them! I visit them often! We work a great deal among 
spiritual persons, and we know very well how to make them pour out 
maxims, in order to avoid the rigors of evangelical abnegation.

Several times, the demons admitted, trembling and extremely enraged, that 
there was nothing so firm on earth as a will that was determined to serve God. 

29 On friendships, especially those described as “particular” ones, see Patricia M. Ranum, 
ed., Beginning to Be a Jesuit (St. Louis: Institute of Jesuit Sources, 2011), 127, 131, 187, 201.
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life�46

They would say this about the mother. “There is a great difference,” the demon 
would say,

between the ways God and his angels treat us in exorcisms, where we 
defend ourselves against the ministers of the church who are working 
to punish and humiliate us, and the way that God follows in matters of 
conscience, where it is a question of our wanting to prevent the soul’s 
progress. The violence he does to us during an exorcism is not as great.

Questioned about the reason for this difference, he replied:

Because here the work of the conscience is, strictly speaking, God’s work, 
which he supports above all others. Three months ago, we did twenty evil 
spells with magicians, in order to prevent that work; but God did not per-
mit us to complete any of them, and the angels do not tolerate it, wanting 
the mother to have the leisure to make a depth, after which we hope to 
be permitted more.

Then I said to the demon: “When this depth has been made, all your work will 
turn to the advantage of this soul.” The demon replied: “This is what makes us 
despair and become enraged. But at least we have the satisfaction of molesting 
God and throwing our scum at him.”

One day, the demon said:

I run all over the earth. I see men’s business, the wars, the governing of 
states, the edifices, the arts and the sciences. I make fun of all that, and it 
does not give me pause, for I view it as an anthill. What principally keeps 
me busy is preventing God’s love for his creatures; and I leave the empires 
where idolatry reigns, in order to come into Christianity and bother and 
trouble a soul as soon as it sets about serving God. It is true, I confess, 
that this involves launching great assaults, and it makes me undergo a 
new hell; but it is our joy to worry a heart that is leaning toward union 
with God.

Another time, he said: “We lose all our rights, because of three things: prayer, 
humility, penance.”

Questioned one day about the way along which the creature who has strayed 
from God can return to him, he replied:

If I had my liberty, as man does, I would turn my eyes toward God, view-
ing him in his love, and I would try to go to him by love. By virtue of that 
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�47Demons, On The Basis Of The Signs

love, I would use all my strength to produce works that please him and 
make him content. Love is the life of the heart. It strengthens a heart 
toward God far more than fear does, and it attaches the spirit strongly to 
something, whatever it may be. For that reason, we try to engage men to 
love perishable things. Love is accompanied by dilection,30 by things that 
penetrate the heart and are chained there. A creature must of necessity 
love. That is why I, who cannot love good, having lost grace, love evil. But 
I cannot succeed, because I only love offending God. If I do not succeed, 
I am exhausted by the meager effect of my desire; if I succeed, I am bur-
dened by new chastisements. As a result, nothing pleases me, and I am 
very wretched.

I then asked him whether he had tasted the sweetness of divine love before 
his fall. He replied “No,” and he said he was pleased about that; that if he had 
to lose it, it would be an extreme misfortune to recall such a great good. “You 
nonetheless received charity and grace?” I asked. “That is true,” he replied, “but 
I never produced any acts that that could preserve for me an imprint of this 
fragrance of love.” “You are really very wretched,” I said, “being unable to love so 
great a goodness as God’s. You were a noble spirit, capable of a great and pure 
love. Your state is one of the most deplorable.” I was saying this in order to af-
flict and torment him. And indeed, this demon began to lament, moaning and 
weeping strange tears, and confessing that he had done God a great wrong in 
sinning and in taking from God a thing as dear as the creature. Then he added 
these words:

The purer love is, the greater it is. In like manner, the love that God bears 
for his creatures cannot be understood. He created us all for his dilection, 
like a father in his family; and we robbed him of that dilection, by doom-
ing ourselves, and by dooming man with us.

I asked him what was the strongest bond that usually kept man’s will attached 
to the creature. He replied:

It is the pleasure of the senses. To deceive a soul, this is the order we ob-
serve: To make the soul unruly, the first thing we try to do is make it forget 

30 Dilection, “dilection”: “Love, charity: a term of devotion. Dilection for one’s neighbor”; daf 
1694. The heavenly commandment of love is expressed by the word dilection, rather than 
by the word love; for although dilection is a kind of love, it is not a simple love. It is a love 
of choice and election. It is a tender, purely spiritual love for a being whom one has cho-
sen or prefers.
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life�48

God. That precedes our plans. We maintain the soul in this oblivion out of 
concern for the things of this life, from fears and solicitude, and from the 
suffering that we show it at being a captive in God’s service. And so, hav-
ing led the soul to no longer remembering God’s commandment, since it 
cannot get by without loving, we engage it in the things of the earth.

One day, I pressed the demon to explain to me how infused prayer31 
was done. He told me that it began with a great tranquility, which would 
increase little by little until the will is aflame with love. Rapture follows, 
where the soul must principally show its fidelity. For it happens that it of-
ten mingles many imperfections into it, because by stopping more at the 
gift than at God himself, it throws itself at the good that is presented to it, 
and it loses itself in enjoyment. But if the soul were faithful about with-
drawing from its imperfection and its interest in humility, it would not 
be lost, but it would remain without ecstasy. As soon as we see a soul lose 
this bridle on the fear of God, we depict for the soul the grandeurs, the 
conveniences, and the pleasures of the world, and by that we lead it to sin.

I asked him if there was a hell for the souls who had greatly savored God,32 and 
who had totally savored divine love. He replied:

We have some who have savored God in the perfection where he can be 
savored in this life, by union; but they are few. Such persons are scarcely 
won over by surprises, but are won by a secret vanity that, sliding into 
their soul, blinds them, causes them to scorn others, and finally to stum-
ble. We do not fail to be present at the deaths of God’s great friends, in 
order to snare them, if we can, in that vanity. Besides, those among them 
who come to hell, constantly have some demon who reminds them of 
God’s sweetness and of the favors received, in order to nourish for them 
the worm that must eternally gnaw at them. When a soul that is leaving 
the body is delivered to us, we know all the documents for its trial, and we 
need them, because we carry out its sentence. We know all the causes of 
its condemnation, in order to imprint vividly upon it, forever, the reasons 

31 Infused prayer, or higher contemplation (also described as intuitive, passive, or extraor-
dinary), is a supernatural gift by which the mind becomes totally centered on God. This 
form of mystical union with God is characterized by the fact that God alone manifests 
himself.

32 On souls that “savor” God, see the teachings of Surin’s master, Lallemant, Spiritual Doc-

trine, xi, 131–37. This “savor” is, of course, a key element in the perfume of the balm that St. 
Joseph rubbed onto the prioress of Loudun and that was in the relics of St. Teresa of Ávila 
at the Carmel of Bordeaux.
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�49Demons, Based On Their Knowledge

for its sorrow. We show it the graces, the opportunities, God’s laws; and at 
the same time, we impose punishments upon it and we load it with tor-
ments. We have souls to whom God has shown himself in his humanity, 
and we show them that great lost beauty. They have even more vivid im-
pressions of it than they had on earth, which only serve to torment them, 
for the feeling that one is deprived of goods is greater than the feeling of 
discomfort.

2 Proofs that There Truly are Demons, Based on Their Knowledge of 

the Secret Thoughts of the Human Heart

I cannot say just how important I think it is to make powerful the proofs that 
give authority to objects of faith, and of what great consequence it is to know 
how to demonstrate the truth of many things that have been revealed to us by 
the church, and that compose the Christian faith. Now, the entire account that 
I am making in this book is solely to fortify our belief in God, in Jesus Christ, 
and in his church; and I shall think that I have used my time well if I set these 
things down in writing, from which this truth obviously follows: there is a God, 
and the rest. Not only is it not useless but it also has a very great effect, because 
men naturally are extremely weak in their faith, and the best men are often 
tempted contrary to the faith. The ordinary state of this life is an inclination to 
the present, and it lowers us to palpable goods and evils, in such a manner that 
our enemy, who sees that, in us, the abyss of all evils is merely the forgetting 
of eternal truths, easily succeeds in corrupting us and making us unruly about 
the faithfulness we owe to God, by covering our eyes with a blindfold made of 
present things. Those who belong to the other life are so disproportionate to 
us, owing to their invisibility, that they barely enter our spirits; and our nature, 
cowardly and weakened by sin, indulges itself and falls upon created objects, 
and stagnates in the forgetfulness and the ignorance of what ought to have 
always been deeply inculcated into us.

This, then, is why I simply set to work, and why I want, as strongly as I can, 
to put before your eyes these things that, having been viewed and weighed by 
persons of some wisdom, engage them totally in the plan of serving God. On 
that score, I must confess that, although in my life I have often combated the 
truths of the faith, even though I was raised as a Christian, I shall nonetheless 
say that when these objects were made present for me, the difficulty in believ-
ing the things of our religion was lifted from me to such a degree that I can say 
that these truths are evident to me. For although they are always obscure and 
hidden in themselves, their existence has nonetheless been made so sure for 
me that I have often said that the pebbles on which I walk in the streets are not 
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life�50

more clearly known to me, nor more vulgar,33 if I can use that term, than the 
things of our religion made manifest to me. For from this truth, that there are 
lost angels whose malevolence and damnation I cannot doubt, it follows that 
there is a God, who is a majesty and a sovereign power, a God who, being of-
fended by them, has punished them that way, casting them away from himself 
and sentencing them to frightful punishments. From this, it also follows that 
this same God, who is the Author of nature, the Creator of man, and who gave 
man a spirit capable of knowledge and liberty, will not tolerate letting the sins 
that men commit against him go unpunished, nor the sins of the men who al-
low themselves to be carried away by temptation and give themselves over to 
evil, forgetting the will of their Creator, who being good, just, and pure, cannot 
sympathize with evil and injustice. God consequently will use his power to 
punish them with a punishment proportionate to his offended grandeur. From 
this, it also follows that men’s spirits, disappearing upon death, will then be in 
a state to receive the effects of divine justice, and will be treated as his friends, 
if they are good and innocent; but if they are wicked and disobedient, they will 
be treated like the bad angels who were reduced to eternal punishment, as we 
can see clearly by their rage, by their screams, and by the declaration about 
this that they made to us. For although they hide it as best they can, because 
they are malevolent and want to deceive men, nonetheless by the authority 
over them that God gave the church, they are forced, when his ministers say it, 
to acknowledge what they are, that is, wretched and having surrendered to all 
crimes and to all punishments.

Therefore, owing to the opportunity that divine providence gave me, to see, 
in this matter, what their misfortune is, having spoken with them morning and 
evening for three unbroken years, having had just and reasonable subjects for 
reproaching their crimes and talking to them about their eternal torments, I 
learned (God willed it so, without my having any sociability with them, always 
treating them as sworn enemies), I say that I learned from their own mouths, in 
such a manner that I had reason to think that God was obliging them to speak 
the truth, a thousand and a thousand excellent things to instruct us about their 
state, about God’s severity toward them, about their rage toward men, their 
unremitting malevolence to doom us, their inventiveness at succeeding to do 
so, the punishments they make sinners suffer who are under their power in 
hell, their household rules, their subjection to their leader and to those among 

33 Vulgaire, “vulgar”: “What is in common usage. It is rarely used except about moral things. 
The vulgar language is the language commonly used by an entire nation, an entire people. 
A vulgar opinion is an opinion that is universally accepted. It can also denote low, vile, 
trivial thoughts like those of the common people”; daf 1694.
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�5�Demons, Based On Their Knowledge

them who are princes, their mutual understanding, their disarray, their aban-
donment of God, and the variety of punishments for the damned. I spoke with 
them about these things when the exorcisms were going on; and during my pri-
vate talks with the mother, they often would interrupt me in order to prevent 
her from profiting from what I said. When they interrupted, I would complain 
and oppose them. That would make me embark on conversations with them, 
and in these conversations, I was not always like the officer who, on a galley 
ship, whips the slaves, nor like the enemy in the heat of the skirmish, I was like 
the enemy who talks with his adversary about differences that arise; and so, I 
was committed to saying several things that would draw several other things 
from them, things that, being in conformity with the truths of faith, were up-
lifting, often instructive, and sometimes consoling as a result of the reflections 
I could make about them. In addition, since it was for the good of the soul that 
I was supposed to be helping, and for which I was procuring help and advance-
ment, I had to ask many questions, and I put forth many propositions. It turned 
out that, for all this, the devil had reason to mark his crafty plans and his op-
positions, and he would often say very powerful things to arouse fear of God. 
These things are countless. Sometimes, we were so caught up in it that this talk 
would last for entire hours, during which it seemed clearer to me than daylight 
that this could not have come from a maiden’s spirit, and that these spirits 
were beyond human. I talked with them many times about the good of the 
soul that is united with God, that assiduously seeks a conversation with him 
in prayer, and that comes to savor his sweet aroma and to unite with his divine 
Being. This made these unfortunate spirits suffer so much that they would melt 
in a moment and withdraw, leaving me alone with the mother, with whom I 
would resume the discussion that I had begun and that they had interrupted. 
And with great profit for her, I would show her how the demon was opposing 
her good.

Often, during my talks with her, God would give my words such a bless-
ing that her soul would be seized by the savor of God, and I would even have 
her pray, helping her with my words and saying to her the best things I could, 
things that Our Lord was putting into my soul. Her heart would be burning 
with divine love, and it was totally perfumed by grace, so that the demon, who 
had withdrawn because he could not endure what I was saying to him, would 
return to prevent the good disposition into which the mother’s soul was enter-
ing. Sometimes he would return and, in that soul, would smell that balm of 
divine consolation that he found worse than hell. He was never able (but he 
was very obstinate about preventing this profit for her soul) to close the door 
to her spirit and to her interior senses. Being unable to succeed in stifling that 
grace, he would make noises outside, in order to divert our attention; but he 
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was  always forced to yield, and leave the fortress to God. In order to prevent 
that, he would want an exorcism, which was indeed a more direct artillery 
against him, but a less grievous one and not as contrary to his intentions and to 
his repose as a spiritual discussion with her was. I would sometimes say to him: 
“What! You want to attend the exorcism? I shall do nothing to oppose you. I am 
simply speaking to the soul.” He would reply:

What you are doing here is mainly against me, for I have nothing more 
at heart than to prevent God’s work, and this is indeed God’s work, com-
pared to an exorcism, which is merely a war against me. This is improving 
the soul, and God loves that more than all the rest. That is why, since I 
hate God, I am more concerned about preventing his love than about 
fleeing hell. To me, this is more than hell, for my first law is to oppose 
God and prevent the soul from serving him, especially when I possess 
that soul. An exorcism is a small torment for me, compared with being 
associated with a person who loves God and serves him; and my principal 
concern is to prevent that soul from belonging to him.

I replied:

That is why my principal care and plan is to act so that this soul knows 
God, loves him, and serves him. Eternal life consists of knowing God and 
his Son, as Jesus Christ said. And so, as long as I am here, and as long as I 
have life and strength, I shall do what I can so that this soul may join the 
perfect Good.

He then replied to me: “That is what I rage about, and that is why I shall do 
the very worst to you that I can.” In that way, we would become involved in 
disagreements and contestations that would go on for a long time. There were 
the mutual mistrusts that I recounted in the history. But I point out here that 
even if I had had no other proof than these conversations, there would have 
been more proofs than are needed in order to know that these really were de-
mons, that is to say, angels who were damned. And since these communica-
tions with the demons were very frequent during those three years, I became 
so sure about this idea that it is impossible for me not to inform whomever I 
can, so that people will know that there is a God in heaven, who punishes the 
wicked who disobey him. And not only is there a God but this God also sent his 
Son into the world for the salvation of mankind. Preaching as he did, this Son 
taught men the truth. And, in addition, he gave his body in the Blessed Sacra-
ment. This was made as manifest to me as if I had seen it. The power of the 
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saints also appeared, especially the power of the Blessed Virgin, that of Saint 
Joseph, and that of the holy angels, whose effects had been made manifest 
to us in so many ways that I could not recount them all. I shall say, however, 
something about all this when an opportunity arises. But we must move on 
to what I proposed at the beginning of this chapter, which is to list the other 
proofs for the presence of demons, the principal one being the uncovering of 
the thoughts of the human heart.

Let us return, therefore, to what we were saying about the sign that sur-
passes the forces of human nature. I must say that I often tested whether these 
demons had known and declared things about the interior, not only hidden 
things, like the contents of letters that had not yet been read, but even the 
rather secret thoughts of the human heart. Now, in order to discuss this sign, 
one must know that theologians are of the opinion that knowing thoughts be-
longs strictly to God, and that angels naturally do not know them. This is held 
to be so certain that, whenever I would say that the possessing demons often 
know our thoughts, I would be told that this could not be, and that it was an 
error to propose it. And when I would cite my experience, and that of several 
other exorcists, they would reply that experience was not admissible evidence, 
if it conflicted with the accepted opinion of all theologians. I would say that, 
to the contrary, one could certainly have doubts about an experience, but that 
if it was known to be certain, it was necessary to give the doctors of theology 
an explanation, and not simply deny the experience, unless it involves things 
where God has manifestly revealed the contrary. We see this in the mystery 
of the Eucharist where, despite the experience of our senses, we believe Jesus 
Christ’s body is there, and not the bread. But the opinions of the doctors of the-
ology presume that there is experience; and if the sages agree about one thing 
that they have experienced, science34 should be built upon that thing. Since, 
therefore, we happened so often to see that the demons knew our thoughts, we 
cannot raise doubts about it.

First, it was common usage among several persons (and there is no one 
who did not do it occasionally) to say to the demon: “Obedias ad mentem.”35 
I did it very often, afterward imagining something special in my spirit, and 
commanding the demon to do what I was ordering him to do in my thoughts. 

34 Lallemant, Spiritual Doctrine, 141–47, provides a long discussion of “science” that begins 
with a definition: “Science is defined as: a sure knowledge, acquired by reasoning. But in 
God it is without reasoning, by a simple view of the objects. The gift of science, which is a 
participation in God’s science, is a light of the Holy Spirit that enlightens the soul to know 
human things, and to make a sure judgment, as related to God and insofar as those things 
are the object of faith.”

35 “Obey the mind.”
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I did that often, at first for my satisfaction and later for the satisfaction of 
others; and it was done in such a way that I could not doubt that the demon 
knew my thoughts and my intentions. It involved things that were erected 
for him or addressed to him, although nothing was expressed in words that 
could be understood exteriorly. When the mother was in the house, or at the 
back of the garden, or under the downspouts when it was raining, to which 
the demon would lead her by a caprice as disagreeable as it was ridiculous, 
if I wanted her to come from a place where she could not hear me, I would 
order the devil to come and go to a precise spot that I indicated to him. Soon, 
the demon would bring her, saying: “What do you want of me?” This made me 
conclude that he knew what I was thinking. It even happened that, when I was 
dealing with him in spoken words, I would cease talking and would continue 
with just my thought, to which he would reply as if I had continued speaking; 
and sometimes he would go on for a long while. I would also ask someone to 
think about something that person wanted, and then I would tell the demon 
to do what so-and-so desired and was commanding in his thoughts. Suddenly, 
it would be carried out. Some have said that this is not done by the natural 
strength of angels, but by a special dispensation from God against the nature 
and power of devils, so that one can know that they are demons. But it is not 
credible that, for no reason, God permits these spirits to do things superior to 
their nature; for we see that, in very vile and vulgar things, demons are aware 
of thoughts, and they state them. The possessed nuns used to tell us that as 
soon as the exorcism began, but they were not yet troubled to the point of los-
ing consciousness, owing to the vivacity that the demon gave them, they could 
read all the plans that were inside the heads of everyone present, as if they 
were reading their book of hours. I can state what I heard on two occasions 
as proof of this. The first occasion involved one of our fathers, who behaved 
the same way every day. In his spirit, he would order something from the devil 
and would say to him: “Obedias ad mentem.” Once, he got five or six thoughts 
about something that he wanted to order the devil to do, and for each thought 
he would say to himself: “No.” Finally, he stopped at a seventh, and then he 
said to the demon: “Obedias ad mentem.” After that, the demon recited aloud 
all the father’s thoughts, one after the other, and for each he would say: “But 
Monsieur does not want it.” Finally, having stated all but the last one, the de-
mon said, “We shall see, we shall see.” He remained there until the end of the 
day, when he carried out what the father had ordered, thereby showing that 
he not only knew this father’s thoughts but he also knew the thoughts that 
this father kept locked up, saying to himself: “No.” This proves that demons not 
only know the thoughts directed at them but even the ones that people want 
to keep hidden.
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The other thing is that, in that convent at Loudun, there was a maiden board-
er who was possessed, and who lived with the nuns. One day, a large number 
of nobles were attending the exorcisms. There were numerous lackeys who all 
went into the nuns’ parlor where this maiden was making noise; or rather, the 
devil inside her was doing it. All these lackeys assembled to laugh and gossip 
with this scatter-brained devil. One of the lackeys, making eyes at what seemed 
to be a maiden, said to her: “Guess what I am thinking.” The devil, who was be-
having as a misled maiden might have done, replied: “What will you give me?” 
The lackey promised her some candy. The devil then said that he should think 
about the thing he wanted, and then he guessed it. Part of the afternoon was 
spent guessing all those lackeys’ thoughts about candy. This is an ordinary and 
vulgar thing, which does not appear to require special permission from God; 
and from this, one can conclude that it is therefore a natural and easy thing 
for angels to know the thoughts that a person ordinarily has. It is true that they 
themselves admitted that they did not know the secret of the heart, and I can-
not know what other secret may be closed to them, beyond the soul’s secret and 
intimate thoughts with God, like the thoughts of good souls at prayer. But as for 
all the ordinary thoughts, there is good reason to believe that they know them 
all. Be it by their natural force, or be it by God’s revelation, it is indubitable 
that possessing demons know these thoughts, and that since the demons know 
them, of which we have countless proofs, what we desire to prove still remains: 
they are demons, and we are certain about all the rest of these important truths 
that are written down, the knowledge of which does so much for our salvation.

3 Proofs that There Truly are Demons, Based on the Supernatural 

Effects They Produced in the Bodies of Possessed Persons: M. de 

Keriolet’s Conversion

Although there is no stronger argument than the argument I have just pre-
sented in favor of the presence, in possessed persons, of spirits superior to our 
nature, there are nonetheless several arguments that should not be omitted, in 
order to confirm this truth: it really was devils who were possessing the nuns 
of Loudun.
1. Almost all these maidens did contortions that nature does not know how 

to imitate. I had no sooner arrived than I saw a maiden who was doing 
something that could be seen in almost all of them: that is, she was bend-
ing backward, touching her head to her heels, and nonetheless standing 
on her feet, walking for a very long time, and easily, without changing her 
posture.
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2. Almost all of them made a sort of movement that consisted of shaking 
their head so quickly that no one else could be skillful enough to do it 
intentionally.

3. When they were lying on the floor, they would stiffen and became so 
heavy that the most robust man had great difficulty lifting their heads.

4. They would stick out their tongues, and would make them become in-
ordinately fat, hard, and black. This could only be done by collecting a 
quantity of spirits in that part, which was not at all pinched by their teeth. 
This would happen suddenly, in a moment. I heard the most able physi-
cians admit that it was a totally supernatural and extraordinary effect.

5. The demon Balaam would do something in the mother prioress that, al-
though it seemed slight, the most informed physicians deemed impos-
sible to do by human strength, which consisted of giving an inexpressible 
vivacity to one’s eyes, but when one saw it, it was an indubitable proof of 
the devil’s power and how he was residing in the eyes.

6. This same mother would make an unusual contortion, twisting her arms 
at the shoulder, elbow, and wrist joints, making each of these three joints 
turn in a circle. It happened at the adoration of the Blessed Sacrament: 
the demon would press her belly to the floor, would put her feet together, 
and, turning her arms backward, would also join her hands and her feet, 
and make a circle at each joint.

7. There was yet another thing that was common to all the possessed wom-
en. After all the most vehement and painful agitations, they would not 
seem upset, and their pulse would remain calm, which clearly marked 
help from a spirit who was possessing them, and who was keeping them 
peaceful amid these forced movements.

Now, from these proofs based on the exterior, that is to say, on the effects that 
can be seen with the eye, I draw a conclusion: there are spirits superior to the 
human spirit, and spirits that, by their own fault, fell into God’s indignation, 
and were damned; and by that state they are reduced to an extreme malevo-
lence. From this conclusion, I deduce the truth of a God and his justice, the 
proof of religion and the church, of the last judgment and hell, and of all the 
other truths that faith proposes to us, which we naturally avoid knowing about, 
in order not to be disconcerted or constrained in our liberty. For since the 
world is full of libertine persons who want to believe only what pleases them, 
it turns out to be entirely necessary that Our Lord do or permit things that con-
vince that there is a judgment and a sovereign authority of God that restrains 
even the wicked by fear of his judgment. And since, in the state of this life, God 
tempers this by a providence so gentle that faith is always needed in order to 
adhere to these truths, it so happens that, owing to God’s gentle providence, 
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most of the wicked waver in that belief; and when God does things that seem 
to surpass the forces of nature, they do what they can to keep from being con-
vinced, and in doing so they use the force of the spirit, showing little esteem 
for those who believe easily.

God has permitted a very noteworthy example of a person who was as 
incredulous and as little disposed to the truth as was possible in the world. 
 Having come to Loudun, and having seen what was going on there, this person 
became so convinced and so moved that his conversion is one of the century’s 
most admirable ones. I am referring to Monsieur de Keriolet,36 and to how Our 
Lord converted him from a very wicked and abominable life; and I am all the 
more willing to talk about him, because I saw him and knew him before his 
conversion and after it. The story of this person will also serve us as very great 
proof for the truth that we have undertaken to demonstrate.

A Breton, he came to Loudun in 1635 or 1636, holding an office as coun-
cilor in the parlement of Vannes. His life was so unruly and impious that he 
believed neither in God nor in the devil. He was thirty or thirty-two years old, 
and unmarried. He had come to Loudun, not as some others had, out of curios-
ity about seeing demons, but to see one of his friends named Monsieur de Silly, 
who was very rich and well considered in Loudun. It was said that Monsieur 
de Keriolet intended to make arrangements for his wedding. Having learned 
what was going on in that city, his friend’s son urged him to satisfy his curios-
ity about seeing the demons. He had traveled a great deal and had gone as far 
as Turkey, planning to become a Turk, still thinking that there was no God. I 
have been told that he had often done everything possible to learn whether 
there was a God, and whether there were devils. Having gone alone into a for-
est, and having made his way to the deepest part of the woods, he had invoked 
the demons, but without success; and he did not believe that there was a God, 
beyond having a good time. After that, he had devoted himself to all sorts of 
vices. In his chateau of Keriolet, he was keeping the wife of a gentleman whom 
he was supporting. He had enmities, and he used a great deal of weapons. He 
was very determined, enjoyed solid health, and his body was robust. He had 
planned not to see the possessed women because, having heard the accounts 
of several libertines like himself, he thought they were simply crazy maidens. 
Nonetheless, he allowed his friend to drag him to the exorcism. He was not 

36 Pierre Le Gouvello de Keriolet, or Queriolet (1602–60). His manor house, Keriolet, has sur-
vived in a rebuilt version of a medieval Breton manor house. Keriolet may have played a 
role in the conversion of the prince de Conti (Bremond, Histoire littéraire du sentiment re-

ligieux, 5:266–267n1), who was in Bordeaux in June and July 1652. There, Conti frequently 
saw Surin, who recounts Keriolet’s conversion, (Science, part 1, chapter 3).
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present at the one I was doing, although he came later, but he was eager to 
watch the exorcism by Father Ange, who was exorcizing a lay maiden known 
as “The Benjamin.” With no special plan, he therefore entered the church of 
Sainte-Croix, where the maiden was being exorcised, and he took a place from 
where he could watch the exorcism. In a short while, the demon, speaking 
through the maiden’s mouth, uttered some lewd remarks that made him won-
der where she had learned such things. And then the demon told him some 
very secret things about his life, which greatly astonished him; and on the basis 
of the replies of the one side and the other, he concluded that these were re-
ally devils, and that being the case, there was therefore a God. “And if there is 
a God,” he said, “where does that put me? And to what should a life like mine 
lead?” This made him reflect inwardly, and from reasoning to reasoning, he 
reached all the conclusions that grace usually draws in a soul, when the divine 
light has entered it.

He communicated with Father Ange, and after several discussions with him, 
he decided to make a general confession, which he did with great seriousness. 
Advancing step by step, he made the uncompromising decision to change his 
life and think about doing serious penance. He totally abandoned his plan to 
marry, returned to Vannes, put his affairs in order, and assumed a conduct that 
was perfect for serving God. Withdrawing to his chateau of Keriolet, which was 
near that city, he devoted himself intensively to prayer and to mortification. 
He spent several years this way, going daily to a chapel of Our Lady, situated 
at the end of a long walk from his dwelling, to which he would return for the 
midday meal. He provided great examples of a spirit that had truly converted 
to God and was penitent. He flagellated himself frequently and fasted every 
day. He sold his office in the parlement, used the money to pay some debts, and 
distributed the rest to the poor, whom he would assemble, sometimes in one 
town and sometimes in another; and there he would distribute copious alms, 
until everything had been given away.

Having spent a few months in this penitent state, he made an extraordinary 
plan: he would disguise himself as a poor, begging pauper, and he would go 
on a pilgrimage to Our Lady of Liesse.37 He set off without a shirt, wearing an 
old sleeveless doublet and with his head bare. Dressed this way, he reached 
Loudun, where Our Lord had converted him. No one recognized him, and he 
told no one who he was. He entered the church. The same exorcist was still 
there. At the back of the church, Monsieur de Keriolet knelt before the Blessed 
Sacrament. The devil alone recognized him, and began to cry out to him, and 

37 Since the late thirteenth century, the French village church of Liesse, with its Black Virgin, 
has been the center of a Marian pilgrimage.
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make fun of him. Father Ange, having been alerted, and going up to him, knew 
by his confession that it was Monsieur de Keriolet. He remained very surprised 
to see him this way; but recognizing that it was an effect of Our Lord’s grace, 
he allowed him to complete his pilgrimage, which he did with great humility 
and poverty. Since then, he has made a journey every year, sometimes to Rome, 
sometimes to Compostela,38 and sometimes to Our Lady of Loreto.39 On his 
first journey to Rome, he was so strict about his person that one of his austeri-
ties was not to change his shirt until he was back home. That time, since ver-
min were tormenting him, as he neared home he resolved to find a convenient 
place to wash his shirt. He was near a bush, and just as he was about to undress, 
some people saw him and began to shout at him, calling him a tramp and an 
idler. He took this as an effect of providence, and that Our Lord doubtlessly did 
not want him to be comfortable. He therefore continued on his way, and he did 
not remove his shirt until he was back home.

In Rome, being dead to the world, he did not want to see any of the curiosi-
ties, not even the living pope. He visited only the sepulchers of the saints, and 
he drew no satisfaction from seeing things. Having lived the pilgrim’s life for 
two or three years, he resolved to take holy orders. And he continued his pen-
ance and his annual pilgrimages, without diminishing his austerities in any 
way, save that he would drink a little wine when traveling, for he drank only 
water at home. In addition to that, he spent all his time relieving the poor, and 
he turned his chateau into a hospital. Every day, he would feed the poor who 
came there, giving them soup, a serving of the main course, and dessert.

In around 1654, he stopped at Bordeaux on the way to Compostela. Not 
having encountered anyone he knew, and the doorkeeper at our house hav-
ing mistaken him for a poor priest, he continued on his way and completed 
his journey. On the return trip, he learned that I was there, and he went to see 
our fathers. Father rector received him, and invited him to lodge with us; he 
stayed for five weeks. It was November. He was visited by persons of high rank, 
and he greatly edified them all, owing to his scorn for the world. While he was 
at the college, Monseigneur the prince de Conti and Monseigneur the duke 
d’Enghien40 had him dine with them most of the time. These princes lodged 

38 Santiago de Compostela, in northwestern Spain, one of Europe’s great pilgrimage sites.
39 The Holy House of Loreto, Italy, enshrines the house where the Virgin Mary is believed to 

have lived. The house is said to have been flown by angels, from Jerusalem to the Italian 
coast. Inside and out, the ornaments of the house dazzled pilgrims whom came to Loreto 
from all over Europe.

40 Jesuit-educated (Bourges) Louis de Bourbon-Condé (1621–86), known as “the grand Con-
dé,” was no longer duke d’Enghien in the 1650s, having succeeded his father as prince de 
Condé in 1646. His younger brother, Armand de Bourbon, prince de Conti (1629–66), had 
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just next door, and there was a connecting door in the garden. He treated them 
very simply. As soon as he rose, he would go to some church where he would 
say Mass; he would remain there until noon, and after that he would go take 
his midday meal wherever he was invited. For the profit of souls, he would 
then make conversation concerning spirits. He lived without caring what oth-
ers thought about him, he talked to high-ranking persons and to princes, and 
he spoke the truth to them. In our house, his discussions greatly edified us, for 
he showed clearly that he was only concerned about God.

Having returned to his house, he continued to help the poor, whom he also 
lodged in his dwelling; and although the poor robbed him of whatever they 
could, he never rejected them. He had a little chamber where he slept and 
prayed. Often, when he had some poor person, all rotting and ulcerated, he 
would have that person sleep with him. He did this several times without be-
coming ill. His sister, who was a lady of quality, came to see him once in her 
coach, dressed up and bedecked; he did not want to recognize her. A certain 
man, seeing that he was giving all his goods away in this manner, undertook to 
sue him, and to insist that he owed him a large sum, producing several docu-
ments that were such good counterfeits, that he was in danger of being found 
guilty. The members of the parlement asked him to come in, and, on the basis 
of his simple deposition, they made sure that he won the lawsuit. Finally, he 
lived as if he had been crucified to the world, and the world to him. He always 
showed great common sense and great prudence. Every week, he would go 
and spend a day at the college of Vannes, where he had a bedchamber, and he 
would go to the Jesuit community without any ceremony. From time to time, 
he would also go to the Carmelite fathers of Saint Anne.

Finally, in around 1660, having gone as usual to visit these good fathers, 
he fell ill, and he died there, with all the sacraments, leaving a great odor of 
saintliness. Once he was ill at our house, which was rare because of his excel-
lent health. During his illness, he let himself be directed by the fathers, and 
he obeyed the physician to the letter. During the first years of his penance, he 
did not choose a director, for he used to say: “At that time, I would never have 

likewise been educated by Jesuits (Paris). Their presence at the college therefore comes 
as no surprise. From 1648 to 1650, the brothers played active roles in a rebellion against 
young Louis xiv. Indeed, when this passage was written, Condé was in disgrace and was 
colluding with the Spanish. Conti, by contrast, would soon return to favor: in 1654, he 
obtained the government of Guyenne, where Bordeaux is situated. (If Surin’s dating is ac-
curate, Condé’s presence in Bordeaux presumably was organized without royal approval.) 
During these years, it is likely that Surin was in contact not only with Conti (who was 
instrumental in getting Surin’s Spiritual Catechism published) but also with Monsieur de 
Keriolet, who in 1652 was working to convert Conti and whose conversion Surin discusses 
in part 1 of Science.
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�6�Introduction To The Narrative Of The Things

found someone who would have consented to the penance that God wanted 
from me. For a sinner like me, an extraordinary life was necessary.”

His life was full of great examples of virtue. This man cast a great radiance 
over France. He would sometimes go to Paris. Once, he entered by one city 
gate, and went out the other, without stopping. He was an intimate friend of 
Father Bernard,41 a holy priest who was well known in Paris. One day, as he 
arrived, this father recognized him and took him to his lodging, although they 
had never seen one another before.

I regret saying so little about him, but we have hopes that someone will 
write his Life. What I want to note about him is that this man’s life is a fruit of 
Loudun. So many people who pretend to be great wits came there to see the 
demons and satisfy their curiosity, without gathering fruit for themselves; but 
this man found his salvation and his life there. Having manifestly understood 
that they were devils, he concluded that there was a God.

Part 2 of the Experimental Science, Where Father Surin Speaks of the 

Ills He Suffered as a Result of the Possessions by the Demons Who Were 

Chased Away through His Ministry

1 Introduction to the Narrative of the Things that Happened  

to Him, as a Result of Being Obsessed by Demons over the Span of 

Twenty Years

I was long in doubt as to whether I should set down in writing the things I am 
undertaking to recount in this part. The reason for not doing so was that these 
things are so strange, and so barely credible, that persons who come upon 
them, written down, will take them to be the true fantasies and imaginings 
of a disoriented spirit, and that it is wiser to hide them away than to publish 
them. One reason for writing them down is that one can use these things as 

41 Claude Bernard (1588–1641), known as “the poor priest.” Keriolet doubtlessly saw the 
parallel between his life and Bernard’s. In their youth, both men were given to frivolous 
entertainments, and in later years each converted and devoted himself to helping the 
poor and the sick. Bernard first made his way into the circle of the duke de Bellegarde 
(a relative of the prioress of Loudun). Then, turning his back on the world, Bernard was 
converted by Father Marnat (dates unknown), a Jesuit, and became a priest at the Jesuit 
novitiate in Paris. A lively but outspoken conversationalist, Father Bernard gained an en-
trée to the rich, the noble, and the powerful, from whom he collected alms for the Parisian 
poor. Louis Moréri, Le grand dictionnaire historique (Paris: Libraires associés, 1743), 2:180, 
who cites Thomas Le Gauffre’s Vie du vénérable Claude Bernard (Paris, 1642).
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life�62

a subject for glorifying God and for trusting in him who, in all sorts of labors, 
assists those who have some trust in him. And since it is possible that, on di-
verse occasions, someone will have to undergo similar things, some light can 
be gathered from this experience; and persons who have more faith and virtue 
than I, will be able to lean on God and see how, so to speak, he pulls from the 
doors of death and from the lowest quagmires of hell those who fell into them 
with his permission and as a result of the rage of the demons, who can do that, 
and much more, when God permits.

From all this, one can, moreover, gather the fruit of establishing oneself in 
faithfulness to Our Lord, seeing how he rescues from extreme ills those who, by 
his providence, become engaged in combats with hell, combats like the ones 
that happened to me on the occasion of the diabolical possession where he 
permitted the fall of a soul that was dear to him by its religious profession and 
its goodness, and in whose service he permitted me to be engaged. After that, 
I experienced the greatest misfortunes that can happen to my sort of person, 
who has reason to be blessed forever. For when I embarked on this function of 
exorcist, it was (1) by obedience, and (2) by charity, in order to help a soul that 
was in extreme need. It so happened that Our Lord did something on which I 
rely as on an indubitable principle: when we undertake something for God, in 
his sight, and by his guidance, we must be convinced that we are entering so far 
into his providence that he employs his goodness, his wisdom, and his power 
for us, so that nothing happens to us, nor can happen to us, that does not serve 
our good and be to our advantage. It was in this spirit that I undertook this 
matter, which consisted of helping an afflicted soul, and helping that maiden 
who was possessed by demons.42 And as a result of that state, I was reduced to 
the greatest ills that can happen in this world.

As I have said, I undertook this matter because of obedience to the church, 
obedience to my superiors, and in order to exercise this charity toward a soul 
who was in great need of it. I did it with that idea in mind, and with the impres-
sion that, if I trusted God and surrendered myself to his providence, the more 
ills I encountered, the more Our Lord would do me good, and the harsher and 
the stronger the demons’ attacks, the greater and more powerful Our Lord’s 
help would be. I experienced it as I have written it, and although many folks 
have shown great compassion for me during this adventure, and have said that 
it was a very great ill for me, because of the strange effects that occurred, I can 
nonetheless say, and this thought is engraved in my conscience, that of all the 

42 He is alluding to Mother Jeanne des Anges, prioress of the Ursulines of Loudun (Cavallera).
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�63How The Father, Emerging From The Manifest Obsession

goods I have received, the greatest one,43 after my vocation to Christianity and 
to religion, I did not receive from God’s providence a good so great as the good 
of having been employed in this possession, and that has been the occasion 
for the greatest goods and the greatest obligations I have to his goodness and 
his mercy. So, I am nowhere near the opinion of those who deplore my state 
because I became involved in this matter. To the contrary, I consider it a very 
great favor from God, and I can bear witness to the truth, that Our Lord never 
has permitted any evil or deplorable inconvenience to happen to the human 
common sense, without drawing out from it some great happiness, and with-
out my gathering so much fruit that it has provided a special opportunity for 
me to praise and thank God.

2 How the Father, Emerging from the Manifest Obsession of the 

Demons, Fell into a Strange Squeezing of His Powers, and into 

Spiritual Suffering

After the mother had been delivered of the demons who were possessing her, 
and after they had come out, with the signs that are described in the history 
of her deliverance, the father also came out of his manifest obsession, which 
was making the presence of the malevolent spirit perceptible in his person, 
and he passed into an interior travail that was most extreme. This obsession 
was accompanied by a spiritual vigor and an extraordinary enthusiasm that 
helped him bear this burden not only patiently but also contentedly, and this 
with the help of the grace of Our Lord that was being given him, along with the 
trust that was keeping his spirit at peace, and thanks to a superabundance of 
joy that was making him endure these troubles, and also the labor he had to do 
in the service of souls.

For he devoted himself very much to hearing confessions and preaching, 
and God wanted him to be very busy with preaching. This was remarkable be-
cause, despite the obsession he was feeling in his abilities, it so happened that, 
for this reason, he could almost not apply himself for a moment to reading or 
to study, in order to prepare himself. Nonetheless, with the help and the pres-
ence that Our Lord gave him, as soon as he was in the pulpit, he would feel a 

43 The clause that follows this footnote is corrupted. The passage has been translated 
word-for-word.
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life�64

warmth and a vigor mount to his head and to his chest,44 which gave him an 
admirable ease and a liberty with which he would say what he wanted; and this 
would succeed to the satisfaction of his listeners and, to all appearances, to the 
great profit of souls.

And it is true that after he was removed from Loudun by his superiors, the 
mother having been delivered of the demons, he was sent to Bordeaux, where 
they wanted him to preach. And because the obsession that he had in his pow-
ers was beginning to declare itself, it was impossible for him to apply himself 
to any reading and writing, or to fix his attention in order to think about what 
he wanted to say. The superiors thought that they should not consent to let 
him preach where he had been invited; nonetheless, in view of his trust in God 
and of obedience, he proposed to begin with the Carmelites, who wanted him 
to preach at their grill during Advent and Lent, on Sundays and on feast days. 
He agreed to give them this satisfaction, proposing to himself that he would 
simply say what Our Lord put into his thoughts, without embellishment, as 
if he were quickly reciting a meditation. It was therefore done that way, in all 
simplicity. Indeed, few people were in attendance on the first Sunday of Ad-
vent. He spoke according to the impetuousness of his spirit; and for the second 
sermon that he had to give, so many persons came to hear him that they had 
to use a high pulpit; and the third time he preached, he had to go up into the 
great pulpit that was in the middle of the nave, so numerous had the multitude 
of listeners become.45

This pained him, seeing that he could not spend half of a quarter hour pre-
paring his sermons, and could not understand why the common people and 
the high-ranking persons of the city were coming there. Within himself, he 
was already feeling an effect of squeezing that I am about to describe, and a 
total incapacity to act and take satisfaction in all sorts of bodily motions.46 This 
squeezing would last until the moment when he was in the pulpit; and some-
times it was so great that he resolved to withdraw after having said a couple of 
words, on the grounds that he felt ill. Indeed, he could neither think nor speak. 
And yet, once he was in the pulpit, he would feel a dilation in his interior sense, 
and the heat of a grace that was so strong that he would unload his heart like 

44 Estomac, “chest” or “stomach.” This word can refer to the stomach, but it also denotes 
“the exterior part of the body that corresponds to the chest and stomach area”; daf 1694. 
Throughout this translation, this word has been given the translation that appears most 
appropriate in that context: sometimes “chest” but sometimes “stomach.”

45 Surin arrived from Bordeaux on November 28, 1637, in order to preach the following day, 
which was the first Sunday of Advent (Cavallera).

46 In other words, Surin was unable to make the appropriate rhetorical gestures with his 
hands and arms.
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�65How The Father, Emerging From The Manifest Obsession

a trumpet, with a power in his voice and his thinking, as if he were a different 
man. On Good Friday, it happened that he could not go on any longer. Feeling 
so stricken and languishing, and so squeezed in his sense and in his speech, he 
concluded that he must stop and give up all public action, no longer being able 
to do it because of his ailments. Yet he wanted to make an effort on that day. He 
climbed into the pulpit with extreme difficulty, for he was squeezed all the way 
down to the motions of his feet. He began before a very large audience, and his 
spirit being so stricken and stunned that he did not know how to cope. Reason 
providing no explanation for this action, he was starting to drop everything 
and leave his audience when, having made the sign of the cross, he felt such 
fire in his spirit, and such vigor in his chest, that he continued for three hours 
as vigorously as possible. His spirit was very moved, and his listeners were too.

This was the form he observed throughout that entire year.47 He was unable 
to do anything more than search for his text in the Gospels; and then, placing 
himself in God’s presence and giving himself to God, something like a printed 
page with the plan for the text would come to him, with everything expressed 
in a couple of words. He would remain incapable of adding anything until the 
moment when, in the pulpit, he had made the sign of the cross. Then an open-
ing would appear, like a pipe that opened and disgorged into his spirit an abun-
dance of lights and strengths, after which he would surrender himself as to a 
torrent, and God would give his blessing.

Now, the cause and the manner of this squeezing should be explained. That 
is, bit by bit, during his obsession at Loudun, he began to receive communi-
cations from God that worked very strong operations and consolations in his 
soul, with notions about divine things, and with very ardent spiritual fires that 
declared themselves daily in his spirit, in such a manner that he could not 
doubt that all this came from God, and that it surpassed all natural forces.

For it is necessary to note that, several years before going to Loudun, the 
father had been extremely constrained by plans involving mortification, and 
remaining in God’s presence;48 and although there was some good zeal there, 
there were also great excesses in the reserve and the constraint of his spir-
it. That is why he was in a constriction that assuredly was blameworthy, al-
though his intentions were good. Our Lord’s operations of grace, which God 
sent him during his obsession, dilated that shrunken heart and, by very sweet 

47 The school year 1636–37 (Cavallera).
48 For “prayer of the presence of God” (also called “silent prayer”), see Lallemant, Spiritual 

Doctrine, 251–64. Surin is very likely referring to his involvement with the more spiritual 
tendencies that were common among the more spiritually-inclined Jesuits of Aquitaine. 
These tendencies were deemed suspect by the superior general and their promoters were 
dispersed. See introduction to this volume.
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life�66

 consolations, did great good for repairing a nature that was excessively over-
whelmed and squeezed. That went on for a long while, and God’s operations 
were done in a very perceptible manner, and his soul could not doubt that this 
help came from grace. Sometimes, these operations would even dilate them-
selves, when it was a question of serving one’s neighbor. This father had totally 
worn himself out by false ideas about recollection and mortification, which 
overwhelmed nature (whose strengths God wishes to maintain for his service); 
so he was rendered incapable of the functions of an institute such as the Soci-
ety, which is supposed to help souls.

And Our Lord, by his mercy, opposed the devil who, by his obsession, want-
ed to doom the father and render him incapable of serving God in his vocation. 
By these operations, God had dilated the father’s heart. In the beginning, they 
were so strong and so abundant that the father could not prevent them from 
appearing during the assembly of the fathers who were at Loudun, as a little 
community.49 In addition to that, every evening Our Lord would privately give 
the father certain goods and noteworthy effects of his grace, which the father 
could not doubt came with the help of his good angel. This was made so clear 
to him that it was impossible to suspect that they did not. Thus the operations 
of grace, which even made themselves manifest in the assembly of religious 
to whom he would present conferences,50 would continue to dilate his senses 
and his spirit, and would augment his spiritual and corporal strengths. A great 
deal could be said about this, but it cannot be done here.

These operations brought such a mutation in his senses and in his body that 
in less than two months, his complexion51 changed from thin and extenuated, 
as he was, to a plump complexion from which he drew the strength to preach 
and to work, as I have said. And these strengths were such that a total repair 
of his interior and exterior state took place, and, thanks to this supernatural 
vigor, he preached for that entire year, as I have said. Despite that, the devil did 
his obsession inside the father, in such a manner that, Our Lord permitting it 
to be that way, the devil prevailed in the end, and he squeezed this father so 
hard that he lost his ability to move and even to speak. And in the late autumn 
of that year,52 when he left Loudun, he became so overwhelmed that he lost 

49 In 1635, as many as seven Jesuits were there at a time (Cavallera).
50 Conférence: an academic or informational presentation on the origin, meaning, or imple-

mentation of some point or points in Christian tradition and life, or on the way of life in 
the Society itself.

51 Complexion, “complexion” or “temperament”: “Temperament, bodily constitution, a ro-
bust complexion, a very delicate complexion, a melancholy complexion. One must treat 
him according to his complexion”; daf 1694.

52 That is, during the school year, 1637–38 (Cavallera).
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�67On The Origin Of This Suffering In Both Body And Spirit

every ability to preach and converse, and he fell into the greatest humiliation 
one could imagine.53

All this vivacity, which seemed to come from an extraordinary grace that 
Our Lord had given him through this suffering and this constricting disposi-
tion, changed and abated in such a manner that he became weak and down-
fallen, to the point that he lost the ability to do things: he was unable to walk, 
speak, write, or make a motion. Being reduced in the extreme, his soul suc-
cumbed and was unable to do anything. In order to explain this clearly, it is 
necessary to recount how this change came upon him, and the principal ef-
fects that were produced by it. One will learn about the great suffering from 
which Our Lord finally delivered him, with a success that astonished everyone.

3 On the Origin of This Suffering in Both Body and Spirit, and How 

He was Sent to the Tomb of Blessed François de Sales

I do not want to intermingle here the current discussion and what has already 
been written in the history of the deliverance. In the book containing the 
history,54 it is recounted how the father was sent; but it must be explained here 
how he fell into the great ailment that he suffered and that continued for that 
entire journey.

While he was still at Loudun, around the time when the mother was deliv-
ered from the last of the demons, the father was likewise delivered from the 
manifest obsession that he was receiving from the same demons. And when 
he was thinking about it the least, he fell into a state where, despite the vigor 
that had been communicated to him by the manifest operations of the good 
spirit, which had dilated him and, so to speak, had changed his complexion, 
he became so squeezed that the illness that he had contracted, owing to his 
conduct before coming to Loudun, had, if you will, passed to a better form 
through a great liberty in everything, and a strength to act. If, therefore, it had 
been able to run its full course, he would have become totally free in his func-
tions. But instead, Our Lord permitted the demons’ efforts to be made so great 
in the father’s person that one morning the father was not only troubled in 
his natural sense, with outbursts that rendered him totally contemptible, but 

53 Cavallera comments: “The chronology here is rather difficult to establish. Everything 
weighed carefully, it seems certain that Surin is talking about the academic year 1637–38, 
after his definitive return to Bordeaux. His mutism already existed when he made the trip 
to Savoy in April to July 1638, during which he once again could speak; and, perhaps with 
some exaggeration, the final lines would seem to refer to late 1638.”

54 Triumph of Divine Love, chapters 11–14, where one finds the details about incidents during 
the journey.
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life�68

it even seemed that, at that time, he was like a possessed person, contrary to 
the manner that a priest and religious should have. So the fathers were obliged 
to exorcise him, no longer as they had been doing while he had been laid low 
by the exorcism, but totally like a person who had lost his common sense and 
his liberty. This was a thing that had not yet appeared in him, for he had had 
nothing except efforts that came from outside, God always conserving for him 
the peace of his spirit.

In addition to that, the father entered a state where his strength suddenly 
was totally lacking, and he fell into a terrible ailment. He could not move his 
body without extreme suffering, and he had no power to speak, walk, or do 
any action except in extreme torment. He was so bound that necessary things 
such as eating, walking, and all the other motions necessary for life, cost him so 
much that he abstained from everything, in order to have rest.

But because there was a great principle of life in him, still being young,55 
and in addition having a vivacity from this principle of grace that drew him to 
actions that served God and the good of his neighbor, he would climb over all 
the interior obstacles that he did not see as coming from the demon or from 
any distinct cause. In continual torment, he would go through all of that. And 
having been sent to Guyenne, he committed himself to preaching and to hear-
ing confessions, and generally to doing everything they might desire of him, 
and that they might order him to do, sensing a secret obstacle that was causing 
him extreme pain. That continued in him for two or three years. It even hap-
pened that he lost his speech, and he could not say why the natural faculty had 
weakened in such a manner that he could not speak. He went eight full months 
almost without saying a word. He became so feeble at writing that he spent 
more than twenty years unable to write a word.56

During this time, Easter came.57 And because he had vowed to go to the 
tomb of Blessed François de Sales if the mother was delivered, this vow had 
to be carried out. He left on Quasimodo Sunday58 and headed for Savoy via 
Toulouse and Avignon, still deprived of speech and suffering in all his other 
movements. His suffering was extreme when it came to the necessities of life, 
going about, speaking, and negotiating. There was a father59 who was his com-
panion and who compensated for his defect. He finally reached Annecy, where 

55 He was thirty-eight years old (Cavallera).
56 Cavallera points out that this inability to write began in 1638 and ended in 1656. Surin, 

he concludes, should therefore have written “he spent approximately twenty years,” not 
“more than.”

57 April 4, 1638.
58 April 11, 1638 (Cavallera).
59 Father Pierre Thomas (dates unknown), who was at the professed house of Bordeaux that 

year, and who served as confessor and præfectus ecclesiæ (Cavallera).
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�69How The Father Became So Afflicted

the tomb of Blessed François de Sales is. His suffering was incredible at being 
unable to speak to these good mothers, nuns of the visitation, nor to Madame 
de Chantal, nor to an infinite number of persons who wanted to speak to him, 
in Grenoble, in Avignon, in Lyon. Everywhere, he was unable to speak, which 
was extremely humiliating and mortifying for him; yet he had to bear all that. 
In addition, he could not say a thing to communicate the suffering in his spirit, 
not even make his confession. Various extraordinary things happened on this 
journey that are described in the history. His soul’s suffering and travail were 
extreme at being unable to measure up to the good that was waiting to be 
done, both in public and in private.

However, his suffering at being unable to speak ended when he encoun-
tered Mother des Anges. This took place at Lyon, when they joined together 
to go to Monsieur de Genève’s tomb. No sooner did the father start out with 
her to finish this journey than he recovered his speech, but not with all its 
strength. Little by little, it developed and increased, to the point that he said 
Mass at Moulins on the feast of Saint Ignatius.60 Next, he preached at a priory 
of Fontevrault, near Loudun, and then he returned to Bordeaux via Poitou and 
Limousin, preaching at Poitiers, Limoges, and Périgueux. Finally, he returned 
to Bordeaux, where he preached to the Carmelites and elsewhere, during all 
of 1638.

After that, he relapsed more than ever into his impotence and his infirmi-
ties, except that he did not totally lose his speech, being able to make his con-
fession and to speak a little. But the squeezing became so great that his spirit 
entered into an oppression, despondencies, and discouragements so great that 
it was pitiful and frightful to see just how much anguish and abandonment he 
was experiencing.

4 How the Father Became So Afflicted that He Believed Himself 

Damned, and How, in That Affliction, He Jumped from a Window 

Where God Saved Him

This crushed feeling was great on the exterior, for he could not take a step with-
out extreme pain; and in the interior, it was so furious that it seemed to him 
that he was totally damned. God had, or so it seemed, rejected and condemned 
him, so that there was no longer any hope of salvation. Despite the fact that 
he had read a great deal in mystical authors about these interior sufferings, he 
could not even imagine that it was like that in him. For several spiritual men 

60 July 31.
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life�70

were saying the same thing to him as these authors, who included Blosius61 
and John of the Cross.62 They would tell him this, but nothing could make an 
impression on him, for he believed that he had been totally rejected by Our 
Lord, with no hope that could sustain him. As far as sentiment is concerned, 
he fell totally into the precipice of despair, and he could not understand how 
many things were going on in his soul that were leading him to believe that.

In addition to that, Our Lord disposed things so much by his providence 
that the comments of the greatest and the most spiritual men, and of all the 
father’s superiors, contributed to giving him this deadly pain that was a chas-
tisement from God: he had wanted to elevate himself too much, and God, by a 
just judgment, had wanted to lower him. And although all these persons were 
telling him that he must not be discouraged or lose his assurance, all these 
things nonetheless contributed to their saying that God was punishing him 
justly; that he had wanted to follow his fancies and seek personal routes; that 
God did not bless this; that he was lacking in obedience; that he was full of self-
confidence; that Our Lord had permitted the devil to deceive and blind him; 
that when one climbs too high, one later goes to the opposite extreme; and that 
it was nonetheless necessary to keep hoping and to do good.

It is incredible how much Our Lord permitted things that overwhelmed 
him, and how all sorts of persons contributed to his illness. For among the 
fathers of the Society, they all were telling him this. Except for one,63 who ad-
vised him to keep hoping that his illness was merely a trial. In addition, the 
mother prioress of Loudun, who was receiving many visits from Our Lord and 
from her good angel, was saying that Our Lord would pull him out of there. 
Also, there was a good maiden named Magdeleine Boinet,64 who was illustri-
ous in the graces of Our Lord and of excellent virtue: praying for him to Our 
Lord, she was assured that he would one day be delivered from his sufferings. 
But all those who were saying good things to him had no power to relieve him, 
for he believed that this father,65 the mother, and this devout maiden were 
being deceived by the devil, and that, being persons prone to illusions, there 

61 Louis de Blois (1506–66) was a Flemish Benedictine and mystical writer, generally known 
under the name of Blosius.

62 Juan de la Cruz (1542–91), a Spaniard, was a Carmelite friar and mystic. He reformed the 
Carmelite order. His poetry and his writings on the growth of the soul have been placed at 
the summit of mystical Spanish literature. He was beatified in 1675 and canonized in 1726.

63 According to Cavallera, this Jesuit was Father Claude Bastide, one of Surin’s closest friends 
and confidants.

64 The manuscript reads Bonnet. For Madeleine (or Magdeleine) Boinet, see de Certeau, 
 Possession, 146.

65 That is, Father Bastide.
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�7�How The Father Became So Afflicted

was no certainty in relying on their words. And so, the father had surrendered 
to his sorrow and anguish to such an extreme degree that nothing entered his 
soul to console him. Along with that, the scorn they were heaping on him was 
so excessive that he seemed to be annihilated, before God and before men. His 
soul was in an extreme desolation, and nothing human or divine consoled him. 
For the human, everything was contrary to him; and as for the divine, all the 
doors were closed to joy.

At this point, the time came to hold a provincial congregation to decide who 
would be a deputy to Rome for the election of a father general, Father Muzio, 
the general, having died.66 The fathers having assembled at Bordeaux, the pro-
vincial67 thought that Father Surin should be excluded from the assembly,68 
that it was not appropriate for him to be in that city, because his woes rendered 
him incapable of everything, and that consequently he should be removed 
from public view, and also from the sight of those who were attending the as-
sembly. And in order that nothing would be omitted from this annihilation, 
Our Lord permitted him to be sent to Saint-Macaire, a small city seven leagues 
from Bordeaux, where there is a small residence and a small college with two 
classes. Our Lord knew what was going to happen to him there. He therefore 
permitted the fathers to decide to keep him in that place while the congrega-
tion was meeting. The father provincial sent his companion69 to the infirmary 
of the college at Bordeaux, where Father Surin was thinking only of his woes, 
and especially the woe of the damnation into which he believed he had fallen. 
The father provincial’s companion came to propose to Father Surin the sojourn 
at Saint-Macaire that they were planning. The father, who wanted to obey, saw 
no objection to this plan and agreed to go whenever they wished.

He therefore left immediately and set off in a boat with a father who was 
keeping him company; and when they were a league from that city, they had 
to disembark.70 The father walked this final league in the greatest possible an-
guish, because it was horribly difficult for him to walk, and his every move-
ment made the path painful for him. He finally reached Saint-Macaire (where 
I am now, as I write this, and because I began writing this in the third person,  
I shall continue in that voice).

He was lodged in one of the bedchambers that are along the river and that 
are extremely elevated, because the house was built on a rock, at the foot of 

66 Muzio Vitelleschi died on February 9, 1645.
67 Jean Ricard.
68 “That is to say, excluded from active participation to which his title ‘professed’ entitled 

him. The assembly in question was held in May 1645” (Cavallera).
69 The provincial’s socius was Father Pierre Pyrard (1581–1667) (Cavallera).
70 He probably was going up the Garonne River to Longon (Cavallera).
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life�72

which the Garonne River passes. His room was in the infirmary, which is on the 
third floor and above the salle.71 He spent a few days in this house, in a desola-
tion as great as any he had experienced in his life, because he was thinking that 
he had already been condemned and rejected by God.

This imagining will seem to others a hollow thought, a reverie of his spirit, 
because the natural common sense on which our faith is built serves us so 
much as a rampart against these objects of the other life that, as soon as a man 
says he is damned, the others simply judge it to be madness; but madness usu-
ally is in the ideas that one has conceived, and even more naturally, as with 
hypochondriacs.72 Thus it goes with them all: one person says he is a jug, the 
other says he is a cardinal, and these ideas are legitimately held to be madness. 
But that was not what the father was saying, and in all his ideas there was noth-
ing like what one sees in hypochondriacs. But believing that one is damned is 
something that several very wise persons have believed, such as Henry Suso, a 
saint of the Dominican order.73 Saint Ignatius himself, at Manresa, was about 
to throw himself down,74 so strongly was he seized by the thought that he had 
been rejected by God. Saint Maddalena de’ Pazzi,75 and even Saint Teresa, 
thought that they had been rejected by God, and the latter saint said that these 
thoughts are infernal sufferings. Blosius too, in his Institution, speaking of his 
interior travails, called them that; and Father John of the Cross and others who 
wrote about this suffering do not say that these thoughts are madness, but that 
they are permissions from God, who allows very good souls to be tormented 
like that. And so, this father said, and continues to insist, that this is not mad-
ness but extreme suffering in the spirit.

It is not in order simply to defend oneself from blame that one naturally 
does what is considered mad, for the father fell into that inconvenience in so 

71 The French do not number the ground floor of a building. This means that Surin was 
lodged on the fourth floor. The salle, a large common room, appears to have been situated 
directly below the infirmary.

72 In the seventeenth century, this term denoted persons suffering pains in the upper abdo-
men, which according to the medical theory of the four humors was believed to be the 
seat of melancholy. “Hypochondriacs” suffered from depression and melancholy without 
a cause.

73 Henry Suso, that is, Heinrich Seuse (1295–1366), also called Amandus, was a German Do-
minican mystic. A supporter of Meister Eckhart (c.1260–c.1328), he was censured by his 
superiors and stripped of his teaching position. He endured persecution until his death. 
Suso was not canonized until 1831.

74 For a time in Manresa, St. Ignatius struggled against a sudden attack of scrupulousness. 
He was on the verge of suicide and once nearly threw himself over a precipice.

75 Maria Maddalena de’ Pazzi (1566–1607), a Carmelite mystic. Throughout much of her life, 
she experienced raptures and profound ecstasies. She was beatified in 1610 and canonized 
in 1669.
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�73How The Father Became So Afflicted

humbled a manner that it would almost shock common sense to say “No,” ow-
ing to the strange things that happened to him and that have made him es-
teemed by most of those with whom he has lived. It is not therefore, in order 
to avoid that blame; for he can admit that he has not overly feared that title, 
because he can say that, long ago, he offered himself to God for that, and did it 
in order to have this lovely nosegay on his hat, which scarcely anyone wants to 
have. Nonetheless, Our Lord, by his providence, had destined him for this, hav-
ing given him this desire several times, when meditating on one of our rules, by 
which Saint Ignatius wants us to be disposed to be considered mad, without, 
however, giving any occasion for it.76 The father had had this desire and had 
imagined this good fortune to be an excellent adventure; and he had sufficient-
ly enough to sate himself on this beverage, for he had been filled with that good 
by which he conformed to Jesus Christ, who was considered mad by Herod and 
treated as such. Often, in our devotions, we have inclinations for that, and the 
father had had them since his youth. Nonetheless, when it comes to choosing, 
he was as delicate as anyone else, and as little mortified. But on this occasion, 
Our Lord gave him some grace to take this public rejection with some mild-
ness, although in his conscience he did not think it madness to believe that 
one is damned. And when they would say that to him, he would always cite 
the examples I have mentioned, that is, several holy persons who believed this, 
thinking that they had been rejected by God, and even damned.

And so, being at Saint-Macaire, he believed with certainty that God had re-
jected and damned him. He already had such great and such powerful motives 
to believe this that he did not believe that any man could resist in this world. 
Thus disposed, he came to Saint-Macaire and was lodged in the same place 

76 See Rules of the Society of Jesus (Roehampton: Manresana, 1926), “Summary of the Con-
stitutions,” 5–7. The specific sentence that inspired Surin reads: “For as worldly men, who 
follow the things of the world, love and with great diligence seek honors, reputation and 
the credit of a great name upon earth, as the world teaches them, so those who are ad-
vancing in spirit and seriously follow Christ our Lord, have and earnestly desire things, 
which are altogether the contrary; that is to be clothed with the same garment and with 
the same livery of their Lord for His love and reverence; insomuch that if it could be with-
out offense of the divine Majesty and without sin on the part of their neighbor, they would 

wish to suffer reproaches, slanders and injuries, and to be treated and accounted as fools 

(without at the same time giving any occasion for it), because they desire to imitate and 
resemble in some sort their Creator and Lord Jesus Christ, and to be clothed in his gar-
ments and livery; since He clothed himself with the same for our greater spiritual good, 
and gave us an example in that in all things, as far as by the assistance of God’s grace we 
can, we may seek to imitate and follow Him, seeing He is the true way that leads men to 
light” (italics added).
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life�74

where he has been many times this very year.77 And since his soul was filled 
with that thought, he had another powerful suggestion, which was to jump out 
the window of the bedchamber where he was lodging, which looks down onto 
the rock on which the house was built. He entertained this thought, which 
came to him in a most frightful manner. He spent the entire night fighting it; 
and when morning came, he went before the Blessed Sacrament in the little 
tribune that is opposite the high altar, and there he spent part of the morning. 
Then, a bit before the noonday meal, he withdrew to his bedchamber.

As he was entering it, he saw that the window was open. He went up to it 
and, having contemplated the precipice about which he had had this furious 
instinct, he withdrew to the middle of the chamber and turned to the window. 
At that point, he totally lost consciousness, and suddenly, as if he had been 
asleep, without seeing what he was doing, he was tossed through this window 
and thrown thirty feet away from the wall, to the edge of the river, dressed in 
his robe, his house slippers on his feet, and his square doctor’s bonnet on his 
head. People said that he landed on the rock, and from there bounced to the 
edge of the river, against a little willow tree that went between his legs and 
prevented him from falling into the water. When he fell, he broke the top of his 
thighbone, close to the hip joint.78

A father was in the gallery (which protrudes from the wall and has openings 
along the paths that stretch out from that wall), and thought that someone had 
tossed out a package to put on the boat for Bordeaux. He said that the father 
had fallen straight down to the river bank, and that he had not hit the rock, 
bouncing down; and that is quite believable. As soon as he touched the earth 
with his feet, he fell backward. Seeing him on the ground, a peasant who was a 
passenger went to him. A father who was up in the gallery called out, and they 
came to fetch him and took him into the house. He was put back into bed, and 
a man was left to observe what he would do, with orders to come and notify 
them when he had expired. Having remained for more than twenty-four hours 
in that state, without hearing a sound or opening his eyes, at ten o’clock the 
next day he finally opened his eyes and, having regained consciousness, spoke 
to the person who was watching over him, who went to notify the fathers. The 
physician and the surgeon having come, they examined him and realized that 
his thigh was broken.

At the same time as the accident, a Huguenot appeared who wanted to 
cross the river at the very place where this fall had occurred, and in passing 

77 He was writing this in 1663 (Cavallera).
78 According to Surin himself, it took place on Teresa of Ávila’s feast day, October 15, but a 

letter from the rector of the college of Bordeaux reveals that this happened on May 17, 
1645 (Cavallera).
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�75On The Great And Horrible Temptations To Kill

he laughed about it. After he had crossed, he mounted his horse and, in the 
meadow, on a very fine and level path, his horse threw him off and he broke his 
arm. He himself said that God had punished him for having made fun of this 
father who had wanted to fly; and he, from a lesser height, had experienced the 
same inconvenience. Now, the place is high enough for a person to kill himself, 
for, less than a month ago, a cat that was trying to catch a sparrow fell and was 
killed, although those animals usually survive falls, being light and adroit.

The father nonetheless was carried, alive, to his bedchamber, and then to 
Bordeaux, where his broken member was bandaged in such a way that, be-
cause the bone was badly set, his leg was a half-foot shorter. The physicians told 
him that he should not expect to walk again, that he would not be able to care 
for himself and move about without crutches, that when the seasons changed 
he would have pain, and that he would feel the same pains when it was cold, 
but that they would make that better with furs. Yet the father, the break hav-
ing healed, never stopped walking when the occasion demanded, even though 
that leg was shorter; and he never felt any pain in that thigh. When the weather 
turned cold, he wanted to obey the physician, so he took a lamb’s skin that they 
had adapted for him; but as soon as he put it on, he felt a vigorous impetuous-
ness that made him take it off and throw it far away. Ever since then, he has 
had no trouble walking and moving about, just as if he had not been injured.

It is true that Our Lord gave him the confidence that this would not pre-
vent him from doing things for God’s service. It is also true that, with time, he 
was forced to use a little stick to lean on. And when he wanted to walk more 
easily, or amuse himself, for example take a walk, he always felt that the leg 
was failing him, and that if he persisted in walking, he would fall like a sack 
of wheat. But if he was going to serve God and his neighbor out of charity, 
he always found strength. Up to the present, this is his way of doing things, 
and his experience. The fall happened eighteen years ago; and if one has the 
leisure to become old, there are changes in one’s disposition. At present, I am 
in the very place where the fall occurred, and sometimes I am recounting it in  
the first person, and sometimes in the third person, according to my inclina-
tion. God be forever praised, who, when he pleases, pulls us out of our woes. 
We are always the same, and he is unlimited goodness, and without measure.

5 On the Great and Horrible Temptations to Kill Himself that the 

Father had for Seven or Eight Years

The affliction in my heart at that time was so great that all sorts of joy were ban-
ished from it, and I fell into those precipices of despair, so that I thought solely 
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life�76

about killing myself. Not that I was in any condition to scorn what, in this and 
in any other thing, appeared to be sin, for my heart never attained a disposition 
where I was not determined to flee everything that was evil; but the devil had 
so obscured my reason that it always seemed to me that God and reason were 
ordering me to kill myself. Things reached such an extreme that, thinking that 
God had ordered me to behave like a damned soul, whenever I did some good, 
I thought I was removing myself from God’s order. And I thought that I could 
do nothing worse than to try to do good, behaving like a man who very much 
wanted to take into account an order from God. For the state of the damned is 
always to do evil. It seemed to me that my desire to do good was the greatest 
evil I could do, because it was contrary to divine order. God had already tossed 
me into evil; I must not disregard that order. And since I nonetheless confessed 
from time to time, it so happened that a father was urging me to make a con-
fession in order to receive Communion. I consented to make my confession, 
and I did it in such a way that I told him about my greatest sin, which weighed 
most on my conscience: which was to do the actions of a righteous man, being 
damned as I was. He could never draw anything else from me, because that was 
indeed pressing me more than all the rest.

I also thought that this law of God’s was pressuring me to go to hell soon.  
I felt such impetuosity to kill myself that I never saw a well, as I went along the 
street, without taking four or five steps in order to throw myself into it. And 
when I went along streets from where the river was visible, I would always take 
the slope leading to the river in order to throw myself into it. And when I was 
resting in my bedchamber or on my bed, I would always be thinking of ways 
to go and throw myself into the water or into a well, or out a window into the 
street, so that God’s justice might be accomplished. I often went out at night, 
and I would place myself at the windows that opened onto the street in order 
to jump, wanting my body to be found on the paving in the morning, believing 
that this would satisfy God’s justice, and that I could do no better in my present 
state. Every day, I would make some effort to do that, and I would rise at night 
and go get knives to stick into my throat. Once, I spent an entire night with a 
knife at my throat, unable to push it in, for Our Lord, by his providence, was 
disposing things in such a way that I did not find a knife, or it had no point, or 
I lacked the strength to push it in.

And so, for seven or eight years running, I was continually planning to kill 
myself. More than a hundred times I went from my bedchamber to the sacristy 
in order to hang myself behind the tabernacle of the Blessed Sacrament, and I 
was overjoyed to think that they would find me hanging there. I spent several 
hours each day and each night planning to go and accomplish the deed, ei-
ther by hanging myself, or by stabbing myself, or by leaping out; and Our Lord 
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�77On The Great And Horrible Temptations To Kill

 always deflected it, or raised some obstacle that prevented it from being done, 
although the will was still there.

Despite that, I had a continual desire to serve God; and when I found an 
occasion to speak to people about God, I would do it in a very moving way. I 
myself was moved, yet that did not abolish the belief that I was damned, but 
that God was what he was, deserving that his creature pay him perfect service, 
and I would burn with the desire that he be honored and served. Sometimes, 
I would even go to the Carmelites to see the nuns in their parlors, where the 
community was assembled. They would invite me to give them an exhortation. 
I would do it with a heart that was so moved that they would be stirred by it, in 
the love of God; and I would be extremely moved at seeing that God merited 
being infinitely loved and served. Although I had this feeling, I had no suspi-
cion that I might be in his grace. But, believing with assurance that I was re-
jected by God and condemned (and I felt as assured as if I had been in hell), it 
is a marvel that I truly burned with the desire for God to be honored and served 
by all his creatures, and, in me, I had no hope of being able to participate in this 
good. But even if I had been assured of being in hell forever, thanks to the idea 
that God deserved the service of all his creatures, I had an extreme desire to 
contribute to his being honored and served; yet at the same time, when I was 
saying this with extreme feeling and tenderness of heart, I myself had a despair 
in my soul as if heaven had thrown lightning bolts at me, as when a damned 
person comes out of hell.

It is certain that, for seven or eight years, I bore this tendency to despair, 
which caused me to roar with pain; and I would say frightful things that would 
astonish the others, as a damned person would. Yet I desired to have all honor 
be rendered to God, as if I had had, in my soul, a very burning fire of his love. 
And at this hour, recalling this, I remember that the desire that God be served 
by his creatures, as he deserves, possessed me in such a way that I never had a 
greater desire. Yet the impression that I was damned was so great that, if the 
entire human race had told me the contrary, it would have had no effect on my 
spirit for removing that belief from me. And the testimonies I had about that 
were so great that almost nothing could be added.

Talking about this evidence would require long statements, and much 
would have to be said in order to highlight each one; but it was principally the 
interior marks that were matched by the exterior ones, in such a way that it was 
like a quagmire from which my soul could not withdraw, without a very great 
grace from God. And so, if I have the occasion to say it, one will see clearly that 
God did great things in order to make me come out of it; for this opinion about 
damnation was established and fortified by so many things that it was very dif-
ficult to shake off the yoke and restrain its strength.
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life�78

I do not know how much time I spent without attending an assembly such 
as sermons, or without opening a book, or looking at any sheet of paper, or 
finding something distinct before me. When casting my eyes on something or 
paying attention to it, I only had, or read, things that confirmed that belief. 
When I entered churches where they were chanting in the choir, every time, 
without fail, I would hear a verse that suggested that. Once, I entered during 
a sermon (it was at Saint-Projet in Bordeaux79), and I found that the preacher 
was saying that there were persons who carried their condemnation around. 
Then he added: “There are some here in this audience who are currently in 
damnation.” My ears heard that. Perhaps the demon was creating an illusion 
for me. I believe, with great certainty, that he was doing that on another oc-
casion. I was in bed in the infirmary, overwhelmed by illness, but above all by 
the thought that I was damned. The fathers would come to see me, and among 
them was one who is a grave, wise, and very learned man. While I was roll-
ing that thought around in my head, he said to me distinctly some words that 
could only come from the devil. To reassure me about it, they even gave me a 
young religious who slept in my infirmary, in a separate bed. At night, while 
sleeping, he would talk and would say frightful things to me, replying to my 
thoughts. Finally, everything came together in such a way that, in my wretched 
state, everything concurred to give me that impression. And my soul entered 
ever deeper into that thought, so that it required God’s great mercy to pull me 
out of it. Now, the thought about killing myself was so strong and so continual 
that there was no occasion when my soul was not, so to speak, placed in extre-

mis. All of this followed upon the incident that took place at Saint-Macaire.

6 Some Strange Impressions against Jesus Christ, and Diverse Ideas 

about Heresy, of Which God Delivered the Father, Even Though 

These Impressions Had Been Terrible in His Spirit

Around the time when the father was having these strange temptations about 
killing himself, he also had marvelous hatreds toward Jesus Christ. These were 
put into his spirit in so natural a way that it seemed to him that this came na-
ively from himself; but since then, I have seen clearly that this came from the 
malevolent spirit, because it was totally contrary to the ideas and inclinations 
that the father’s spirit had formerly had, and that he has had since. It so hap-
pens that he was frightfully jealous of Jesus Christ for having been elected for 
the hypostatic union rather than he. For although we have in our depth enough 
malevolence and ambition to consider ourselves worthy of all the advantages 

79 He had been baptized there (Cavallera).
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�79Some Strange Impressions Against Jesus Christ

that others have, he had an aversion to thinking that the devil was playing his 
game on this occasion. He felt a very palpable suffering in his soul over the fact 
that Jesus Christ had been preferred over him; and since his soul had never 
had any usance80 for this idea, or for such vanity, I believe (despite there being 
enough malevolence and vanity in our depths for that) that the devil could 
inspire me with his; yet at the time he viewed this with extreme displeasure, as 
his own affair, and he felt an unbelievable rage because fate had not decided 
that he should be the one put into such a state, and this suffering was extreme.

He also had palpable impressions that he was a magician and had the power 
to give devils to whomever he wished. In addition to that, since this desire had 
lasted a long time in his spirit, he reached such a point that he was suffering a 
great deal, and he seemed to doubt that he would have consented to that. What 
made him doubt was a strange suffering that came to him from a weakness of 
the imagination that was carried off rapidly, changed by a furious impulsion 
that he had, and which he could not master. He believed that he was giving the 
devil to act in diverse persons; and by an extreme misfortune, Our Lord permit-
ted these persons to whom this devil seemed to have been given to do actions 
that appeared to be the manifest effects of obsession or possession. That could 
be seen in several persons, and it gave the father extreme pain, for it seemed 
to him that, by his malevolence, he was a plague upon the other religious. This 
happened once when, believing that the devil had been given to a very good 
and modest religious, for it was done without much deliberation on his part, 
the same religious, in his presence, later did some strange, extravagant things 
that could only come from a misbehavior that seemed to originate in some-
thing given him by the devil.

In the infirmary, there was a dying father to whom he ran with the others 
in order to pray for him. And then he had a furious impression that he was 
putting the devil into this father’s body, and that gave him extreme horror. But 
despite that, since his imagination was weakened, and since he was being vio-
lently pushed, it seemed to him that he had consented to that. What increased 
his suffering was that, soon afterward, this dying father, who shortly before had 
said some very good things and edifying things, became violent and, looking 
very troubled, said loudly that some devil was coming there to molest him. 
This was so painful to the father, and gave him such pain and terror for himself, 

80 Usance, “usance”: “An accepted usage in a region; when letters of change are involved, 
it denotes a specific amount of time after which a debt must be paid”; daf 1694. Surin’s 
remark is clearly ironic, but his meaning is not clear. The passage has consequently been 
translated word for word. Interpreting this paragraph is not made easier by the intermin-
gling of first-person and third-person pronouns that refer to Surin.
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life�80

that he thought he would be overwhelmed. Thus everything contributed to 
making him desolate, to making it seem that every evil was coming back to 
him, and that he was, so to speak, an abominable plague that existed only in 
order to harm others.

Another terrible thing happened that caused him much suffering: he had 
imprints of diverse heresies that were being done to him, so that the errors 
were placed before his eyes as evident. Among them was Calvin’s error about 
how Jesus Christ was in the Blessed Sacrament by faith, without budging from 
heaven, and how he was really present by faith, although his body was not in 
the host that one had before one’s eyes. This was depicted in so lively and so 
credible a manner that, although Our Lord gave me very great proofs, such 
as indubitable experiences of his presence in the Blessed Sacrament, this was 
nonetheless imprinted on me in such a manner that I believed I needed great 
graces in order to get out of this bad situation. In addition, for several months 
the heresy of the Manicheans, and those two principles of good and evil, was so 
powerfully engraved in my spirit that I thought I had material for writing entire 
books in order to justify that belief. And in addition to these arguments, I had 
a manifest experience of these two principles, and, as the heretics say, there 
were foods where the good principle was, and other foods that belonged to the 
malevolent principle. So, even when eating my noonday meal, I discerned the 
principles that were acting upon these foods, and I was feeling the malevolent 
effects of some of them and the good effects of others, in such a way that the 
devil clearly seemed to be operating in some of them, although the taste was 
good, and the good principle was operating in others, especially in fruits. This 
caused a pain and a strange confusion in my soul.

It is true that the imagination was very weakened then, but there were also 
strange effects. Some dishes did effectively help good sentiments, and others 
made unruly instincts. In addition to the suffering this caused, it also made ef-
fects for such an experience, with the application of the doctrine of the good 
and the bad principle. For I do not recall how many months, I had no idea but 
that. Of all the errors for which the father had several imprints, there was not 
one that lasted as long, or that was in a more abundant false light, than the er-
ror of the Manicheans. I, however, only was only aware of it after I had suffered 
for more than two months. But my spirit was full of it for more than six months, 
with such fullness that it seems to me that I wrote several volumes on that sub-
ject. But when Our Lord did me the grace of dissipating all these shadows, not 
a vestige remained for me, and at present all I know about it is what I have read 
in Saint Augustine’s Confessions.81

81 See St. Augustine, Confessions, book 5, 6.
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�8�Some Strange Impressions Against Jesus Christ

I must also say that throughout the entire time of these troubles, that is to 
say, for over twenty years, I suffered an incredible oppression from the imprints 
of impurity, and in a manner that was not like that of obsession, where the 
demon was manifestly present and was making an effort to move me. Rather 
it was a sort of natural manner, and God knows just how far things went, there 
being so many imprints that one cannot conceive of them. For although Our 
Lord always conserved for me my plan to be faithful to him, and never to re-
tract the vow I had made to him, I can nonetheless say that although, in my 
youth, I had the ideas and impressions that nature gives, it was in such a way 
that I never experienced anything that surpassed the strength of the grace that 
Our Lord was giving me, and the strength of my free will. And when the demon 
began his obsession, Our Lord having also done me the grace to avoid tyranny, 
in the manner I recounted in the previous book, I can nonetheless say that the 
obsession having ended, Our Lord permitted the temptation to last for twenty 
years, so continually that I believe I almost never was free of it, and so force-
fully that I can make this confession, in this text that will fall into the hands of 
those who will see this when I am dead—for I do not intend, while I am alive, 
to communicate it to anyone, just as I wrote on the first page of this work—I 
say, therefore, that this was so furious and so strong that I am totally surprised 
by it. And although, by the grace of God, I do not repent my profession, and 
my plan to give myself to God’s service, and although, for all the goods of the 
world, I would not want to retract what I promised him, sensing that even if I 
live five hundred years, I have the courage to persevere in this state that I have 
undertaken. I nonetheless tell everyone who may see this manuscript that, of 
everything I have endured in my life, I have found nothing so strange, or so 
tyrannical, and so strong against mankind as this wretched temptation, which 
I believe Our Lord permitted for my sins. And even because the demons whom 
I principally had to combat are the demons of fornication who reigned during 
that possession, whom Our Lord chased out of the mother’s body through my 
ministry, and who often threated to pit their all against me. Despite my weak-
ness and my infirmities toward God, which are very great, I can say that I shall 
never be able to express better what I suffered in this matter than by using the 
words of Saint Paul: “God left me a thorn in my flesh that is an angel of Satan 
who torments me.”82

82 This is a word-for-word translation of Surin’s French rendering of the Vulgate text, 2 Cor. 
12:7. The New American Bible translates this passage as follows: “Therefore, that I might 
not become too elated, a thorn in the flesh was given to me, an angel of Satan, to beat me, 
to keep me from being too elated.”
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life�82

Despite all this, I am making this protestation: there is nothing in the world 
like serving God and humbly surrendering to his guidance. But, God permit-
ting it to be that way, those who do not experience all these things could not 
understand just how far the battle can go that must be waged against the ene-
mies of our salvation, and just how far the burden can go that must be borne in 
the service of a Master who merits everything, who owes us nothing, and who 
honors his mercies when he increases our miseries. Let us recall Saint Gregory 
of Nazianzus,83 a saint who was very outstanding in grace and in doctrine. In 
a sermon he gave to the people in his old age, he said that, old though he was, 
he felt that his chastity was weaker than in his youth; that then, he used to pass 
freely on all occasions, and that now that he was old, he did not dare to look at 
a woman’s face. He, who was such a great personage and a man of such illus-
trious saintliness, confessed this from the pulpit. Saint Augustine, in his Con-

fessions, which he wrote when he was old,84 declared and informed everyone 
what he thought about that subject. Coming after such saints as Gregory and 
Augustine, it is not strange for a man of nothing to tell what happened to him 
in a state where there not only was what a weak and sickly nature can endure 
from a domestic enemy but where there also was what the principalities and 
powers of hell, and spiritual malevolences, can do against us. God draws his 
glory from everything. He alone is worthy of glory and praise forever.

7 How the Father Fell into an Extreme Weakness, Appearing to  

Be Out of His Senses, and God’s Protection in All of that

What I must say in this chapter cannot be communicated to anyone but the 
religious of our Society, because some very strange things happened, which 
others than they would be incapable of understanding. It is therefore neces-
sary to know that the ailment into which this father fell was so great, convinced 
as he was that he had been abandoned by God, based on the apparitions that 
he was having in his interior, strange things that it is impossible to recount in 
detail. Finally, his sense weakened in such a way that he was no longer able to 
stand, in addition to the extreme suffering he felt at the slightest movement, 
which nonetheless was almost as necessary to him as life, weakening his head 

83 Gregory of Nazianzus, archbishop of Constantinople (c.329–90), is revered as one of the 
three holy hierarchs. Many of his homilies were preserved.

84 Augustine was forty-six when he wrote the Confessions.
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�83How The Father Fell Into An Extreme Weakness

by the resistance he was having to make against the horrible obstacles to this 
emotion that he was feeling.

And so, his head being weakened, he eventually was no longer able to walk, 
or stand, or act in order to dress himself, or undress himself. He finally reached 
such a state that he could no longer move, not even to put a bit of food in his 
mouth. Moreover, in his spirit strange apparitions of Our Lord Jesus Christ, who 
seemed to be cursing him and casting him off, caused him a suffering beyond 
all measure. For although it seemed to him that he had his full senses, it was as 
if he were full of bruises. And in addition to that, there was the desire to please 
God and content him in everything, and to do nothing that might displease 
him, and never cease caring about not displeasing him. Nonetheless, there was 
such a torment in his imagination and such a stopping of his movements that 
he was as if abandoned and imprisoned inside himself, having no power to go 
anywhere in order to enjoy himself or conduct affairs with someone.

That is why all his strength and his abilities were reduced to thinking of his 
misfortune at having fallen, owing to his hidden sins, into the unfortunate mat-
ter of being damned in this life, awaiting only the hour of his death in order 
to be placed in the shadows of hell. This wretchedness therefore put him into 
such a state that, despair having formed in his soul with no power to cast it off, 
he had to spend his time submitting to the law that hell imposes on those who 
are deprived of God, of his grace, and of his benevolence. It seemed to him that 
this law involved obeying the command that this law from hell imposes on the 
soul, that is to say, doing what was ordered by the commander of that country. 
That commander not only was Lucifer, the prince of darkness; it also was God 
in his merciless justice, and Jesus Christ as the just judge, whose severity was 
being depicted to my soul in a way so dreadful that I could not doubt that this 
was the case, nor imagine anything surer, for it had God’s authority. And that 
One was saying about himself that he was meek and humble of heart, and even 
in his glory has reasons for being meek and kind that are worthy of God, who 
is goodness itself. That One, I say, is the God of hell in his justice, just as he is 
the God of his love in his glory. He is the most terrifying and the most fright-
ful that can be imagined, so I was receiving the imprint of all his sovereign 
authority as God; for whoever talks of God, talks of a sea of rigors, and if I dare 
say so, severities that exceed all bounds. In that state, I got ideas, and I can say 
that I had impressions of his fury that were so great that there is no suffering 
like it in the world; and I wish that men who have so few impressions and 
fears of God’s justice would have some of the views of the authority and the 
severe majesty of the Almighty that I sensed in that state. And I can say that I 
have spent entire nights as if I were already damned and in hell, seeing Jesus 
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life�84

Christ on his throne very close to me, his gaze the most unbearable that can 
be described, ordering punishment for me and making me recall Job’s words:  
Scribis contra me  amaritudines.85 The demons were always ready to carry it 
out, so that although I saw that I was not really in hell, and although I knew 
that I was not burning, I nonetheless had imaginary glimpses of Jesus Christ 
as my greatest enemy. All his majesty, without a touch of goodness, was before 
my eyes, and the demons, his mercenary swordsmen, were also there; and in 
that state, lightning would be launched against me, sometimes by the Blessed 
Virgin, sometimes by the saints, who would appear to me in such a dreadful 
manner that nothing we know in this life can express it fully.

During this time, it so happened that if I went to sleep, I would be awakened 
with a start by some of these lightning bolts tossed by one of the saints I had 
never thought about. Sometimes, it would come from one and sometimes from 
the other. Once, I awoke with a start, as I often did, and the blow came on be-
half of a saint whose feast day it was. I was unaware of that, but I looked it up 
later, and I found it on the calendar. That time, it was the feast of Saint Edward, 
king of England,86 from whom I received a raging-mad piece of news that was 
like a lively imprint made by him, with horrible anger that fell upon me, and I 
certainly think that is how things go in hell. Another time, I had a frightful idea 
from Blessed Father Borja,87 and from diverse others as well, with effects so 
overwhelming and so murderous that I cannot think of anything in this world 
that equals it. Now, I mentioned Saint Edward, for I was not accustomed to 
thinking about that saint. The next day, I found in the martyrology that it was 
his feast day.88

These ideas alone occupied me day and night, and I had no diversions, be-
cause of my extreme inability to walk. But I had to remain there, like a piece 
of wood leaning against the wall, without the strength to move, always taut 
between my suffering and my wretchedness. This finally made me so weak that 
I lost whatever strength reason had left me to reign over myself and guide my-
self. I was reduced to doing what was being ordered inwardly by an imagina-
tion that was frightened and pushed by the malevolent spirit, who had claimed 
a right as if over his slave. He would say to me: “You are my slave,” and I was 
just like a damned person. And as a result, I was unable to elevate myself to 

85 Job 13:26, “For you draw up bitter indictments against me.” Note: Surin omitted enim: Was 
it intentional or did his memory fail him?

86 Edward the Confessor (c.1003–66, r.1042–66), one of the last Anglo-Saxon kings of 
 England, was canonized in 1161.

87 Francisco de Borja (Borgia), fourth duke of Gandia (1510–72), was a grandee of Spain, a 
Spanish Jesuit, and third superior general of the Society (in office 1565–72). He was beati-
fied in 1624 and canonized in 1670.

88 The feast of St. Francisco de Borja is October 10, and St. Edward’s is October 13 (Cavallera).

Sluhovsky, Moshe, ed. Into the Dark Night and Back: the Mystical Writings of Jean-Joseph Surin. Boston: BRILL, 2018.
         Accessed July 20, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central.
Created from uaz on 2019-07-20 19:54:11.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

8.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



�85How The Father Fell Into An Extreme Weakness

anything human, gentle, and free, because whenever I imagined something 
disordered and against mankind’s common sense, I would be pressed to do it, 
as a slave would be by his enemy. I would do very indecent, unruly, and unrea-
sonable things.

Nonetheless, Our Lord left me reasoning and attentiveness as great as I have 
at the present hour, which was an extreme suffering for my spirit. Those who 
were near me did not see the violence I was enduring, and since it was impos-
sible for me to say it, they felt a just aversion for me, and I was chastised as mad 
men are, who were sensitive toward me, yet my feelings and my discernment 
were complete, and I was incapable of saying it, or acting otherwise.

For that reason, they gave me a brother who took care of me and who man-
aged me as my director. All the others unloaded themselves on him, so that I 
was under his direction. Although he was a good enough man, the very extrava-
gant things that I was doing irritated him, and although I saw them and judged 
them as I would at the present hour, I could not restrain them, nor could the 
fear of blows curb me, for this horrible law that dominated me had made me 
do what I did not want to do. And with a profound groaning and an extreme 
sorrow in my soul, I was fulfilling to the letter: “I do the evil that I do not wish 
to do.”89 At the time, everyone believed that I was raving mad and like a six-
year-old child. Yet I never was more serious in my common sense, nor more at-
tentive to God in my reasoning, or more desirous of satisfying him; but I never 
was less powerful, To the contrary, I was mad in everything I did, owing to a 
malfunction of the imagination that I could neither discuss nor restrain. Thus 
Our Lord wanted this brother, who was caring for me, and who from natural 
tenderness sometimes felt pity about the blows he was giving me, to cease mis-
treating me, seeing that it did not make me better. But at other times Our Lord 
permitted the brother to go to great excess, he and the others.90

I therefore recall (for I remember everything, because of the total reflection 
and wisdom that I then had in my depth) that one day Our Lord permitted 
him to become so impatient (and I truly was giving him cause, for the reason 
I just mentioned) that he took a large knotty staff and hit me on the head sev-
eral times. It is a marvel that he did not crack my skull, and indeed, I believed 
that he would knock me out; yet I could do nothing that would show him my 
inner disposition. At various times, he also gave me several blows to the face, 
so that it was all marked with marks and black contusions, and those who saw 
me would ask what that was. I would say that “it was wounds received during 

89 That is Surin’s own translation of Romans 7:19, which the New American Bible renders as: 
“For I do not do the good I want, but I do the evil I do not want.”

90 By “the others,” Surin probably was alluding to the succession of care-givers who, the cata-
logs show, changed frequently (Cavallera).
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life�86

the war,” and they would think that I had bumped into something. Everyone 
took me to be crazy, and with reason, for I was acting like a crazy person, and 
the more actions I did, the more ridiculous they were, if Our Lord gave me the 
power; but often the strength for carrying them out was lacking.

And so, although the brother was a very good man, he went too far, as I 
said, with these beatings on the head, and other horrible things, of which I 
nonetheless believe he was not the sole author; for I believe that the devil was 
stirring him up and carrying him away, as is quasi manifest to me in the things 
he would say to me. And when he treated me so badly with that cudgel, he 
would speak to me as possessed persons do, when the devil speaks through 
their mouths. And it seemed to me that I saw him give a sigh that men do not 
ordinarily give, which is similar to the sigh of possessed persons, about which 
little is known, except among persons who have experienced it. After that, he 
behaved very excessively, where someone seeing him and me would have be-
lieved that it was a tragedy from hell. Nonetheless, I suspect that a bit of it was 
his fault, and that he could have behaved differently. I noted that shortly after-
ward he would repent; but he did not mend his ways. Toward the end, I was 
given a father rector91 from Saintes, who took me with him to his college. This 
was the beginning of my cure, and indeed, my emergence from that wretched 
state began there.

But as for that brother, although deep down he was a good fellow, I gave 
him a great deal of trouble, and I doubtlessly owe him a great deal. For having 
served me during a very strange time, Our Lord permitted him to die shortly 
after I was healed. He was sent to a college where death soon carried him off 
without a fever, with extreme headaches that accompanied him to his last 
breath; and people were astonished that this illness would put a man at death’s 
door. Since then, I have thought that his way of treating me, with blows to the 
head, as I described, was cruel.

I must add that, at the same time, I underwent harsh treatment by others 
who, wanting to amuse themselves, although I was unable to accept the way 
they acted, would sometimes play strange tricks on me, treating me like a mad-
man, as I truly appeared to be, but deep down I was no crazier than I am now. 
One of them, wanting to amuse himself, put me into a scornful situation and, 
when he was all alone with me and believed me to be out of my senses, he 
said many absurd and scornful things, believing that I lacked discernment. 
 However, I was myself as much as ever, and Our Lord permitted that one to 
become crazy in a manner that no one doubts. He still is alive, and he is a 
very good man, having also been a very good religious. But I do not want to 
omit saying that a rather important father having entered my infirmary where 

91 Father Bastide, named rector at Saintes in 1648 (Cavallera).
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�87On The Goods And The Graces

I was sitting on my bed, alone, approached me; and having looked at me for a 
very long while, although I was doing nothing to him, and had no desire to do 
anything to him, he gave me a hard slap and then went away. No one witnessed 
this. When he died, he was considered to be a virtuous man.

Our Lord was giving me all these reflections: I had desired to be considered 
mad, and the hour for that had come. If I had not believed that I was damned, 
and if I had taken that to be the effects of God’s justice, I confess that this 
would have given me unparalleled delights. These days, when someone scorns 
me, as happens to me rather often, because of past things, I feel it; but I must 
admit that I perhaps feel it less than I would have, if I had not gone through 
these ordeals. Our Lord also did me the grace of letting me come out of this 
peril and this awful state of living, where young folk have sometimes killed 
time by laughing at me92 and treating me as they would have treated a mad-
man. And from time to time, similar treatments are not lacking, for past things 
are perceived more sensitively than they were then, because for a long time I 
have not experienced things that can raise suspicions about what they used to 
think; and even then, I never was without my entire sense and judgment, save 
my belief that I was damned, which I often said was not all that much outside 
the common sense of mankind, like all the ideas of hypochondriacs. That is 
a thought that can stir pity in several persons who possess great wisdom and 
virtue; but it is useless to dispute that now, since the wisest men of our Society 
(and I believe they are among the wisest of men), in their provincial congre-
gation, judged this to be definitively so, without appeal, for I do not want to 
criticize them.93

8 On the Goods and the Graces that Our Lord Gave to the Father 

while He was Considered Mad

I have said that during this entire time the father was reduced to a state where 
everyone believed he was totally out of his senses and incapable of  reasoning, 
with the exception of one father94 who, even in the provincial congregations, 
when they were being held, and everywhere he went, always said that the 

92 Compare this paragraph with Surin’s Spiritual Poetry (“Purifying Love”): “They laugh 
at him, they jeer, and each scorns him, the child treats him as a game, and the adults 
approve.”

93 “He is alluding to a discussion by which, owing to his state of health, Father Surin was ex-
cluded from participation in the provincial congregations that normally were held every 
three years and that were made up of the most senior professed fathers” (Cavallera).

94 Father Claude Bastide (Cavallera). For Surin and Bastide’s disagreement after the former’s 
healing, see John Saward, Perfect Fools (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980), 125–126.
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life�88

father was not mad. This father would cite reasons to show that God could 
be permitting this as ordeals, and in addition would put forward examples to 
confirm his opinion. But his sentiment was so singular that he was not even 
permitted to discuss it at assemblies held on this matter. There is really no rea-
son to blame those who did not share this father’s opinion, since men are not 
obliged to judge other than by effects; and the father’s way of viewing things, 
and his behavior, were simply like those of a madman. Some, who suspect-
ed this, ended up saying that the father, from some extraordinary fervor, was 
counterfeiting the madman, but it is certain that was not the case. For, as I said 
in the previous chapter, which is the truth, his head was much weakened as 
a result of that obstacle to motion against which the father had struggled for 
so many years, and then as a result of the belief that he was damned, which 
had entered his spirit. This judgment was directed against him: being already 
damned, there was no place for him in the activities of good persons; he was 
banished from all goods; and his law was no longer the law of other men, but 
the law of outcasts. This judgment had manifested itself in him and, unable to 
return to himself in order to envisage the hope of good, he was outwardly do-
ing the worst things, believing that this was what God wanted, conforming to 
his condition in the manner of demons, who can neither want nor undertake 
to do good, and who are not permitted to carry it out. This is truly the most 
horrible punishment of damnation, that is, to be banished from the region of 
good, and to be totally relegated to evil and incapable of other things, which is 
the extreme servitude of hell. Now, when I talk about bad things, I only mean 
the things where actions are visible, which run counter to well-regulated rea-
son, which are contrary to the common sense of the wise, and which can make 
others suffer.

And by his providence, God managed things so that the father could car-
ry nothing out, and so, although he experienced great suffering owing to his 
strange impressions about iniquitous things, he became resigned to the im-
possibility of carrying them out in his usual condition. For example, if he was 
left alone in his bedchamber in the evening and was feeling pressed to set it 
on fire, he would be so weak that he could not move in order to make the re-
quired efforts, yet he went through all the suffering that reason can have, con-
sidering the fact; and since he could no longer resist that impression, yet was 
determined to carry it out, Our Lord would send someone to the room whose 
presence would prevent it, in consequence of which, in order to prevent it, the 
men would wisely tie him up and lock him in, which caused him great ills and 
travails.

Now, in the midst of all that, the greatest good that Our Lord did for him 
was that his soul never ceased to be attentive to God, nor to desire doing what 
he believed was God’s will. But the misfortune of that state is that he believed 
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�89On The Goods And The Graces

that God had placed him in this state and in evil, by damnation, so he did not 
dare apply himself to good. And yet, from his soul emerged a will to adhere 
faithfully to what God wanted. It is difficult to understand how the soul could 
still think of being faithful to God, having been forced into the open by despair 
about every specific desire for good. It is, however, true that he felt a law in his 
heart, not to withdraw himself from what was for God’s service, although he 
was banished from it by his conduct, and was excluded, it seemed to him, from 
glory and grace. He was of that very opinion, and yet he felt an inner attraction 
to do nothing against God’s will.

When his soul was not, at the moment, being imprinted by evil, it would de-
sire to conform to Jesus Christ, yielding to him in the surrender and dejection 
of his holy humanity, with incredible sweetnesses that would flow intimately, 
but that were soon put at a distance when impressions of despair were forming 
within the father. Very often, in the midst of this infernal suffering, instincts 
to unite with Jesus Christ would come, along with very delicious unions with 
him, the memory of which moves me greatly now, but that would be lost and 
forgotten when despair returned.

I remember a remarkable thing that gave me some understanding of what 
was going on inside Jesus Christ when, along with his joy and the delights of his 
glory, he felt agonies that caused him to sweat blood.95 For I often was drawn 
to Our Lord and could not be without a crucifix near me. This would comfort 
me greatly by its presence, and nonetheless would cause me extreme suffering, 
owing to the impression I had of his wrath.

On this subject, I remember a strange thing about these mixtures of graces 
and torments. At that time, when I had a little strength, I would go out into 
the city, and they would permit it, without my being able to say why. Now, it 
so happened that one day I went out and went to the Recollects, where the 
Blessed Sacrament was exposed. As I approached the church, I felt such suffer-
ing, in the presence of Jesus Christ in the Blessed Sacrament, that I did not dare 
enter. I therefore led my companion into the monastery, to pay a visit to a man 
of high social status who was there, and who resided there. All the time I was 
there, I felt as if Jesus Christ, from the place where he was, had tossed lightning 
bolts at me, which ravaged my soul in an inexplicable way. And I could not rest 
until I had left and gone far from that place.

Another noteworthy thing is that, when the feast of the Blessed Sacra-
ment96 came, I felt unbelievably attracted to go and watch the procession,  

95 See Luke 22:44, “He was in such agony and he prayed so fervently that his sweat became 
like drops of blood falling on the ground.”

96 That is, Corpus Christi.
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and I did indeed go out into the street to watch the Blessed Sacrament go by. 
In order to see more conveniently, I climbed a ladder that reached up to a win-
dow, from which one could see it. At the moment when the Blessed Sacrament 
was passing by, I felt my heart attracted by love; but with that love that made 
me look under the pall, I cast my eyes upon it, and I suddenly was seized with a 
great terror of it, and a fear of it. It seemed to me that I had an operation in my 
spirit that was like an intellectual view,97 by which I thought I was seeing Jesus 
Christ in the Eucharist as an armed man, who from there was throwing light-
ning bolts at me. This view so terrified me that I suddenly fell from the ladder, 
as if struck by lightning, and then I fled as quickly as I could, as if to save myself 
from the presence of this terrible God whom I could not bear.

These are desolations whose weight cannot be understood. In order to ex-
plain them, one must remember what I said in part 1 about the blow that the 
mother felt when the demon Behemoth left her body, in the presence of the 
Blessed Sacrament, which I was holding in my hand to give her Communion. 
That expresses something of my suffering at that moment. One must also re-
member what I said about my obsession when the priests were exorcising, and 
I had the impression that the devil was giving me an aversion for Jesus Christ, 
along with an aversion for the love I was feeling for him. That explains this a 
little, but for him it does not seem to: for then, love and desire for Our Lord 
were occupying my interior sense, and my horror toward him came from the 
devil, in the exterior of my soul; but here, everything was in the interior. That 
is why the soul was suffering, as if it had itself been the devil and was truly 
damned. Yet in some corner of that interior, there was intimate love for Jesus 
Christ, and I truly believe that these terrors did good and left some good inside 
my heart.

I am speaking here sometimes in the first person, sometimes in the third; 
and I do not know how, but I have strayed from my road. I also do not know 
how I am writing with liberty, as if I were only doing it for myself. But what 
I have just said is, I think, a benefit98 from Our Lord, despite the fact that it 
causes great suffering. Next, I must describe other graces that are very painful 
and that gave my soul great torment at that time.

97 Surin calls it a vue intellectuelle. He is referring to the “intellectual vision” that presents 
supernatural knowledge and where the mind receives an extraordinary grasp of some 
revealed truth without the aid of sensible impressions. St. Ignatius of Loyola wrote about 
seeing “the humanity of Christ with the eyes of the soul.”

98 Bienfait, “benefit”: “A grace, favor, pleasure, good deed; to shower someone with benefits; 
try to show gratitude for these benefits; I shall never forget such benefits”; daf 1694.
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�9�Concerning Some Other Suffering

9 Concerning Some Other Suffering that the Father Underwent and 

that was Very Useful for His Soul

The horror of this despair that was holding the father’s soul in its grip was 
so ever-present and so continual that I can say that there was absolutely no 
respite, except for a few hours when the imprint was not as lively in my soul. 
So, for twenty years, this spirit of despair was dominant in him, and was main-
tained by very penetrating visions that were expressed in his interior powers. 
As Saint Teresa said about good visions: one is incapable of saying whether 
they are in the soul’s view99 or the body’s. For it seems that everything is filled 
with them. Among others, the most terrifying is the view of Jesus Christ Our 
Lord who, on diverse occasions, appeared to my soul so manifestly that I have 
never seen anything more clearly.

One time, among others, when the father was obliged to walk in order to go 
to Mass, at every step he would make such an effort that his soul seemed to have 
been ripped out. Then, during an extreme weakness, Jesus Christ appeared to 
me manifestly, in the air, and I saw that his torso, his face, his garment, and his 
mantle were red, and his face was so angry that no strength of spirit can bear 
it. It seems to me seriously that he will appear like that at the hour of my death, 
to pronounce my sentence at the special judgment of the wicked. That terrified 
me so much that I am astonished it did not kill me. At that time, I was going 
through the anguish of a person who wants to make his confession and who 
cannot; the extreme desolations of a condemned soul were seizing me, and I 
do not know how I survived. I would have liked to confess, and I could not. In 
a word, my soul was so destroyed and desolate that it was reduced to being 
unable to do anything, and it was devastated from top to bottom. Having lain 
down on my bed, I received some calm, but it was very slight.

This apparition of Jesus Christ that came to me then has come to me at di-
verse other times, while the spirit of damnation was dominating in me. Once, 
when I wanted to go to the country, where one of our fathers was taking me 
to the house of a gentleman friend of ours, we wanted to attend Mass at Saint-
Simeon.100 As I was about to enter the church, in the air, about as high as a pike 
staff, I saw the same Jesus Christ, furious, who was threatening me and forbid-
ding me to enter the church, as if I were a devil, his enemy. If my soul was not in 

99 In this allusion to his visions, Surin uses both vision and vue, “view.” This is an important 
distinction. “View” implies things actually seen with the eyes; but a “vision” is supernatu-
ral and denotes “the things that God or some intelligence causes one to see in the spirit 
with the eyes of the body”; daf 1694.

100 The Romanesque church of Saint-Siméon, on the heights of Bouillac, offers a view of 
Bordeaux, some six miles in the distance.
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life�92

a state of mortal sin, and if the apparition was not actually addressing me, then 
the devil must have been so united to my soul that something happened that 
was much like what I said to the mother prioress, when Behemoth came out. 
For if Our Lord was acting that way against the devil, and if he wanted me to 
feel the imprints of it, he was permitting that unfortunate spirit to be bound to 
my spirit, like one and the same thing. For I felt Jesus Christ’s war everywhere 
when I entered a church; and if I did enter the church and heard God’s words 
sung or preached, everything helped my thoughts and my interior disposition 
so much that nothing remained to desire.

That kept my soul in a continual fright that grew with every encounter, even 
the most necessary one. For I did not busy myself with an action, no matter 
how necessary it might be to life, without feeling that obstacle, or that pressure 
by God or by Jesus Christ, down to the slightest movements that he disputed 
with me, as he does with the damned and the demons, when they want to be 
relieved in some way, principally when I wanted a drink. As if it had come from 
God, there was a precise opposition to taking a drink, because the wine gave 
me strength and relief. In my opinion, God was opposing this and the glass was 
taken from my lips by his command. My soul’s anguish was therefore so great 
that I could do no natural action in peace. Everything was fought over. And it 
often happened that I disregarded it, no longer being able to bear it. And being 
reduced to extreme necessity, the savor of the wine had been taken from me 
and seemed effectively to be water. I felt no strength in my chest. It truly was a 
damned person’s life on earth, and in my spirit I would often think about Cain, 
who was going everywhere, fleeing God’s face. I endured that situation for at 
least two years, day and night, in dreadful anguish. I was treated like a damned 
person, and I found no rest either day or night, save for a few hours that nature 
stole for sleep.

Another time, I had a dreadful vision of Jesus Christ, and I believe that if 
the vision had been him in his glory, as he is for good souls, it would have given 
me a very sweet view. But one night, near Christmas, being fully awake, I saw 
the face of Jesus Christ who, I believe, appears that way to damned spirits. He 
had great majesty and beauty, and my soul clearly saw that he is God, although 
he appeared in his humanity. It was so dreadful that, to this day, it is still an 
incomprehensible object. For today I still cannot doubt that it was a God who 
appeared to me; but his face had nothing comparable to the one with which 
they paint him, and which even showed itself to me in the other dreadful ap-
paritions of which I spoke. In a word, it is the strangest object I have ever seen, 
and it has none of what he has when he appears in his love. For that Jesus 
Christ has all the graces and agreeableness, and all the majesty one is capable 
of describing. But here, there is grandeur and majesty, and authority beyond 
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�93Concerning Some Other Suffering

all measure, but no gentleness or moving and ravishing beauty, although there 
is always beauty worthy of a God. But the terror is so great that it was going to 
consume everything. That left me with a dreadful imprint, and it confirmed so 
strongly my belief that I was damned, that if the whole human race had been 
there to tell me the contrary, I would not have believed any of it.

And so, when a great doctor of theology like Father Martinon101 tells me the 
opposite, as he sometimes would do, telling me that he had proved in his writ-
ings that a man could not be damned while in this life, to me it seemed to be 
straw; for I believe that this was so deeply engraved in my soul that only God 
could take it from me, as he did, and as I will later recount. These apparitions 
were like signet rings that imprinted this in my soul, in a manner that could 
not be erased; and yet Our Lord did it by his grace. But as for my understand-
ing, it remained convinced of it, which could not be diminished by any object 
on earth. All the things of this world were as nothing compared with all that, 
so great is he in his depth, and authorized by the vision of the judge that was 
given, or so I believe. That is because truly favorable visions leave the soul full 
of God; and like Jesus Christ, they are deeply imprinted in it.

Therefore, despite these things being so painful for me, I place this among 
the great graces, for it left in my spirit a very grand idea of the things that are 
truly of consequence and importance, things that are the objects that faith 
presents to us and that belong to the other world. We usually are moved by the 
things that are present before our eyes; but because the things that belong to 
the future life, and that concern only eternity, are obscure, we only hold them 
to be things that people talk about. We are not moved by them, unless grace 
moves us. That is why I rank this among the graces I have received from Our 
Lord. For, in the spirit, these things unleash the fear that we need, in order to 
distance ourselves from evil and from ourselves, we who are worse than all of 
that, we who care about providing for our concerns and about regulating our 
lives in such a way that we do not sin against God’s justice, which we have felt 
and grasped. I truly believe that the sentiment that these things give to the 
soul, when it is so large and so strong, gives knowledge that surpasses our size 
and our natural strength.

In addition, nothing is proportionate between the present century and the 
future, for the objects are so different from anything else. And it sometimes 
happens that experiencing things of the future life that take place in this life 
disengages us from things in the present; because these better objects of the 

101 At the time, Jean Martinon (1586–1662) was professor of theology at the Bordeaux college. 
See Carlos Sommervogel, Bibliothèque de la Compagnie de Jésus, 2nd ed. (Paris: Champion, 
1896), 5:cols. 651–52.
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life�94

future devour our sense so much that it remains absorbed, as mine was, and 
it puts man into such a state that, in the judgment of others, he is mad. For 
since that exceeds our human faculty, it puts us outside the natural hinges102 
of our spirit. Thus the things that God does by way of love, such as visions and 
revelations, put the soul into that supernatural posture; so much so that in the 
judgment of worldly men who are all natural, extraordinary men endowed by 
Our Lord and by his great graces are considered demented. That is why Saint 
Paul said that the things of the other life are not proportionate to those of this 
world.103

That is why it is so difficult to believe in possessions. Because in addition to 
the great unruliness that appears in demons, in their productions they likewise 
are a totally different order from the order of life on earth. And since men are 
only willing to believe what is proportionate to their senses, they would sooner 
deny than fathom. And that is what they flee from, for that in itself has great 
consequences, the principal one being to improve oneself. And, as Saint Cath-
erine of Genoa104 says, she who said enough extraordinary things, God’s plan 
in this life is to lead men to themselves by love, that is why he places them in 
a state of faith, which is more appropriate for conceiving the truth, because it 
leaves the soul free, while the other state does violence to it. The same Saint 
Catherine says that Our Lord rarely gives dreadful things in these experiences. 
His goodness wants to help me to his love, which I greatly need.

But, concerning those things that were imprinted on my spirit back then, it 
is necessary to remark that, all the while, I was going through one of the most 
painful things I have ever experienced, which is a continual notion of the gran-
deur and majesty of God that almost never left my spirit. In addition to that, 
there were frightful weights on my spirit about God’s justice, which was declar-
ing itself to my soul, as if from a habitual indignation of God’s, which I could 
not attribute to anything but my sins. It was a formidable and excessive weight, 
and sometimes I would think of it as Job did: Et pondus eius ferre non potui.105

102 Gond, “hinge,” is used figuratively here to denote the point at which one becomes un-
hinged, beside oneself.

103 Rom. 8:18, “I consider that the sufferings of this present time are as nothing compared 
with the glory to be revealed for us.”

104 Saint Catherine of Genoa (1447–1510), born Caterina Fieschi Adorno, was a member of the 
noble Fieschi family. She was admired for her work among the sick and poor, especially 
during the plague that ravaged Genoa in 1497 and again in 1501. Her mystical experiences 
were examined by the Holy Office, and she was beatified in 1675 and canonized in 1737.

105 Here, there is a blank in all the manuscript versions (and in the next quotation from Job as 
well). Cavallera deduced which verse Surin had planned to cite: Job 31:23, “And his majesty 
will overpower me.”
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�95Concerning Some Other Suffering

But I could not explain that, because I saw nothing in me that can give me 
the idea of something good, as with these great men. And so, therefore, this 
suffering was extreme, and I rank it among the graces, because it leaves a great 
fear of God and a desire to avoid his anger, which is unbearable for a creature 
who lacks what is needed to resist this giant, when that giant wants to show 
his strength. Deus cuius irae nemo resistere potest,106 as Job said. He was quite 
right, for what I experienced so exceeded my reach that all my natural strength 
succumbed; and I can scarcely get it back, although Our Lord did things to 
reestablish me, things as great in good as they appear vehement about destroy-
ing and overwhelming.

I could recount many more experiences, but I am omitting everything in 
order to abridge, for I see no end to recounting this material. And as much as 
Our Lord permitted things to cause ruin, by his providence he also did things 
to help, be it in the interior or be it in the exterior.

I do not, however, want to omit one aspect of an extremely painful thing 
that was a subject of great good and instruction for the father. That is to say, 
while he was going through these troubles, one of his brethren served him and 
assisted him in his bedchamber. Not the brother I spoke of earlier, but another 
one, who was good but who was greatly inclined to take it easy with his body 
and go to sleep. He often wanted to go to bed before the bell rang for the exa-
men that the entire community did in the evening. That was very inconvenient 
for the father, because this brother had to go and put the bedchamber in order 
for what was needed at night, and extinguish the candle, which is something 
the father could not do himself because of the suffering caused by the least 
movement. Nonetheless, indulgently and in order not to displease him, the 
father accepted that bedtime be moved up and that, before the examen, the 
brother should come and do the necessary neatening of the father’s bedcham-
ber for the night. In this way, the father cooperated with this laziness that was 
rather indifferent to his own personal interests, but to which he deigned to 
stoop because he was influenced by what other people thought, without being 
rigid about observing domestic order, concerning which this brother was lax, 
seeking his rest, and neglecting something that he, too, ought to do to show his 
fervor, for himself and as a good example.

Now, one time,107 which was the last time this brother wanted to withdraw 
in order to take his rest, the father felt some remorse about giving his consent 

106 Job 9:13, “He is God and he does not relent,” or, as the Rheims-Douay Bible translates it, 
“There is no braving the anger of such a God.”

107 This paragraph is a splendid example of the imprecise pronouns and the run-on sen-
tences with their linking conjunctions that can make translating Surin perilous. Early in 
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to the brother who came to extinguish the candle, and he let him do it before 
the examen. For this, Our Lord felt the need for a punishment so great that it 
merits being set down here in writing; for in addition to the very great repre-
hension he felt about something he considered insignificant, that is, skipping 
the time of the examen and beginning his nightly repose at a time that he was 
supposed to be devoting to God, in order to make him feel that it was no small 
thing to quit obedience in the domestic order, and to do it in order to take his 
rest, against which a bit of diligence and mortification ought to prevail, Our 
Lord ordered that, for an hour, he should suffer a pain that seemed to him 
in no way like the suffering of purgatory. For I felt a certain weighty travail 
that was so intolerable that I have no words to explain how great it was, and 
to what point I felt something bad like fire. It was nonetheless like a weight 
of God’s court of justice, with a most atrocious reprehension that was done 
not by words but by effect. My soul was notified, not with a sentence that was 
spoken, but with something that seemed engraved and written in it, which was 
such a dreadful chastisement that, to him, it seemed to surpass all the chastise-
ments we can humanly have. In addition, in my soul was engraved the burden 
that the brother was taking upon himself, giving himself that liberty to take his 
rest contrary to the order of obedience, and it was shown to me very forcefully 
that, by deigning to privilege his body in that way, to the detriment of virtue, 
he was violating religious discipline. I realized that, out of concern for what 
others might think, I ought not adjust myself to what sensuality wanted, and 
that as for me, I should hold firm and walk in step with the other religious in 
the house; and when I thought about this brother who, moreover, appeared to 
me to be good but too lax, favoring his body, I was told that he would not per-
severe in the Society. Indeed, two or three years later he committed some fault 
for which the superiors dismissed him; and with great discontent I have seen 
him since, outside the house. This was a great proof to me that little faults, if 
neglected, lead to great effects.

I cannot exaggerate how dreadful my suffering was in that state (that period 
lasted for almost twenty years) when it came to little, necessary things that 
obliged me to move. I have mentioned it elsewhere. It is true that enduring 
this suffering is incomprehensible. It made even the most reasonable men find 
it very painful to tolerate me, and they deemed that I was priding myself too 

the paragraph, there are multiple “he’s,” some referring to the brother, some referring to 
Our Lord, and some to Surin himself. Then, roughly half way through the paragraph, “I” 
appears (it clearly refers to Surin), and then quickly intermingles with third-person pro-
nouns before concluding with “I.” All pronouns in this paragraph are translated as exactly 
as possible, with no attempt to show the antecedent. To readers goes the pleasure of sort-
ing out this tangle of pronouns and run-on sentences.
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�97Concerning Some Other Suffering

much about an imagining that I should have conquered and repressed. Taking 
a single step, or undoing a hook on my soutane, was such a great labor and 
pain for me, that it was impossible for me to do it. So it would take me several 
hours to do it, and to find peace in a single one of these little movements. This 
required such great labor in my head, and such a tension in all my nerves that, 
because men said it was necessary to gain control of myself and put it behind 
me, I was extremely exhausted by the efforts I tried to make. And it is a wonder 
that I did not totally destroy myself and render myself incapable of ever com-
ing out of it, so great and so profound were the ills caused by these efforts.

Indeed, it was reaching the point of destroying my natural common sense, 
and was precipitating me into unreasonable excesses and into unruliness in 
my spirit, whose weaknesses were being unpityingly condemned. These men 
were unable to succeed in comprehending of what these ills of the imagina-
tion consisted, and how painful their effects were. For lack, I say, of grasping 
this, they condemned as weakness, laxity, and imaginings those persons who 
are weakened by such ills, against which these persons are totally impotent, 
even when very slight things are involved. Nature, which in itself is weak, and 
the imagination, which is very delicate, cannot overcome what reason helps, 
and what it does with ease when everything is going well in the interior. But 
when the interior is weakened, one suffers inconceivable extremes of illness 
that only serve to make others laugh; and if God does not arrange everything 
by his providence, in this matter even the wisest are so excessively strict to-
ward the poor infirm, that there is a very great reason to be patient with the 
one and with the other. I cannot say how many times I remained hooked on 
a little thing, and how many times I went through some of the most furious 
ills I have ever experienced in order to do things that, when they were told to 
the wisest men in religion and to the superiors themselves, merely made them 
laugh, or be indignant, and which, in my soul, were deemed graver and more 
important that I could say. Yet I lived amid such ills for more than twenty years, 
without anyone ever having been able to tame my spirit. Some people even 
thought that they were putting their zeal to use by refuting this, and by treating 
me forcefully, which indeed was one of the most extreme cruelties that can be 
practiced in this world.

I remember when this ailment first seized me. I think its roots lay in the 
devil. One of the superiors who was my provincial,108 and who was a wise man, 
with a wisdom not found in others of that rank, had gotten the idea that this 
had to be vanquished forcefully. So he undertook to help me and to make me 

108 He almost certainly is referring to Barthélemy Jacquinot, provincial from 1636 to 1641 
(Cavallera).
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life�98

strive to the very end. He therefore ordered me to disregard it; and to help me, 
he gave me orders in the name of holy obedience. Our Lord permitted that 
encounter in order to make me more overwhelmed than I have ever been. This 
father was obstinate to the very end about making me go beyond my thoughts, 
believing that he could heal my imagination in that way. He made me make 
such efforts that I do not believe that my soul can experience a greater ago-
ny when I die. After that, I remained so overwhelmed and so destroyed that I 
spent I know not how many years recuperating from my efforts, and for similar 
woes and impotencies, Our Lord permitted me to receive unbelievable oppres-
sions from the wisest and gravest superiors, who wanted to break the secret 
knot that had to be undone peacefully and gradually, as Our Lord agreeably 
did it, and made me realize a hundredfold that his providence sometimes has 
plans that put us in an extreme situation, and that all wise men are blind to 
what is very manifest to us.

And it is wondrous how much Our Lord’s goodness and mercy helped me 
emerge from certain steps of this nature. Take all the persons to whom I owed 
obedience, be they my superiors, my directors, or my spiritual fathers. It is 
wondrous how many times he permitted them to be obstinate about things 
that Our Lord wanted me to go through, with suffering and agony, not only 
for things where they resisted my ideas, but for things that resisted my natural 
forces. I do not know how many things came to pass where the great graces 
were strengthened, about which they have since seen that they were mistak-
en. They themselves have admitted to me that they did not understand them. 
 Almost all of them were also mistaken in their belief that I would never emerge 
from these woes, from which Our Lord has now pulled me, in such a manner 
that I am doing all the actions of my vocation, and am accomplishing all the 
movements that are necessary to life and which the strongest and most robust 
persons achieve with gentleness and ease. It has been three years since Our 
Lord made this healing begin, the principal effects of which I possess. There 
are still a few others that I commit to this same goodness, and for which I hope 
for his mercy; but they are of very slight importance.

10 On Several Despondencies that Our Lord Permitted to Come from 

the Exterior, Which Belabored the Father Excessively

With all this suffering that in itself was very terrible, there was yet another 
thing that preserved this suffering in the spirit. That is to say, there were things 
that came from the exterior, from the men who were giving me advice, and 
who were supposed to do so, because of their status and the rank they held. 
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�99On Several Despondencies

Whenever I had the power to speak, which was very rare, I always wanted 
someone to whom I could talk about my anguish and recount my life, because 
certain things happened owing to the devil’s power, or so I believe. This like-
wise is the opinion of several other good persons. These things, being said out-
side their context, seemed totally foreign and criminal; so that although I never 
ceased seeking someone to whom I could uncover my heart, I sometimes did 
it without discernment; and all the persons to whom I told it would make me 
still more wretched, taking for great sins things that, deep down, were not what 
they appeared on the surface. And so, I was forever pursuing Jesuits and supe-
riors, in order to beat their ears about what I had in my soul.

I found some Jesuits and superiors in whom one finds what Saint Teresa says 
in her Life.109 There is, she says, no greater suffering than falling into the hands 
of a prudent and timid confessor. She described that as unbearable. I found 
that he did not see the principle that had made me act, which was an incred-
ible weakening of the spirit. And perhaps the devil himself had thoughts about 
me that were as strange as the thoughts that I myself had. They agreed to say 
that God finally gets angry over searching for us unceasingly. Those who spoke 
that way overwhelmed me, and there was one, among others, who had great 
authority, and who had been very helpful to me in my youth. He viewed my 
situation in the strangest and most deadly sense possible. He knew my entire 
confession, in which I busted my brains out by dint of searching and dissect-
ing. I could not lean on anyone else, except those who viewed things from that 
angle; and it truly is a dreadful thing that, when the soul falls into weakness 
and, weakened, speaks as if its common sense were the most furious in the 
world, the confessor who cannot discern, throws the soul over the precipice 
instead of healing it.

That happened to me on the following occasion: there was one father110 
who had known about my condition throughout my suffering, who would joke 
about what was astonishing the others, and who would do what he could to 
fortify me. But I avoided him, for I believed that he was deluded; and I was wary 
of him as of a deceived man. He also judged my condition differently from the 
others, and either he or the others must have been very disappointed. Now, it is 
true that God often permits such abstruseness, that the natural common sense 
is mistaken about certain things, and that a special light from God is needed. 
This father apparently had some help from God to enlighten and console me, 
but at the time I was extremely distrustful of him, as I was of several other 
good persons, and especially the mother prioress of Loudun. In a word, it was 

109 Teresa of Ávila, The Life, chapters 13 and 28 (Cavallera).
110 Claude Bastide (Cavallera).

Sluhovsky, Moshe, ed. Into the Dark Night and Back: the Mystical Writings of Jean-Joseph Surin. Boston: BRILL, 2018.
         Accessed July 20, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central.
Created from uaz on 2019-07-20 19:54:11.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

8.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life200

a time of great shadows, not only for me but for much of mankind; for without 
a special light from Our Lord, it looked as if my affair was leading to absolute 
condemnation and to the opinion of a serious and very advanced priest, who 
told me that in my case it seemed clear that this was a judgment of God, who 
had wanted to lower me, because I was wanting to elevate myself. The father 
whom I mentioned first, and to whom I had made my general confession, said 
the same thing; and he confirmed my imagining so much that I had not the 
least doubt that I was damned. For although this father did not tell me I was 
damned, he nonetheless believed the great evils that I was telling him about 
myself. And seeing that I had been living in mortal sin for more than twenty 
years, and amid so many evils, so many sacrileges, it was for me a sea of bit-
terness, and a ravaging confusion in my spirit, which finally overwhelmed me.

All those to whom I had recourse would tell me the same thing, which in-
volved only the bark of the tree and did not go inside. The only father who 
knew the depth of things was opposed; but he had no credit over my spirit, and 
Our Lord permitted it, so that my ailment would have no human remedy, and 
so that I would owe my improvement to his mercy. Nonetheless, he wanted this 
to be out of deference for another person’s judgment, as he later arranged it.

Nonetheless, he permitted me to remain extremely overwhelmed by the 
burden of that suffering, and he permitted all those who were advising me to 
tell me that great courage and hope in God were needed. Nonetheless, most 
of them were telling me that it was my fault that I had fallen into this trouble; 
that I had wanted to climb too high; that I did not have the spirit of the religion 
to which God had called me; that I had wanted to take the wings of a lofty 
contemplative; that along that spiritual road, Our Lord was permitting several 
persons to be lost because they had wanted to hoist themselves too high; and 
that it was better to go lower. So my suffering was extreme at conserving my 
idea of remaining faithful to God and not leaning on anything low and natural, 
and also not elevating myself to supernatural things that were out of my reach. 
And since my conscience was telling me that I had a great deal of pride, I found 
that on the one hand it was easy to have irritated God in that way; and on the 
other hand, it seemed to me that I had tried to do what I could to serve him 
with exactitude. It was a terrible disaster for me to see that I had fallen into 
damnation, without thinking about it.

But a father who was a good man, but not very certain about his resolutions, 
being perplexed about my condition and not knowing which way to turn, told 
me that in the beginning, Our Lord gives many graces, but when he sees that 
souls are not faithful to him, he turns his back on them. This went so deeply 
into my spirit that I truly believed that God had turned his back on me, and I 
declared that I felt that my fall was irreparable. In order to recover from that, a 
spirit of penance was necessary, and yet I was so weak that, instead of tending 
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20�On Several Despondencies

to examining myself closely, making a good confession, and doing penance, my 
nature was so overwhelmed, and my head was so disassembled, that I needed 
good broth, good treatment, and diversions. That was indeed the true medi-
cine I needed at the time. True spirituality involved gathering the forces of 
my brain, which was overwhelmed; and my soul, being completely destroyed, 
needed to relax, and sleep, and divert itself. Yet all I had were plans for pen-
ance, and frightful and painful thoughts. That is the terrible state to which my 
heart was reduced, being unable to find a tiny hole through which to escape. 
What was said at that time turned out to be true:

The mere overwhelming of my head, which had no agreeable and peace-
ful purpose, led me like a leaden mass to the depth of all my woes.

The waters of tribulation submerged me; these words often came to 
my spirit.111

And the counsel of men, and the opinions of the doctors of theology, and the 
eyes lifted to heaven, and the high and the low, all of this came and melted over 
my heart, which did not know what would become of it. I had no recourse to 
anything, and had no repose in anything whatsoever. This horrendous state 
lasted for several days, even several months, and nothing gave me relief.

In addition to that, Our Lord permitted me to have a father minister112—
among us, they are the ones to whom exterior things are assigned—who be-
lieved that it was merely fantasy and peculiarity of the spirit. He was a good 
man, but rough and zealous, who believed that perfection meant opposing my 
fantasies. It is unbelievable how much his exterior conduct revealed his con-
trariness and his scorn for everything concerning me. Since, in a community, a 
man is reduced to a point where they believe that his situation is nothing but 
imagining, like the situation of a person who believed himself damned, and 
whose troubles were interior and could not declare themselves—as was this 
impotence in moving about, which they felt was a real chimera—there are 
folks who equate perfection with thwarting it. This father was one of them. 
To recover my health, it would often have been necessary to eat something in 
the morning—for I do not know how many years it had been since I had said 

111 Cavallera says that at this point, in all versions of the manuscripts, the texts that should 
follow “true” and continue on to “And,” were missing, and that he merely reproduced their 
layout. This atypical grouping of text was preserved in the Prunair edition, 218, and it is 
observed in the present translation as well.

112 At Bordeaux, from 1640 to 1648, the ministers at the college were Father Jean Deyssenier 
(1639–40), Gilles Barilleau (1641–45), Jean Lalande (1647–48), François Alange (1648–49). 
The catalogs are missing for 1640–41 and 1647–47. The father in question is probably Fa-
ther Barilleau (Cavallera).
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life202

Mass—there was forgetfulness, abandonment of someone who was thought 
extravagant, owing to a fancy so great and so frequent that, at two in the after-
noon, they still had not thought to bring me something.

Finally, Our Lord permitted one thing that I recall now: weakness was re-
ducing me to such a point that they thought I had lost my reason. Prudence 
therefore led those on whom I depended to leave me alone in an infirmary, the 
door locked, the windows barred with horizontal iron bars, the bed curtains of 
my bed removed. When I saw this set-up, and saw that the curtains had already 
been removed, and that iron hinges were being installed near the window in 
order to keep it closed, in my spirit I felt a great effort to get myself out of there. 
And although I had not stirred for several days, and had eaten almost nothing, I 
got up and went to walk about the house and in the garden. They then believed 
that I was not ready to die, and they abandoned the plan they had made.

Our Lord restored me, gave me strength, and also a few consolations of his 
grace, and certain operations within my soul that could only come from his 
spirit. I also made a plan to do what I could to restore myself. It was the month 
of May: early in that month came the feast of the Invention of the Holy Cross, 
on which day Our Lord gave me some graces that made me think about par-
ticipating in the cross of Jesus Christ. And it indeed did me much good. Then I 
summoned up some vigor, and since a provincial congregation would be held 
soon after that feast, it made the superiors think of one thing, which was the 
source of my good, and which marked the beginning of the repair of my forces.

11 How Our Lord Gave a Beginning to the Repair of the Father’s 

Strength, and How He was at Saintes

The beginning that God gave in order to pull the father from such a great illness 
was that the provincial assembly was held at Bordeaux,113 where the father was. 
One of the consultors was the father I spoke of,114 the one who had a better 
opinion of the father’s condition than the others, and who did not think that 
this was an effect of the imagination or an effect of melancholy, as most people 
were saying, but that it was an ordeal from God through the operation of the 

113 It was held May 12–16, 1649, when Father Gilbert Rousseau was the provincial (Cavallera).
114 That is, Father Claude Bastide. See his letter of January 1, 1648, to Vincenzo Caraffa (1585–

1649), superior general from 1645 to 1649. Bastide expresses clearly what Surin is recalling 
here (Cavallera).
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203How Our Lord Gave A Beginning To The Repair

demons. On every occasion, public and private, where this consultor had cause 
to speak of it, it would be this father’s opinion that this illness would  finally 
pass, and that one day I would enjoy peace and natural liberty. They  usually 
laughed about this, thinking it was true madness; and some would study a ge-
nealogy and a horoscope, and on the basis of observations about things that 
happened when I was a child, would finally conclude that, since this father was 
so elderly,115 there was no reason to hope that things would improve. Because 
that father116 would say this with some frankness and liberty, without fearing 
what other people would think, they would scorn him somewhat, and they 
would say that he was one of the mystics who reduce everything to supernatu-
ral things, and who see everything as mysteries. And it is a wonder that, despite 
the fact that Father Surin had been employed for so long against demons, and 
that the magic charms against him had appeared almost manifest, most men, 
even the wisest, tended to say that this was nothing but a melancholy humor or 
a devotional illusion, or a fantasy related to the person’s humor. And that was 
said with so much liberty that it was not doubted, and a person was deemed 
blamable and ridiculous if he judged to the contrary.

And so, at this assembly of the fathers, they wondered whether a change of 
air would do Father Surin good. They sought the opinion of the physician, who 
believed that it would be very good, and the father who, as I said, was rector at 
Saintes,117 was entrusted with this packet.118 And he, out of charity, accepted 
it and took it with him, and returning to his college, he placed the father at a 
greater liberty. I owe all the improvement in my illness to the charity of this 
good father rector, because during the two years that I spent at the college of 
Saintes, I gained more strength from their good treatment of me and from the 
peace that was there, and that I found; and my spirit began to dilate a bit. Even 
the inhalation of my chest began to be ampler. This was an ailment I had suf-
fered for several years, with respiration so narrow that for over ten years I had 
not inhaled with my diaphragm, but only with my lung, and so shallowly that 
not once was it achieved. It came from a restriction so terrible that it almost re-
duced my soul to the last extreme, and my body could not move because, from 

115 He was fifty, having been born on February 9, 1600 (Cavallera).
116 Father Bastide (Cavallera).
117 He is again referring to Father Bastide, who had been at Saintes since 1648. Surin himself 

was there from 1649 to 1651 (Cavallera).
118 The “package” almost surely was Surin himself. Paquet: “package”: “‘Make his package’ 

means leave for a different house. ‘Give someone the package’ means credit someone 
with having done something whose nature one cannot admit: ‘They give him that pack-
age’ means that he is the author of a specific lampoon. ‘Give someone the package’ means 
to give him a crude and ingenious reply to shut him up”; daf 1694.

Sluhovsky, Moshe, ed. Into the Dark Night and Back: the Mystical Writings of Jean-Joseph Surin. Boston: BRILL, 2018.
         Accessed July 20, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central.
Created from uaz on 2019-07-20 19:54:11.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

8.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life204

time to time, when climbing or making an effort, one needs to dilate one’s lung 
and even one’s diaphragm. And once, when I told a physician about it and re-
ferred to this restriction, he mocked me, saying that it was impossible, and that 
I was imagining it; and another physician, our usual one, told me that there 
were sixty muscles serving respiration. It is nonetheless certain that for many 
years I remained unable to have, even while preaching, any dilation through 
the air received in the diaphragm, which was something I knew by manifest 
experience.

Now, my healing began this way at Saintes: resting, as I had at Bordeaux, but 
with no constraint, thanks to the charity of this good father, I felt the respira-
tion of the diaphragm open. I noticed it clearly, and it has continued ever since; 
and I saw and knew, manifestly, that all my muscles were squeezed as if by pad-
locks, and sometimes one padlock would open and sometimes another, with 
extreme relief for my heart. And my health itself improved, although to tell 
the truth, during all this wretchedness, I never lacked excellent health, strictly 
speaking, and I never had a fever or any illness beyond the suffering in my 
spirit. Also, I do not know how I could have borne both these two sufferings, if 
Our Lord had not ceased causing both of them. Nonetheless, I believe that the 
cause of the excessive suffering in my spirit was that my attention was totally 
there, but without diverting me elsewhere. And once, when I felt some little al-
teration that seemed to come from fever, it seemed to me that this was the best 
hour I had spent for several years, because this illness of the body gave some 
entertainment to my spirit. After this dilation, which was done by respiration, 
there was some room for natural joy.

It so happened that, when I was at Saintes, they brought to me a woman 
who had recently fallen into an illness similar to mine, for she believed she was 
damned. This had extremely troubled her soul, which was living in despair; 
and her husband was sorely afflicted by it, and her family totally desolated. I 
advised this man to have a Mass said in honor of Saint Joseph, and that his wife 
should attend. I also gave him some paper that had touched Saint Joseph’s unc-
tion, to which I referred earlier; and this woman was totally healed in a short 
time, for which this man expressed incredible thanks.

This gave my soul something like a dawn, but I continued to feel profound 
and irremediable desolation. But believing that I was damned, and being un-
able to say anything different to anyone, I nonetheless advised everyone to do 
good and to serve God, and I did it with affection, feeling God’s great merit, and 
my obligation to serve him, being his creature, although very nasty and cast 
out. The wonder is that I did not make this reflection: “The desire to render 
some glory to God being unable to exist without some instinct about his love; 
it is not possible for me to be damned.” But it is incredible how deeply this 
thought had been engraved in my soul.
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205How Our Lord Returned His Strength

There is another wonder: during the entire time of my greatest suffering and 
despair, I composed all the songs about divine love that, having all been col-
lected, made an entire book,119 and are giving great consolation to good souls, 
and are giving me great strength by writing them. As a result, some persons 
were not very compassionate toward me, thinking that, since I had gotten the 
idea of composing, and since I was singing, it was impossible for me not to 
love God and to be content. It is true that, although I described myself as being 
wretched without remedy, and although I had sufferings so great that, if I had 
had five hundred revelations, I would not have been more certain about it: for I 
did indeed believe I had them—yet I had an extreme desire for God to be loved 
and served by his creatures. And my grievance was that after having given up 
that opinion, and after having seized hope, which Our Lord has now given to 
me, old age has arrived. Now that Our Lord has relieved me of that overwhelm-
ing suffering, and being assured that I no longer have it, I feel that the vigor of 
youth has passed, all the strength of my body has left through this suffering of 
damnation, and nothing remains for me at present but desire, old age being 
incompatible with great labor. But I must now recount how Our Lord pulled 
me out of that illness.

12 How Our Lord Returned His Strength and His Joy to Him

The father rector of Saintes, having finished his time there, was replaced by 
another,120 whom they wanted to free of such a heavy burden,121 so I was sent 
away with this same father, and was returned to the college, in the same place 
where I had been before, and in the same bedchamber. The new rector122 

119 The second edition of the Cantiques was published at Bordeaux in 1660.
120 Cavallera notes: “The records for 1651–52 show that Father Bastide was replaced as rec-

tor at Saintes by Father Gilles Barilleau, minister of the college at Bordeaux, 1641–45. If 
Barilleau is the ‘minister’ to whom Surin refers in chap. 10, it is understandable that Surin 
could not remain at Saintes, where the new rector was less ‘charitable’ than Bastide had 
been. Father Bastide had been transferred to the college at La Rochelle, but by 1652–53 he 
was back at Saintes and was described as an invalid. For the school year 1653–54, he was at 
the profess house in Bordeaux and he remained there until 1663 when he became rector 
of the college of Poitiers.”

121 Here, Surin describes himself as a “heavy burden” that, like the “package” in chapter 11, can 
be shifted from one place to another. This sort of burden (fardeau) is generally borne on 
one’s shoulders. The word can also evoke tiresome administrative obligations; daf 1694. 
In short, Surin realized what a great burden he was for his brethren.

122 Father André Baiole was rector at Saintes from 1650 to 1653, when he was replaced by 
Father Gilbert Rousseau (Cavallera).
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life206

was a very upright man, who was also very good to me. The same father123 
showed that he was not always of the same humor, but these are things that 
God permits, to give us exercise. It is one of the things that often happen to 
those whom God pulls out of suffering: when the day breaks and when they are 
taken out of their wretchedness, occasions for suffering then come that plunge 
them back into evil, and all the more bitterly so, because they lose hope of see-
ing themselves totally recovered, and they nonetheless fall again as much as 
before. That happened to me during the two or three years when Our Lord was 
making daylight return. Night often would become darker than ever, having, in 
the interior, and sometimes also among men, things that ripped out the good 
of grace and the joy of the spirit, on the verge of enjoying it in full abundance.

It was that way, with ups and downs, for the space of two years, after which 
Our Lord gave my spirit total healing from my extreme suffering when it was nec-
essary for me to observe the wording of Communion. As for confession, I could 
only sincerely confess that I had not sufficiently followed God’s order; that his 
justice had condemned me, having banished me from grace; and that I was al-
ways making an effort be good, and to do the actions of a man who wants to do 
good. It will appear ridiculous, as it does to me at present, to say that a Christian 
man, in his life, has the scruple to do good. In that state, it is, however, indubitable 
that suffering is incredible when the soul sees itself chased away from good and 
banished from grace, and, when he thinks that his duty is, therefore, to be bad.

This is the state of devils, who being banished from all goods, think only of 
evil, and can only tend to evil. That is what made me believe still more that 
demons absolutely were possessing my soul, inside.

I felt that, in my interior, I was made and built as if I had been the devil, for 
the greatest enormity that my soul was able to attain was that, having God as 
opposed to the damned as he is, and being reduced to that order by his justice, 
instead of keeping me in my place, which is the legitimate order where justice 
placed me, I was pulling myself out of that order through a totally unbearable 
insolence. I was trying to do good and to behave like someone who wants to 
change that order, which is an unbearable thing for right reason.124 For just 
as there is nothing as important as observing the good order that God had in 
the world; and just as the order of hell is to be a place of evil, there is nothing 
as dreadful as putting good in the place destined for evil. For it would be an 

123 Claude Bastide (Cavallera).
124 “True law is right reason in agreement with nature; it is of universal application, unchang-

ing and everlasting; it summons to duty by its commands, and averts from wrongdoing by 
its prohibitions. […] It is a sin to try to alter this law, nor is it allowable to repeal any part 
of it, and it is impossible to abolish it entirely.” Cicero, The Republic, iii, xxii.
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207How Our Lord Returned His Strength

extreme disorder to put evil into paradise. For that, I, who was often trying to 
recover, would commit the greatest of all crimes when I wanted to attempt to 
do good, which everyone was exhorting me to do. Although I was not in hell, 
I felt just as damned as those who were there. That is why my most frightful 
crime was to continue hoping, and to want to try good. And indeed, since at 
that time Our Lord permitted me to bear the imprints of damnation, I felt like 
a true abomination, I was making efforts toward good, and I was being pushed 
away, or so I saw it, by the power of God himself, and by the opposition of his 
divine Being, who will wage war against the demon for all eternity. That made 
my ailment very deplorable and, so to speak, irremediable in that state.

One day, I therefore went to confess. The father who was my confessor en-
tered my bedchamber to hear me, and to prepare me for Communion. When 
I had sat down, I began to accuse myself in that manner, because all the other 
sins seemed as nothing to me, and as trivia compared to that. The father who 
was hearing my confession remonstrated that this was not how one went about 
confessing, it was about where I was falling short. I told him that sincerely this 
was what I was guilty of: that God’s order was the principal thing that obligated 
the reasonable creature; and that, having been chased away from all good, I 
nonetheless wanted to do good, maintaining that I was guiltier owing to that 
than if I had killed people. Owing to my view of God’s majesty, all ordinary 
crimes seemed to me just so many houseflies in comparison, rather than an 
obstacle to that order. I therefore was confessing as a damned person, not as a 
man who was living on earth, and who still had hope.

To that, the father replied that he felt great compassion for me, but that he 
had to tell me his secret: “I am not,” he said,

a man of revelation, nor one who trusts his instincts very much. None-
theless, I must tell you that I have often had an impression that does not 
come from my imagination, nor from my own senses, which is: before 
you die, Our Lord will do you the grace to see that you are mistaken, and 
that you will finally do as other men do; and I hope you will die in peace.

This statement impressed me, and I asked him if he truly believed that I was 
capable of hoping in God, and using the remedies that Our Lord gave to men in 
this life, in order to be reconciled with him, as with the sacraments. He told me 
that he believed it with all his heart. Divine goodness wanted this to enter my 
spirit. Then I confessed and received absolution, after which this father went 
away, and I remained alone in my bedchamber.

Then I thought about whether it was indeed possible for Our Lord to 
have mercy on me, and that I might live in hope, like other men and faithful 
 Christians. Then in my heart I heard words that were like the vital words that 
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life208

Our Lord knows how to say, and that he alone can say: which are words of 
life that bear with them their effects and that are called substantial words.125 I 
heard: “Yes, that is possible.” These words, uttered in my interior, gave life to my 
soul and resuscitated it, so that it did an operation of tenderness and love in a 
manner so powerful that I cannot possibly express it. And from that moment 
on, I entered into a state that lasted more than a year, and perhaps more than 
two, for that was five or six years ago.126

My soul was in a continual communication with God, my heart was speak-
ing to him, and he was replying in such a sweet, such a strong, and such a pow-
erful way that my life was totally reestablished, and I was put back on the way 
and into the light. I must say that it was by degrees, because this consolation 
that was repairing me and giving me strength immediately after my confes-
sion was a good, like the day that dawns for those who are in the darkness of 
the night. It was not, however, a stable and an invariable good, for it is inter-
spersed with several clouds; and the black sadness that had grabbed me only 
went away bit by bit. And serenity did not return to my soul except by degrees, 
as I am going to show.

13 How It Happened that Grace and Joy Increased in the Father, How 

He Totally Changed His Condition, until He was Totally Healed

After this first coup de grâce127 that Our Lord did to the father, giving him hope 
and making him think that God had not damned him, grace’s guidance of his 
soul prospered. Little by little, he regained vigor and became convinced that he 

125 The expression was used by St. John of the Cross. “Substantial words” are locutions that 
originate from God rather than from within the mind of the individual who hears them. 
They are a kind of speech or voice that the human receives, not from itself but from some 
third person. In addition, these words come to the individual’s attention through some 
means other than the bodily senses. They are not, however, “interior” or “spiritual” utter-
ances that only seem to come from outside the mystic’s subconscious but, in reality, they 
come from his psyche.

126 This happened on October 12, 1655 (Cavallera). Note that the first of Surin’s pseudo- 
notarial documents is dated October 19, 1655: the last will and testament of the soul who 
is on the verge of death. Surin continued to write this sort of document until December 
29 of that year, all in the context of his healing.

127 This expression has been left in French because Surin’s use of it reveals his emotions. A 
coup de grâce denoted “the blow that the execution gives to the heart of a patient who is 
on the wheel, so that he will not linger longer”; daf 1694. In short, after the tormented 
years spent in what Surin perceived to be a torture chamber, he rejoiced in these graces 
that had abruptly ended his torment; but to him they were like the executioner’s hard 
blows to the solar plexus that brought the criminal’s torment to a sudden end.
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209How It Happened That Grace And Joy

was not yet in hell, and that there was a place of mercy for him. For although he 
was not so misled as to think that he was in hell, and although he saw clearly 
that he was living among men, he nonetheless was convinced that he had al-
ready been cast off and condemned by God, owing to a surprising decision of 
God’s justice that, for some souls, anticipated the last judgment.

And truly, when I think seriously about it, things are such, and appearances 
are so dreadful, and God permits such effects, whether they come from the jus-
tice that the world exercises by ways that often are inconceivable, or whether 
they come from our enemies, who charm us and bury us in such a way that 
we are reduced to servitude under their powers, I have reason to call what the 
soul feels in that state “hell.” For, I truly saw Jesus Christ angry, and I heard the 
sentence by which he condemns the soul that is his enemy; and I can only say 
that it is not true that it was done at that time, for I cannot believe that it was, 
but its manner is nonetheless so apparent and so strong that no human spirit 
is capable of resisting it.

And I find no other sense to explain how this is done, except that, in order 
to give our souls exercise, Our Lord permits the demons who obsess us and 
who penetrate our interior, when God gives them permission, as he did to Job, 
to unite themselves so closely to our substance that God makes our fate palpa-
bly like theirs, and the words of damnation that God’s justice pronounces for 
them, resound like an echo. And those words engrave and imprint themselves 
on128 us, as with sealing wax, by the strength that the superior spirits have over 
those spirits that are their inferiors. Thus does Jesus Christ, and thus does God 
unite himself with and imprint himself in good souls, causing them to say: Vivo 

autem iam non ego, vivit vero in me Christus.129 In that way, demons, by the 
permission that God gives them, not only suggest despair to souls; they even 
make an imprint by a communication that is like a piece of printer’s type or a 
signet ring, where their substance mingles with ours. And they do it without 
speaking. They do it by a union of their state with us. They do it by stating in us 
everything they are, and they write visibly in us their malevolences, their con-
demnation, and the very same words that justice, which is angry with them, 
speaks inside them and writes inside them by its substance.

By that union, these same words are also life and health that we have with 
them, not by our will, but by their power that is engraved on us, with no other 

128 In this discussion (and elsewhere in the book), Surin sometimes shows these imprints as 
being “in” the soul, and sometimes “on” the soul or the body. It is not clear whether his vo-
cabulary was unsettled, or whether he is drawing a distinction (see also glossary, “Imprint, 
Impression”).

129 Gal. 2:20, “Yet I live, no longer I, but Christ lives in me.”
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life2�0

good than the good of their union. So the soul feels that it is a devil, and it 
finds itself to be like a devil, and it cannot distinguish between itself and the 
devil in all these maledictions, or even its bitter chalice, in a way that is almost 
inconceivable but that is very true. For I have manifestly tested this in the souls 
of those possessed persons who, despite them, are associated with all the de-
mons’ plans, their evils, and their hatred of God, but who are not associated 
by their liberty, as if they freely wanted it, but who feel the suffering, the rage, 
and the malevolence that demons feel, and lack the power to separate from it 
by a separation that is noteworthy for them. By this oppression, the soul is in 
a frightful servitude and a deplorable calamity, by which it believes that it is 
truly contrary to God. This is why Job said: Quare me posuisti contrarium tibi?130

I therefore think that, despite my having often seen and learned this from 
possessed souls, Our Lord permitted me to undergo the same suffering, with-
out suspecting and without doubting, by a hundred leagues, that I would find 
myself in that evil by contagion. I thought that it was a direct and fundamen-
tal suffering, not a suffering that was thought or communicated. That is why 
my suffering was without remedy, as it will be for all those to whom Our Lord 
would like to give this exercise. And I could not even feel trust, nor did I have 
the capacity to make a return to God, or to withdraw from that, or to raise any 
obstacle to it in any way, like someone who is attached to a post, or like a board 
that is pushed up against a door. There was no ability to use it, just a pure ca-
pacity to receive everything the demon wishes. It is an infernal, dreadful suffer-
ing, at which some persons laugh; and because they are at their ease, enjoying 
their liberty, they make jokes, they jeer at mystics. It is, I say, done that way, and 
one has no power to stir either hands or feet in order to get relief.

For, during the entire time when my spirit was as I have described it, my 
body was also tied up and could not move hands or feet without extreme pain. 
Indeed, I must say one thing that I recall on this subject: a certain devout per-
son who knew me, and who was taking a charitable interest in my condition, 
prayed to Our Lord for me, as that person later told me; and from that same 
charity, he offered himself to participate in my pain; or else he wanted to know 
what my ailment was like, which most wise people were mocking. In a mo-
ment, he felt pain in his interior, along with the anguish of damnation; and 
on the outside, he felt bound by invisible bonds to the stool on which he was 
sitting. He remained for a noteworthy time without being able move any of 
his members, as if his whole body had become crippled. By that, this person 
judged the suffering I was undergoing.

130 Job 7:20, “If I sin, what do I do to you?”
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2��How It Happened That Grace And Joy

Around that time, Our Lord gave an opening to my spirit to emerge from 
these ailments; and after that first coup de grâce after confession, he often did 
me the grace of assuring my spirit by hope. That was such a great novelty for 
my soul, and so sweet, that I do not know how to describe it, other than to liken 
it to a prisoner who has been taken from his dungeon and returned to day-
light, or else to someone who had been in a dark and frightful chamber and for 
whom the window was opened, which enabled him to see a lovely landscape. 
I chose the latter comparison because it seems to me that I was not actually 
taken out of prison then, but that, the light having returned, I was seeing new 
objects, and the daylight was consoling me, having had only night as my por-
tion for I know not how many years.

At any rate, for at least eighteen years that horrible darkness changed im-
perceptibly into good. I say “imperceptibly” because there is no comparison 
between the person who hopes for everything and the person who hopes for 
nothing. Yet at various moments I was returned to my dungeon, sometimes so 
frightfully that I would forget the sweetness of grace. That change, at my con-
fessor’s feet, took place in early October, and for several days I did not know 
what was going to happen to me, as a result of consolation. And then I remem-
bered what the devil had said to me, when my suffering was just beginning: 
“After this, you will have so much consolation, that you won’t know what to do 
with it.” Indeed, during that same period, when I fell into that frightful condi-
tion, Father Anginot, one of our fathers who was greatly beloved by God, and 
who was an exorcist, was very desolate about my affliction, for it was having 
effects that were astonishing all good folk. Our Lord wanted a devil to say to 
Father Anginot on that subject: “Do not be astonished, you will be a good mas-
ter who will bring good from all this.” Indeed, the consolation at the beginning, 
which I just mentioned, was so great in my soul that I could not contain it; and 
as I was walking along the corridor of the infirmary, I sometimes would fall to 
one side and sometimes to the other, thinking that God would be merciful to 
me. And what overwhelmed me is that the words that God spoke to my soul 
were so sweet and so penetrating that they sometimes toppled me toward one 
wall and sometimes toward the other; and what finally overwhelmed me was 
that he sometimes asked me in my interior: “Well! Is God good?”

These things truly surpass everything one could say and understand, for this 
passage from great suffering into the light of grace is such a coup de grâce that 
if God were not economical with it, nature would not be able to endure it. That 
made me understand what Father Saint Xavier131 meant when he said: “That’s 

131 Francis Xavier (1506–52), born Francisco de Jasso y Azpilicueta, was a companion of St. 
Ignatius of Loyola and one of the first seven Jesuits. He led an extensive mission into Asia, 
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life2�2

enough, God, that’s enough,” so I never stopped saying: “Is it possible that I can 
end up being saved, and that I can be capable of God?” The reply to me was 
always so gentle and so strong that I saw reason in those who say that grace, in 
a certain way, forces.

During the first days, this therefore made itself strongly felt, far into my soul; 
but sometimes there was little reason for it, and for a flighty cause, I would be 
at the entrance to the old shadows. Yet despite all these consolations, I some-
times would become a desperate soul, as was the case on October 15, the feast 
of Saint Teresa. She is a saint for whom I have great affection. That day, it so 
happened that my disposition changed, as it does each year on her day, and I 
was reduced to the saddest state. That day, my despair began so early, that I was 
again at a window, in order to throw myself onto the paving of a courtyard of 
our house. What held me back, other than the depths that I wanted to belong 
to God, is that I could not lift my broken thigh high enough, as I would have to 
do in order to jump out. I therefore returned to my bedchamber, furious, in the 
fire that was carrying me away.

Here, I must tell how, the previous year, at around that same time, I had been 
in the country house132 that our fathers have one league from Bordeaux. It is a 
priory to which one goes during vacation time. I was sent there, and there I was 
just as I was anywhere, like a damned person. There were several other devout 
religious who were enjoying the fresh air, while the grapes were being picked. 
And since the feast of the Exaltation of the Holy Cross, which we celebrate, 
as I noted earlier, fell during the grape harvest, I was invited by our fathers 
to preach at vespers in the chapel, which several persons from the neighbor-
hood attend during the grape harvest, when several persons from the city are 
at their country houses. I was led by the hand, because I could only walk with 
extreme suffering, owing to that furious ailment that merely served to make 
me ridiculous. I was led to Mass, and for my sermon I chose a text from the 
Gospel that I had heard at Mass. When I was in the pulpit, I gave a sermon with 
the same vigor of spirit and of voice as if I had been another man, for I did not 
recognize myself. With as much liberty as I ever could, I spoke about the good 

mainly the Portuguese Empire, and also to India, Japan, Borneo, and the Maluku Islands. 
He died near the Chinese mainland. Surin appears to be evoking here an incident involv-
ing St. Francis Xavier. In Saint François Xavier (Paris: Beauchesne, 1911) 2:278, Alexandre 
Brou summarizes it thusly: “One of our brethren saw him one day walking in the garden, 
totally lost in God. Suddenly he stopped as if he were afraid of being seen, then he lifted 
his eyes toward Heaven and put his hand on his breast, saying: ‘Lord, enough, enough!’” 
Surin evokes this incident in his Spiritual Poetry, “Wounding Love.”

132 The priory of Notre-Dame de Bardenac, situated in the parish of Pessac, some seven kilo-
meters southwest of Bordeaux. Surin seems to be referring to events in 1654 (Cavallera).
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2�3How The Father Fortified Himself

of the cross and of suffering; and all our religious, who were very numerous, as 
well as the laypersons, were very content. Suddenly, after my sermon, I became 
wretched about the first thoughts I had come up with, and about my affliction. 
That left me no strength for pulling myself out from the anguish that usually 
oppressed me. This same vacation time brought the feast of Saint Teresa, Octo-
ber 15, which I spent in extreme anguish. I was continually in a gloomy silence; 
or if I spoke, it was the speech of a desperate man. There was, however, some-
thing good in that profundity, yet that profundity remained closed and locked. 
Despite my despair, the good words that came from my mouth while preaching 
came from the profound desire for God that the father had in his heart.

14 How the Father Fortified Himself in His Good State and Made 

Great Progress in This Better State

I have said elsewhere that what appears most strange in this state is that two 
very contrary dispositions seemed to be together: desolation and despair, and 
desire for God and affection for his service. For our Lord was giving such great 
power to grace that the two were in sympathy with one another. I must give a 
remarkable example of this that happened to me when I was most despairing. 
I was employed by one of my friends to give an exhortation at the ceremony for 
a maiden, his relative, who was taking the veil at the house of Saint Catherine 
of Siena in Bordeaux. Having been granted permission to do it, I was at that 
convent, hearing Mass and receiving Communion. Then I gave the exhorta-
tion. But since our fathers are filled with prudence, the reverend father rec-
tor of the college, who had given that permission, had given it on condition 
that the only attendees would be the closest relatives of this nun. It was done 
that way. Now, it so happened that, at the time, I was bearing such a weight of 
God’s anger that I do not know how I would be able to hold up under it. For it 
was necessary to use a dissimulation that was, I think, the greatest dissimula-
tion one can have in the world. Inside, the soul feels like a doomed person, 
the rope around his neck, ready to be thrown into hell; and yet, in that state, 
and with that disposition, it is necessary to put on a good face and behave 
like an upright man. And not only that, it is necessary to talk about God and 
exhort the others to do good. That is not strange, when the soul’s conscience 
knows what God wants from it, and when the soul’s ill humor and imagination 
are resisting. But to do that when that soul knows it is lost, believes it is con-
demned, and has no doubts about it, seems to me a frightful torment. Now, I 
either had to tell this dreadful lie or go off and hang myself. I could not take a 
middle course, because God’s lightning-bolt verdict, which was continually in 
my soul, was making my soul know quite well its malevolence, and was making 
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life2�4

that  malevolence known so strongly that my soul was having enough trouble 
subsisting and keeping going, despite its disguise. And owing to the course of 
human life and its necessary condition, my soul was reduced to dissimulating 
this; and despite this conviction, to acting like those who have the best com-
mon sense in the world, and who are full of hope and spiritual joy. What, then, 
should I do in that situation? I must confess that I had never suffered so much; 
yet as a test of my assurance about obedience, and my belief that one must 
submit, which was the sole key to my recovery, Our Lord wanted me to go up 
into the pulpit and give that exhortation, all the while having the impression of 
God’s anger, as if I had had the rope around my neck. With a great tenderness 
of heart, I therefore spoke about this occasion when a soul was giving itself to 
God, and I talked on that subject so forcefully that the nuns and the others who 
were present could not hold back their tears and were extremely moved. My 
own heart was feeling such a great operation by God and such a joy in his grace, 
and along with that such a fear in the spirit, that I was effectively like a damned 
person, and two effects were sympathizing with one another in my soul.

While on this subject, I must recount another story that happened around 
the same time. The father rector of the college,133 the person I wrote about 
earlier, whom I found in charge when I returned from Saintes, came to see me 
in the infirmary, where I was always lying on the bed, languishing and scarcely 
able to move unless God gave me special help. In a conversation, he asked me, 
on his own initiative, without my expecting it, whether I had preached to the 
Carmelites long ago. It was a wonder that he said this to me, because for several 
years I had not undertaken such a thing, not only because I was overwhelmed 
by illness but also because no one was stepping forward to invite me to do it, 
knowing how destroyed and wretched I was. I described the situation: for a 
very long time, I had not been permitted to do it, for despite my despondency, 
I would not have dared refuse, if I had been granted permission. He then told 
me that if I found some occasion, I should do it. At the time, my mother was 
a Carmelite,134 and long before becoming one, she had been a penitent under 
this father rector, who was Father André Baiole.

Viewing this as an effect of providence, on the feast of the Epiphany135 I 
wanted to go out in order to get some weight off my mind and do some good. 
Having found a companion, I went to the home of a lady who lived very near 
the Carmelites. Not thinking about the nuns, but only about seeing this lady 

133 Father André Baiole, or Bajole (d.1660) became rector on July 17, 1650. His book about the 
interior life, with conversations between the soul and God, was published in Paris in 1649 
(Cavallera).

134 She entered the Carmel of Bordeaux on October 15, 1638, and died on October 11, 1652.
135 January 6, 1652 (Cavallera).
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2�5How The Father Fortified Himself

and talking with her about God, I remained with her until the Carmelites’ 
bell rang for vespers. I took leave of her, saying that perhaps she would like 
to attend vespers, and I went away. Passing before the door of the Carmelite 
 convent, I begged my companion to let us enter in order to greet the Blessed 
Sacrament. Upon entering the church, we found a great number of people; 
and the pulpit was decorated, because a special preacher was going to preach. 
Madame the duchess de Longueville had taken her noontime meal with the 
nuns that day, and this sermon was for her. Many members of the royal court 
were at Bordeaux, because of the princes of the blood, whose sister she was.136

Having greeted Our Lord, I sat down on a bench, because I was very weary 
and very weighed down. Vespers were said, and while they were being said, the 
preacher, who was an abbot, sent word that he could not preach. The mother 
prioress was very troubled; the tourière137 who was tending the front door told 
the mother prioress that Father Surin was in the church hearing vespers. The 
mother told the tourière to tell me, on her behalf, that she fervently begged 
me to preach in the place of the one who was supposed to do it, because he 
had informed them that he could not. At that point, it came to my spirit that 
it was my practice never to refuse something I was able to do. Without further 
consultation, I replied that I would do it. They were saying the Magnificat. I 
was having great difficulty standing. They brought me the surplice, which I put 
on, and I climbed into the pulpit where, in a manner that greatly pleased this 
devout princess and the audience, I spoke about the homage that the great 
nobles of the earth had come to pay to the childhood and humanity of Jesus 
Christ, bowing before the manger.

However, the one who was serving as provincial at the time (for the pro-
vincial was in Rome138), having learned that I had preached, was very angry, 
and he issued every order he could to prevent me from preaching again. Truly, 
he was quite prudent in what he was doing, taking things in their ordinary 

136 Anne-Geneviève de Bourbon, duchess de Longueville (1619–79), is remembered for her 
beauty, her love affairs, her active role in the civil war known as La Fronde, and her fi-
nal conversion to Jansenism. Her presence in Bordeaux in January 1652 is related to the 
Fronde: the revolt had spread to Bordeaux, and in early 1652 it was being whipped to a 
fever pitch by Madame de Longueville and her two brothers, the prince de Condé (known 
as “Monsieur le Prince”) and the prince de Conti. See Orest Ranum, The Fronde, a French 

Revolution 1648–1652 (New York: Norton, 1993), 248–70.
137 The principal task of the tourière of a convent was to oversee the tour, that is, the “revolv-

ing door” that consisted of a “sort of round and turning cabinet placed in the thickness 
of the wall, and that nuns use to receive things from outside, or to send things to the out-
side”; daf 1694. Sometimes, she watched over the entrance door and, with her superiors’ 
permission, admitted outsiders.

138 The provincial for Aquitaine was Nicolas Royon (dates unknown), the vice-provincial was 
Ponce Ladevise (dates unknown), superior of the professed house (Cavallera).
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life2�6

course; and there too he followed procedures quite well. However, instead of 
the bad edification and the scandal that one might fear, the opposite occurred. 
For as this princess told the nuns, she was extremely satisfied with my preach-
ing. She also said this to the wife of the first president of the Parlement,139 who 
reported it to this same father provincial, who despite this could not be ap-
peased. Now, this sermon was given without any preparation, other than what 
I had been able to devise while putting on the surplice; but my real inclination 
was the one that lasted several years for me, which was that in order to preach 
I did not need more preparation than that. I did it almost two hundred times, 
and I do not recall having done otherwise for over thirty years; and thanks to 
God, I have never regretted it. Formerly, when I was young, three months did 
not suffice for me to prepare a sermon, but since then I have not been con-
cerned about it. For my sermons, I have the power to take the time to prepare 
the points that were not based on maxims, but to explain why, I would have 
to recount many things that took place. To summarize what I wanted to do 
at that time: it was my general practice for everything, and I could not take 
advice about my preaching, but I found that everything was blessed when I 
obeyed my superiors and obeyed the movement of grace, without, however, 
getting the idea of neglecting the necessary prudence. But I had little support 
and esteem for most of the tasks that men do where there is a great deal of the 
human, and less dependence on divine grace than there should be.

On that I must point out, and it will not be inappropriate to do so, how often 
Our Lord, despite my woes and the great despondency of my spirit, would bless 
the things that I was doing quite simply, and with no trace of human prudence. 
This was not merely for preaching. I preached for over a year at Bordeaux, on 
every occasion and to the best audiences of the city. And to say the least, I com-
peted with all sorts of folks, without ever having devoted, or been able to de-
vote, more than half of a quarter hour to preparation; but this was also the case 
for other things than this preaching, as with the sermon I will recount next.

There was a lady in the city who was young, and who had been widowed 
for several years. Because she was my relative, I went to see her, for her usual 
occupation was gambling, at which she would spend days and nights convers-
ing with lofty persons, and gambling for high stakes. I planned to help her, 
and to turn her away from this gambling, in order to have some good effect on 
her spirit, and bring her to the devotion that she had formerly professed, but 
that she had abandoned in her widowhood. I therefore went to see her, and I 
told her that although it was good to be related to her, and that, owing to that 

139 Gabrielle-Louise de Thou, wife of Arnaud de Pontac (1600–81), first president of the Par-
lement of Bordeaux. (Madame de Pontac was the daughter of Jacques-Auguste de Thou 
[1553–1617], the historian.) Surin later corresponded with her.
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2�7On The Father’s Total Reestablishment To Health And To Joy

consideration, I had enough reasons to come to see her, this, however, was not 
what had brought me there. For I had learned that in the past she had talked 
about serving God, but that now she was spending her time gambling, where 
she was truly losing herself. I told her that there were enough good deeds to do 
in God’s service, which alone would remain to console her at the hour of her 
death; and that if I did not treat her as a cousin, it was because I was waiting 
to do so until I saw her reduced to living a devout life, which I wished with all 
my heart; and then I would act toward her with all the joy that a good relative 
can feel.

This lady received me with great civility, making many excuses that, deep 
down, were merely pretexts involving vanity. I had been there twice and had 
found her busy with the same activities, so that even the big gamblers were at 
her house.

Now, I was there one Sunday after the noonday meal. Her principal room 
was full of folks who were waiting for the games to begin. When she saw me en-
ter, she came up to me, and I told her that I wanted to enter the room. Then, in 
order to make my audience reasonable for a sermon, I told everyone (they were 
there in a rather great number) that I very much pitied them and that I was 
astonished to see that they were using a Sunday, which was destined for God’s 
service, for the gambling that they were planning. In that troop, there was an 
ecclesiastic wearing breeches and doublet who was going to be included in 
the game, and I told him that he should be chanting vespers and the others 
should be listening. Having astonished them a bit, I withdrew. As for this lady, 
I told her that I had already come three times to tell her to stop gambling, and 
that I had not succeeded; so I was going off to shake the dust from my shoes 
as evidence against her, and she would hear no more from me, unless she was 
willing to surrender herself to God. A few days later, this lady totally gave up 
gambling, and took as her director the father who was rector at Saintes, whom 
I had advised her to take. Under his guidance, she advanced so far that today 
she is one of the most devout women in the city. She has been strongly urged 
to resume her gambling; but she has held firm in the service of God and has not 
strayed, although more than ten or twelve years have passed.140

15 On the Father’s Total Reestablishment to Health and to Joy, and 

How He Walked Freely and was Returned to His Duties

I have said that this repair went slowly, for from the day when I made my con-
fession, and when, through my confessor’s words, my spirit regained the life 

140 Surin was writing this in 1663, when more than ten years had passed (Cavallera).
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life2�8

that had seemed almost totally extinguished, all the way to Pentecost of the 
next year,141 I never fully emerged from furious gusts of despair. For although 
my soul kept growing in strength and trust, from time to time strange despon-
dencies nonetheless would occasionally surface very mildly, and they would 
throw me back over the precipice. Such ills are extremely stinging when one 
passes from joy into the dreadful sadness of despair. My soul’s long habit of be-
lieving itself lost made it swing back and forth so much that it easily returned 
to the ideas that had extenuated it in the extreme, being scarcely able to un-
derstand how that could happen. Yet it would happen that, from time to time, 
I would be like folk who are adrift at sea, after sailing for a long time just two 
fathoms from land, and who are pushed back by a wind that makes them lose 
sight of land, and in addition makes them fear shipwreck.

I was therefore in all these diverse interior dispositions, and in these alterna-
tions of good and evil, joy and sorrow, until the Friday after Pentecost142 when, 
standing in the narrow ruelle space between my bed and the wall—I had been 
living there for several months, and I can say for several years, owing to my suf-
fering when I moved, which kept me in that narrow space as if in a place of rest. 
Without much suffering, I would throw myself down on my bed when I needed 
to rest, and I would even stay there, and I did not need to take a step, in order 
to reach everything I needed, both day and night. For since I did not undress, 
to go to bed I had only to lift my leg in order to place myself on the bed and go 
to sleep—being, then, in this place and going over my thoughts in great peace 
and consolation, into my spirit came: “But yet, you are damned,” in such a tone 
that my soul was overwhelmed. And just as it was about to reduce me to great 
anguish, I felt a very powerful movement in my heart that resigned me to it, if it 
was God’s will, and I said: “I want it, if God wants it.” I threw myself face down 
on my bed, in order to submit and surrender totally to the divine will.

It seems to me that, in my spirit, I then felt as if a second wave had covered 
me and engulfed me, and made my soul peaceful. It was as if, at the peak of 
this abandonment, my soul had said: Fiat voluntas tua,143 and Our Lord made 
me understand, then, that surrendering to the divine will must carry the soul 
to the point where, without so much as discerning what or how, submitting to 
divine power for eternity, it accepts everything that would please him. That ef-
fectively put me into such peace that despair never again was able to dominate 
in my interior, and this was the last blow that the enemy struck on my soul.

I have never relapsed since then, for although from time to time the enemy 
superficially agitates the surface of my lands, and still makes efforts to attack 

141 That is, from October 12, 1655, to Pentecost, June 4, 1656 (Cavallera).
142 June 9, 1656 (Cavallera).
143 “Thy will be done.”
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2�9How The Father Regained Movement

my bastions, ever since that day, I have not felt any penetrating imprint by 
this cruel enemy of the human heart, and Our Lord has given me the grace to 
always keep mistrust and despair at a distance. There is as great a difference 
between the state of the soul that is susceptible to these impressions, and its 
state when it is in the usual state of the children of God, as there is a differ-
ence between day and night. And ever since that time, I can say that serenity 
has reigned so absolutely in my soul that, whatever cloud may have covered 
my heart during the accidents of life, or during indispositions, I did not feel it. 
Also, around that time, after Communion, which I began to receive daily at the 
Mass said for me at the congregation, which was quite close to my infirmary, 
I usually had consolations so great that I could not describe them; and since I 
was very alone in that part of the house, I had all I needed to make my heart 
blossom by exultant songs, which filled me with so much joy and peace.

At the same time, as I was talking with Our Lord after having received Com-
munion, I saw very distinctly a little black cross before my eyes, which was 
not longer than a foot or so, and an inch thick, where in the past I had seen, at 
diverse times, a cross of the same color, that is, all black, which was of a prodi-
gious thickness and length. Ever since then, it seems to me that all the crosses 
that Our Lord has given me are simply like straw crosses. I can truthfully say 
that, at present, the cross that is virtually my unique cross is nothing other 
than the multitude of persons afflicted by poverty or other of life’s calamities, 
who come after me, and who rather continually besiege me. For as far as inte-
rior suffering is concerned, I can say that I am nowhere near having any, and 
that, on the contrary, reasons for joy come so frequently to my spirit that I am 
close to saying that if paradise can be given in this world, Our Lord gives us 
something to say to all those who are engaged in his service: with him, there is 
nothing to lose, and the effects surpass his promises.

But I must tell how Our Lord finished totally healing the infirmity that was 
keeping me entirely impotent and unable to use my members any more than 
paralytics can, for like them I had extreme pain, with a total inability to move 
freely, except furtively.

16 How the Father Regained Movement and was Cured of His Inability 

to Walk, Which Along with the Other Ailments Had Kept Him 

Bound for Almost Twenty Years

The previous chapter seems to promise the same thing that is included in 
the title of the present chapter, but there would have been too much to say 
if we had put everything into one chapter. It is therefore necessary to say that 
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life220

 reestablishing his strength was done bit by bit. First of all, with his thoughts 
about damnation, and with his conviction that this ailment was incurable, the 
father worked out great desires about somehow providing God’s service, and 
giving to the souls who were on the way to serving him, the knowledge that 
could help them do this. And since there were some whom he was keeping as-
sured by the will to contribute in some way to his Creator’s glory, although he 
saw himself excluded from the good of possessing it forever, he had a singular 
affection for contributing something, so that God’s empire would dilate in this 
world. He thought he could do this by instructing souls about things that were 
part of perfection, and that were sympathetic to God’s inner graces. The meth-
od of proceeding to serve God was based on the father’s experience directing 
the souls of possessed persons, which had undeniably been successful.

That is why he composed in his head, before even thinking of writing it 
down, because he had entirely lost the ability to write, and for several years he 
had been unable to sign his name easily. He therefore thought out and wrote in 
his head the book called The Spiritual Catechism, which has since been written 
down and printed, after he had entirely composed it and organized it, as far as 
the first part is concerned, at any rate. His spirit was in a hurry to dictate it to 
someone just as he had conceived of it. Finally, being almost unable to hold 
himself back, so to speak, he dictated all of it to a priest who would come to 
visit him for a quarter hour each day, and he would dictate it word by word, 
just as he had conceived of it in his head. Once this first part had been written 
down, his spirit kept dreaming about it. His sense dilated more and more after 
his return from Saintes, and he had such presence of spirit in those days that 
he finished this entire work, which has more than two hundred chapters, all of 
them ready to be dictated word by word, as he had written them in his head, 
the last chapter like the first one. And so, in addition to his vehement inclina-
tion to produce this book, he could not rest until everything was out of him. 
Thus he dictated everything, although it involved extreme suffering, because it 
seemed to him that God was opposed to everything he wanted to do, indeed, 
more opposed to good than to evil, for the reason I have already stated, taken 
from the state of damnation.

Nonetheless, after extreme interior combats, he finished everything and dic-
tated the entire book, which contained at least three volumes, one of which 
has been printed. And although he did not plan to publish it, unless Our Lord 
did so by his providence, and although he had no plan to propose it to his 
superiors, one morning, nonetheless, at prayer, when he was before God with 
sufficient recollection, he was told distinctly and manifestly that this work, the 
Catechism, would be printed, and that he would see it with his own eyes. This 
left me extremely astonished, not only because I had no plan to put myself 
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22�How The Father Regained Movement

forward for that but also because I did not see how our superiors could have 
approved such a work, it being made in the way it was. Nonetheless, at diverse 
times it seemed to me that Our Lord was telling me that he would have it print-
ed, and that I would see it with my own eyes.

Indeed, Our Lord did want it printed, by ways that I had not sponsored and 
for which I would have had great scruples about promoting its publication in 
Brittany, and also at Lyon, without my knowing anything about the one pub-
lication or the other. Since then, it has been printed in Paris, and because it 
sold rather well, our superiors were somewhat astonished. The reverend father 
general heard tell of it. Wanting to know how this had happened, and having 
been informed, he gave it to three fathers to examine. They found nothing to 
criticize, for the father general wrote me that, having given it to three to ex-
amine, there was nothing worthy of reprehension. Nevertheless, for some just 
reason, he did not want me to have it printed. I therefore wrote everyone who 
had contributed to it, even to a prince of the blood144 who had sponsored it, 
as I have since learned, begging his highness not to be involved in this matter 
without the approval of our superiors. The prince wrote me that he approved 
of my obedience toward my superiors, but that he nevertheless believed that 
God would be served by it, desiring that it be continued in a second volume 
that, I recently learned, has been published, but I have not yet seen it.

What is noteworthy about the composition of that work is that I dictated all 
of it, for I could not write a word. I was feeling the horrors of a man who might 
have been in hell, I was feeling that there was vigor in the meaning, and the 
greatest memory I have ever had about anything. And because, in the book, I 
talked about all the mystical ways and even the interior suffering that I had felt, 
I never imagined that it concerned me, and that I was one of those who can 
have these things, as from God. At present, I truly still have great difficulty con-
vincing myself of it, having no other aim before my eyes than to render service 
to God, and to do good to souls. Our Lord is my witness: at the very hour when 
I am writing this, I do not believe that the good of all this is for anyone but 
myself, and I truly do not believe that I am among those good souls who have a 
share in these blessings. But I have no doubt that my experiences can help me 

144 Catéchisme spiritual, contenant les principaux moyens d’arriver à la perfection [Spiritual 
catechism, containing the principal means of reaching perfection]. Three editions were 
published before Surin’s death in April 1665: an anonymous edition sponsored by the 
prince de Conti in 1654, plus two approved editions, one published at Rennes, 1657, and 
the other at Paris, 1663. For these three early editions, and how they came to be pub-
lished from manuscript copies that Surin had shared with friends, see Sommervogel, 
 Bibliothèque de la Compagnie de Jésus, 7:cols 1704–6. The “prince of the blood” is Armand 
de Bourbon, prince de Conti.
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life222

talk about it, and in my suffering, which was extreme, it did not console me at 
all. Yet in my spirit it made an opening and a dilation for good things.

After I had dictated these three volumes, all three of which will, I believe, 
be published, according to what Our Lord seems to have promised me, and 
which I am ready to burn if obedience orders me to, I felt a greater dilation in 
my sense. And then came that healing of which I spoke in the previous chapter, 
which took place during my confession, and which was followed by the effects 
I have discussed.145 But having rolled from thing to thing like that for two or 
three years, and still lacking the ability to walk, Our Lord gave me that ability 
in the manner I am about to recount. But before telling how that happened, I 
must tell how, after regaining the ability to dictate these three volumes of the 
Spiritual Catechism, of which I did not write a single line owing to my power-
lessness to write, my spirit being open, my soul dilated on other subjects too. 
So I began to compose other works that I call Spiritual Dialogs146 and that are 
in four volumes. I began to dictate the first volume, just as I had done for the 
Catechism; and since my spirit was dilating, because serenity was becoming 
whole in my soul, I dictated for a longer time. And a father in the house, a very 
virtuous and spiritual man who taught philosophy,147 gave me some time each 
day for writing what I dictated to him. After he left, a very pious secular priest 
would come each day to write what I dictated to him.

Now, it so happened that one day148 I felt a great heat in my spirit, in order 
to produce my thoughts. I was annoyed when the scribe was not on time. Im-
petuously, I grabbed the pen and made a gesture as if I wanted to write. For 
more than eighteen years, I had written nothing, or so little that it could be 
considered nothing. And in this heat, I found, written and carefully laid out, 
two or three pages, but in a script that did not seem to be human, so chaotic 
was it. After that, I continued to write every day for a month. During that time, 
I was taken to the country by a gentleman who was my very good friend,149 and 
who showed piety and good will toward me. For several years, he had obtained 
permission from my superiors for me to stay at his house each year, even dur-
ing my greatest suffering, when I could not walk unless they carried me, not 

145 In other words, the Spiritual Catechism was finished before October 12, 1655 (Cavallera).
146 Dialogues spirituelles, the Spiritual Dialogues, written in 1655 and published posthumous-

ly, 1704–9.
147 This detail establishes the date, because Father Louis Tillac (dates unknown) only taught 

at Bordeaux during the academic years 1653–54 and 1654–55. By the fall of 1655 he was at 
Pau (Cavallera).

148 Caravalla established that, at the earliest, this took place in late 1655, or in 1656. This event 
coincides with the resumption of Surin’s correspondence in early 1657.

149 The friend’s name was Du Sault; his country house was at La Croix, not far from Lormont.
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223Continuation Of The Same Materials

even three steps. So he invited me to go there. Having very recently recovered 
my ability to write,150 I made so much progress that, picking up the pen from 
the table where we had eaten our noonday meal, I took the notebook contain-
ing the Dialogue and wrote from noon until supper, without pausing; and in 
this way, the four volumes of the Dialogue were written, and God will do what 
he wants with them. I spent about two years this way, from my initial healing, 
and I continually grew in vigor and in joy, Our Lord added to that state the en-
tire freedom to walk, and to say Mass,151 and to carry out all my other duties, in 
the manner I am about to recount.

17 Continuation of the Same Materials, and about the Father’s  

Total Healing

It had been several years since a person who is a very good friend of our Soci-
ety, and in addition very attached to me, had asked to take me to his country 
house, situated two leagues from Bordeaux. He easily obtained permission, 
because he is very much our friend. And at his house, we were at great liberty. 
I was lodged in a bedchamber very close to the chamber where we ate, and 
even there I had to be carried by the servants, for I could not take a single step 
without great pain. But these were not pains like those of paralytics: these were 
ailments that tended to shrink my chest, and I would feel great violence in my 
entrails.

I was in that state one day, the eve of the feast of Saint Simeon and Saint 
Jude,152 when I was visited by a nearby neighbor. I began to make a few little 
efforts, and Our Lord gave me the strength to drag myself, with that person, all 
the way to the garden door. With my heart quite joyful, I began to see how very 
beautiful the door was, and to pay a bit more attention to the objects that were 
there, which I had not had the strength to do for at least fifteen years, because 
of an extreme debility in my head. After this sweet attention that I paid, I un-
dertook to descend all the way to the threshold of the door, which I had not 
done for so long, as I said, nor similar things, and I felt some agreeableness in 
place of the suffering that I was accustomed to feel in such situations. Having 
gone down to the threshold, which is only five or six steps, I went up again and 

150 This detail establishes that Surin began to write again in the fall of 1656 (Cavallera).
151 He said Mass for the first time on March 28, 1661; see the next chapter (Cavallera).
152 That feast day falls on October 28, so this event took place on October 27, 1660. This dat-

ing is corroborated by a letter from Surin to Jeanne des Anges, dated December 15, 1660 
(Cavallera).
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life224

went back to my place, which was the table where I rested, writing all day long. 
The next day, at the same hour, I made the same effort, with similar ease. Not 
only did I go down the steps but I also advanced into the garden, walking rather 
easily; and then, feeling that I no longer had the strength, I went back into the 
house, to where I had first been. On the third day, I returned to the same place 
and made the same excessive movements; and having gone down all the way 
to the well, I went beyond it and walked along the entire path, after which I 
entered the paths into the woods that are at the end of the garden. Seeing me 
from the windows, all the householders came toward me, very astonished and 
very joyful, and I continued my walk.

After that, I always walked; and upon returning to Bordeaux, I entered 
through the college and went to the garden, and then went to visit the sick in 
the infirmaries, which was a great novelty. I also went to the refectory, walk-
ing with the others, and I generally felt ready to do all the actions and dis-
placements that the others were doing, except for two actions: saying Mass 
and going to bed. It took over six months for me to do those two things. No 
matter how much I tried the one and the other, I could not lie down in sheets 
or undertake to say Mass, feeling that this was blocked. Nonetheless, when the 
feast of the Annunciation of Our Lady arrived,153 I had the strong thought and 
desire to say Mass. If I had found all the items needed, I believe I would have 
said it; but not finding them as freely as I would have wished, I put it off un-
til the next day.154 Having asked permission to say it, and having asked for a 
server, I went to robe myself and say Mass, but I did it without having first test-
ed whether I had forgotten the words and the ceremonies. It had been nearly 
twenty years since I had said Mass, and having put myself in the same state to 
which I formerly was accustomed, I said it with the same ease as if I had said it 
every day. From that day on, I very easily continued all the other ceremonies. 
As summer approached, I felt so lethargic and tired one evening that, without 
making a mystery of it, I undressed and went to bed with great liberty and 
ease, and since then I have continued to do so without any suffering, although 
five or six years have passed. To the contrary, I am always in a sweet repose. So 
it would be an austerity for me to go to sleep clothed, as I did for more than 
twenty years. This began with great suffering and a feeling like suffocation, and 
later with such ease that I resolved to continue that practice, as involving some 
mortification that seemed useful to my spirit. I was attracted to undress myself 
in a reasonable manner, out of despondency, and later with the intention of 

153 March 25, 1661 (Cavallera).
154 A letter to Jeanne des Anges, dated March 30, 1661, reveals that, in reality, he said that 

Mass on March 28 (Cavallera).
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225Continuation Of The Same Materials

conforming to those with whom I was living. And it was by such gentleness, 
that I find that in order to recover that manner, I must use a spirit of austerity, 
with the permission of my superiors.

I nonetheless do not want to omit saying that, during all the time when I 
went to bed clothed, I never was troubled by any vermin. I also was careful to 
change my linens every week, as is customary, but this was from pure neces-
sity, for fear of falling into the inconvenience of loading myself with vermin, 
for which I had a great aversion. During the years when I was sleeping in my 
clothes, I was never bothered by them. When I had to change my shirt, I would 
suffer so much that I sometimes spent the entire night of Saturday to Sunday 
taking off my shirt and putting on the other one, with extreme pain. So it was 
usual for my soul to be happy when it was not yet Thursday, and to feel great 
anguish when it was Thursday or the following day, because changing my lin-
ens was such a torture that I would have traded it for many other bad things, if 
I had had a choice. But this was something for which there was no remedy, and 
it was a most terrible cross for me, to go through that ordeal from which noth-
ing could exempt me, so great was my desire to keep myself clean and neat.

And so, it was a great novelty for me, and a marvelous contentment, to be 
like the others, which is a good that Our Lord has conserved for me since that 
time. Although I still suffer a little when I move, and when I go through doors, 
and although for almost every deed I do, I have some trouble doing something, 
I must yield and adjust to this weakness, without daring to butt heads against 
it. And I must confess that I am still not totally free, as other men are; but 
nonetheless the suffering that I feel is, in a way, quasi imperceptible, and I see 
that it is gradually going away, and that it will be totally gone when it pleases 
Our Lord to make it end. My present state is an almost absolute liberty in my 
movements, yet it is certain that there is still a woe that causes this exterior ill-
ness, although I endeavor to ignore it, and to act as if it were nothing. Yet this 
illness is surely shut up inside, and it troubles the principles of my operations, 
on which my imagination keeps laboring, and for which I am not yet fully at 
ease as others are, and which I enjoyed thirty years ago. But although this is a 
weight and a consequence that would be a great burden to someone who has 
never tested it, for me, who am now coming out of an incredibly more strange 
and awful state, it must be considered insignificant.

There is, however, one more thing to say.155 That is, the view of things that I 
have put forward here, in part 1 or part 2, is a view based solely on demons or 

155 Cavallera realized that, in the 1829 edition, the long paragraph that stretches from here to 
the end of this chapter (which is also the end of part 2) was moved to the end of Science, 
to serve as a brief peroration. (This required a slight modification in the first clause of the 
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life226

their operations, some of which have been so manifest that one can conclude 
that they obviously were there. Thus one ends up also knowing manifestly who 
created them and who punished them. I have not gone so far as to advance 
proofs other than the ones gathered on that side; and better persons than I 
have had other proofs and have put them forward as the proof that comes from 
grace and that can immediately be related to God or to his angels, who are 
his ministers toward us, in this same order of grace. That is good for Saint Te-
resa or for persons of that sort, who have talked about and supplied a quantity 
of proofs about God; but these are proofs for themselves, and for others who 
truly believe the account that these persons have made. But as for me, I do 
not belong to that school, and I have set forth only the proofs that presented 
themselves in a ministry that the church put into my hands, and that conse-
quently came from that ministry. And if Our Lord wants to give his blessing, 
these proofs are quite powerful for making God known to those who are will-
ing to believe me, and to judge that I have told them the truth, as I argue from 
the depths of my soul. I have written this narrative with sincerity, and in the 
view that God can be served if people believe what I write.

It is not that I do not also have proofs that come from the good side, and that 
are as evident to me as the one I have discussed in this text; but because these 
are not things that should be put forward without being specifically ordered, 
and since I have not received such an order, I have decided to do nothing on 
my own. There is no need to say more, for everything I have said can suffice for 
imprinting this belief: there is a God in heaven who saved us through his Son, 
who founded his church, and who has left all mankind the means of attaining 
eternal salvation. May God give us that grace.

Part 3 of the Experimental Science, Where the Father Discusses the Par-

ticular Things He Received on the Occasion of, and following, the Posses-

sion of Loudun

(Which is secret and should not be communicated to anyone)

1 On the Beginning of the Extraordinary Graces that the Father 

Received While Employed to Assist the Mother of Loudun

God’s extraordinary operations began to be declared in Father Surin at the time 
when the operations of the devil were beginning to make themselves felt in 

paragraph, to eliminate the allusion to “part 2,” which was not going to be published.) In 
the present translation, this paragraph has been returned to its original position.
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227On The Beginning Of The Extraordinary Graces

him, or slightly after that. It seems to me that it was after the challenge of which 
I spoke of in part 1, when the devil saw the father’s serious plan to expel him by 
calming the mother’s spirit, and by assiduously devoting all his care to making 
her dedicate herself to prayer and to penance, and that Our Lord had already 
given this a good beginning, which can be seen in the history that we have 
written. After that, it was not long before the father became obsessed by the 
demons and experienced the strange sufferings that are described in that same 
history. A few months after this obsession had declared itself both publicly and 
privately, as far as I was able to learn, not only did these wretched demons con-
tinue molesting the father through this manifest obsession that involves sev-
eral articles, all of them extremely important and violent, but they also made 
an effort to deceive him by illusions and false appearances of devotion. For 
they knew that the father was planning to offer the most perfect service to Our 
Lord’s service, and to guide to that service the mother whom he was exorcising.

For that, the demons used a nun of the convent, who was a good maiden 
but who was obsessed. In addition to the possessed women, there were seven 
or eight obsessed ones, who were guided by her as by false revelations, to act 
in such a way that the father might be caught in some abuse of trust. And by 
false inclinations put into this maiden’s spirit, and by false consolations, the 
demons strongly attracted her to tell the father that God wanted to heal him of 
the ills that were holding his spirit captive, delivering him by God’s grace and 
by his spirit. The father sensed full well that he certainly had many ills to heal 
in his spirit, which was extremely bothered and very narrow, and, by many in-
discreet efforts, albeit with good intentions and desires for good, the father was 
making his soul so squeezed and constrained that he was totally smothering 
his heart and was enclosing it, in such a manner that he could no longer bear 
it. The demons wanted to deceive him by their abuses, and by the things the 
maiden was saying, as if they were inspired by God, and they wanted to end up 
making him believe her, and in that way mislead and deceive him.

That was their plan, as later became quite clear; but Our Lord, by his mercy, 
seized the opportunity to put himself in the demons’ place and, by his grace 
and by his spirit, to do what the demons were claiming to do by themselves and 
by their artifices. The father did not allow them to do what they were claiming 
they would do. And Our Lord began to do great goods, as we shall recount. He 
disposed the father’s soul, so that, some time before beginning to act through 
an extraordinary force, the father felt very pressed to devote himself more to 
penance than he had been doing. And although he was extremely weak and 
exhausted, owing to contention in his head, and to abstinence that exceeded 
his strength, he nonetheless proposed to do more penance than he had been 
doing, as much for his own good and advancement, as for the opportunity to 
combat the demons. He saw that this was a supernatural matter, and that it 
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life228

did not suffice to give that soul good advice: he himself must make an effort to 
obtain grace from God and help from heaven for this combat that was more a 
spiritual combat than a bodily combat.

For that, the father therefore resolved to practice something that he was do-
ing despite his weakness and the contention in his head, which was extremely 
exhausting. He used the scourge in order to humble the flesh and the spirit, 
and in order to be before God in the posture of a rebellious child, who was be-
ing chastised at his Lord’s feet. Thus every day, before going to bed, he would 
take the scourge and use it for a rather long time. That attracted from Our Lord 
some effects of his mercy, for this suffering was rather hard on the father. And 
his body was collapsing under it, and his spirit was so humiliated that when 
Our Lord began to give him the extraordinary graces that we shall talk about 
later, the devil told him one day, as a reproach, that after the father had made 
his God yield through his penance, he would undertake a still greater war, hav-
ing received favors from him in order to attract God’s grace.

Now, these graces began with a surprising occurrence. One evening, the 
father was talking with the community of fathers, who numbered seven or 
eight, all of them maintained at Loudun at the king’s expense, for the exor-
cisms. Owing to his rank, he was saying prayers with them. The first occurrence 
happened one evening: I do not recall the day or the month, but it was in the 
winter, around Christmas. He unexpectedly felt something like a wound in his 
heart, just as if he had been struck. This blow was really struck by divine love, 
with as much gentleness as force. It was so strong and so penetrating that it 
seemed to him that he must die from it. He was forced to stop and put down 
the book of litanies that he was holding. This was rather familiar, because in 
the community he was accustomed to receiving many effects from the opera-
tions of the demons. So the community believed that this was one of these op-
erations that happened to him everywhere, at table and during conversations 
after the meal. Everywhere, the demons would aggress him, and when he was 
outside, they would attack him.

These operations of Divine Love continued for seven or eight months156 and 
were quite hidden under the form of this obsession. But instead, they were 
God’s operations, yet to the other fathers they seemed to come from the devil, 
and they were hidden in such a way that none of the fathers took them to be 
good, until the father’s confessor, knowing what it was, for he was informed 
about everything, judged otherwise. This was handled in such a way that it sim-
ply passed for an obsession. Yet every day, for more than seven or eight months, 

156 That is, for roughly the time he spent at Loudon.
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229How These Visits By Our Lord

without fail, the father would have a similar visit from Our Lord, at least once 
in the space of twenty-four hours. I noted that Our Lord was handling this in 
such a way that when there was something to endure, he would fortify my soul 
with one of his operations, always acting first. Take, for example, the day when 
the father rector of Poitiers arrived to remove the mother from my guidance, 
and give her to another, as I recounted in the history.157 An hour before that 
father’s arrival, there was a powerful operation that took the form of a very 
strong and consoling view that released the heart, prepared it, and united it 
strongly to God. The demons’ operations were soon withdrawn, and only those 
of Our Lord remained.

2 How These Visits by Our Lord Were for a Long While Made in the 

Mother’s Presence, and a Very Noteworthy One on the Feast of the 

Invention of the Holy Cross

I sensed that these visits by Our Lord, and the operations of his spirit, were 
principally being done for the good of souls and were always leading the heart 
to contribute to the good of one’s neighbor. Everything always led to great ef-
forts and desires to contribute to the glory of Our Lord, in accordance with my 
vocation. Things were arranged in such a way that, since the mother was begin-
ning to profit in grace and to gain more strength, after my daily Mass I would go 
up to the parlor, where I was accustomed to speak with her, and there, instead 
of talking with her, I would feel the operation of Our Lord manifesting itself 
in her presence by a sort of trembling, as if feverish, and my body would be 
agitated, as when a fever begins. My soul was at peace, but it also was in a sort 
of glory; and there, for an hour, before the mother’s eyes, I would suffer God’s 
delicious operation, without being able to speak to her, but simply trembling 
before her, being unable to do anything but bear the operation of God, who 
was receiving my spirit and consoling it, and who was totally occupied by it. 
That continued well into the summer. I especially remember that one of these 
operations took place on May 3, the feast of the Invention of the Holy Cross. 
Before recounting it, I must say that during those operations that appeared 
to come from God, and that were always taking place after my Mass, during 
the time I took for the thanksgiving, there would be something like the begin-
ning of a fever. On the exterior, I would appear to have a fever, with trembling 
throughout my body and shivers that would totally shake my members, and 

157 See Triumph of Divine Love, chapter 6. Father Rousseau attempted to replace Surin with 
Father Doamlup, November 1–4, 1635 (Cavallera).
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life230

that, in my soul, would make great imprints of Jesus Christ’s domination over 
it. It truly seemed that Jesus Christ was possessing my soul and was engraving 
his mysteries in it, sometimes the mystery of his childhood, sometimes of his 
majesty, but most often of his suffering and his passion. Once, an hour was 
spent in an emotion that put into my soul the idea and the operation of the 
mystery of Jesus in his agony in the garden. That imprinted upon my soul, very 
vividly and very deliciously, Our Lord’s agony in the Garden of Olives, so that 
my spirit, as if possessed by a foreign spirit, was full of sentiments about this 
divine agony and sorrow. Not only was it imprinted in my soul but my soul was 
overflowing with it, as if Jesus Christ, suffering, had imprinted himself on my 
spirit. As I recounted above, it was as if the demons were imprinting them-
selves in souls by communicating to them their malevolences, their rages, and 
their suffering, just as in this case Jesus Christ was imprinting himself in my 
soul, and just as he was communicating himself like a divine piece of moveable 
type, and leaving there the feeling that there was some mystery, in this case the 
mystery of his agony. And this mystery was imprinted in a manner that cannot 
be recounted. It is as if Our Lord Jesus Christ himself, in this suffering, had 
imprinted himself and had written in my soul. For an hour, I was dying, trem-
bling, and moaning from the trouble that Jesus Christ himself was imprinting 
in my soul. And as I am writing this, I am reflecting that it is a great mercy and a 
signal benefit that I cannot sufficiently recognize. Around that time, I received 
several similar imprints, all of them very penetrating, being unable to speak, 
and in the presence of the mother, to whom I would go in order to arrange 
things with her. At the time, I was busy with God, in the manner I have just 
described. The most notable of these occupations was the one that occurred in 
May, on the feast of the Holy Cross. That day, having as usual sat on my chair in 
a little parlor where only the mother and I were present, the grill between us, 
this operation was more violent than the others. That violence was accompa-
nied by such a sweetness that I could not stop thinking about what I had once 
read by a poet158 who does not say it in a very devout manner, but whose words 
express what was going on in me at the time, and what goes on every day. The 
poet invited Jupiter, who was speaking to the muses and who was telling them 
about possessing virtue over them, and was talking about the poets imagined 
in their mysteries. Jupiter came to speak thusly about his virtue:

When my ravishing one
Comes to trouble you vividly,

158 He is alluding to Pierre de Ronsard (1524–85), known as “the prince of poets,” from whose 
“Ode X to Michel de l’Hospital” Surin then quotes.
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23�How These Visits By Our Lord

With an obedient breast,
Tremble beneath her movement,
And suffer that she shakes you,
Body and spirit agitated,
So that, my goodness, she performs
In the deity’s temple.
Full of every virtue,
She will fill you with my secrets,
And will accomplish them in you,
Without art, without sweat, without suffering.

These lines seem to have been written to express this, and they seem to me 
very worthy of being published here, because this represents things that are 
very different in substance, but very similar in manner. For this was written 
in order to explain what pagan poetic virtue did. And we want to speak about 
what the Divine Spirit does in similar operations, and to fathom what this poet 
says. He was a Christian, but he nonetheless was a great libertine, and very 
able to express these divine operations. His spirit was enlightened, he uses the 
most beautiful words possible, and he outdid himself in that petition, where 
he speaks about the spirit of the poets who, in many ways, are illustrations of 
what Our Lord’s spirit does in souls.

So, on that feast of the Invention of the Holy Cross, having said Mass, I went 
off to reach an agreement with the mother; and an operation that was similar 
to the one I mentioned took place in my heart; and it seems to me that it is 
one of the operations that come from Jesus Christ in our souls. In one of these 
operations, the mother’s body and spirit were filled with an idea about the 
passion of Jesus Christ, and she being present, as she always was, I felt seized 
by some vehemence that made my soul feel the cross of Jesus Christ; and since 
these tremblings, and the fever too, marked the beginning, I felt some pres-
ence that made me stretch out my arms and stiffen them, in such a manner 
that I was moved off my seat. Then I descended little by little to the floor, and 
while on the floor, I felt the same stiffness that was tightening my muscles and 
nerves. I was placed as if on a cross, and in my spirit I saw the abandonment 
of Jesus Christ on the cross. This ordeal put into my spirit something not only 
represented but also imprinted, and someone asked me if I was accepting be-
ing reduced to these terms, and being there forever. Then, since my heart was, 
or so it seems to me, disposed to God’s will, without examining it much further 
and deliberating about it, I spoke to Our Lord these words that were put into 
my heart, not by force but by a sweet and powerful empire: “Yes, God, yes.” I 
gave my consent to what God might want of me; but in that spirit that was 
 possessing me then, it seems to me that I said: “Be it done to me according 
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life232

to God’s will,” and I believe that in my soul I was being shown whether God 
wanted to dispose of my eternity in perpetual pain. As a testimony to his power 
and his sovereign authority, I felt that I should not be reluctant about anything. 
Surges emerged from my breast, and so did a voice that was stronger and big-
ger than my natural voice, with big tears that were falling from my eyes, which 
were saying that yes, I consented if God willed it. And I had no other thought 
in my soul but to submit to the sovereign empire of God, to whom I wanted to 
render this obedience.

I believe that this was almost the last of the operations done in this way 
after Mass. After that, my condition changed. And to give my opinion in pass-
ing, it seems that I was approaching the dreadful suffering into which Our 
Lord permitted me to fall afterward, which is described in the previous book159 
and about which, to be truthful, I only wrote half, and would not know how to 
make a description that equals it, and that can express its grandeur and gravity.

What is noteworthy is that the graces that the father received during this 
entire time were proportionate to the demons’ operations. They had the same 
strength, that is to say, they could be felt, strong on the exterior, and making 
themselves known, as coming from an obviously supernatural cause, that is to 
say, in the natural faculty of our soul. For of all the operations that were being 
done in me, whether after Mass, or at other times, it was necessary to conclude, 
on the basis of the way they acted in me, that they could not come from my 
imagination, nor from any creature, unless that was how angels operated. Yet 
I believe that bad angels manifestly operate in obsessions. I also believe that, 
manifestly, all the good angels, or else the person of Our Lord, were operating 
during those instants of grace; for they were totally beyond my power. I men-
tion God’s angels because I am also quite certain that another operation that 
was done in me more or less on these very same days came from the good an-
gel. And in saying this, I want to specify that I noted two sorts of operations by 
the good angel: one acted in the interior, and the other in the exterior, like the 
operations of obsessing demons.

The exterior ones would declare themselves, but rarely, as I experienced 
on the feast of Saint Joseph,160 when I was supposed to preach to the nuns. 
Sometime before afternoon, when I was in recollection in my bedchamber, it 
seemed to me that I felt totally besieged, as if by a spirit that was surrounding 
me and enveloping my entire body. It was as if a very delicate breeze were very 
gently causing sweet words from God to flow inside my soul, and I was kept like 
that for several hours. I received it with great peace and interior silence. As for  

159 He appears to be referring to Triumph, which was abandoned for two decades, at which 
point he resumed his history, through dictation.

160 March 19, 1636 (Cavallera).
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233How, As A Result Of Its Operations Of Grace

the exterior, during that winter—it was after New Year’s, and I had begun the 
exorcisms161—every evening, after having said the litanies as a community, I 
would go to the large room where a fire had been lighted. After my examen, 
I would remain near the fire, waiting to go to bed, and I would talk to myself 
about thoughts of God, where I believe my good angel was employing his help. 
And I would feel something that was mounting up toward my heart from deep 
down, that reached my heart; and something was giving it impressions that 
came from my soul to God, and that kept my soul attentive to him, and that 
formed, or helped form, acts of piety and devotion toward Our Lord.

And I manifestly knew that this was coming from that blessed spirit. For 
although the spirit did not speak, and did not behave like a person who was 
distinct from me, this nonetheless was evident from its manner of acting, and 
I felt in my heart that this came from that spirit. And this happened several 
other times, without the operation of this angel, or of other angels, be they 
the mother’s, or be they the angels of the other possessed maidens who were 
declaring themselves so manifestly that I could have no doubts. And just as 
fruits have distinct tastes, the taste of muscat grapes and the taste of melons, 
or figs, or cling-stone peaches, each of these fruits has its different taste, in 
like manner I was savoring the different qualities of the holy angels who were 
making themselves perceptible in me by their operations. In one angel, sweet-
ness was emphasized, in another, strength, according to their own particular 
qualities, whose sensations they were giving to the souls with whom they were 
communicating. And I believe with great certainly that, in the common state 
and usages of faith, we often receive impressions like the impression from our 
good angels, without knowing that they come from them, and without discern-
ing anything different in ourselves. And when spiritual masters talk about the 
discernment of spirits, they mean that, in the ordinary state of faith, the good 
spirit and the bad spirit insinuate themselves in us, and they give rules for rec-
ognizing them. But that is usually done by the good angels and the bad ones, as 
Our Lord gave me to experience several times on these occasions.

3 How, as a Result of Its Operations of Grace, My Soul Remained 

Disposed, in Its Time, during All These Actions; About a Change 

that Happened to It

It so happened that the devil’s obsession had finished, so that my soul no 
longer was manifestly discerning, in itself, what the demon operated, and no 

161 He arrived in Loudun on December 15, 1634 (Cavallera).
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life234

 longer knew it, except by a conjecture from the past. And the manifest opera-
tions that were distinct from grace were hidden, and everything was reduced 
to the common order, with the exception of certain things that one manifestly 
sensed came from God, as I shall explain where appropriate. Following these 
ordinary operations, something like a fire was formed; and it was like a yeast 
of love that was giving an ordinary elevation for my spirit in everything, and 
that was a depth that was always bringing my soul to operate supernatural-
ly. But this was principally obvious when I was preaching. After I was sent to 
Bordeaux, since I was often employed at preaching, Our Lord, by the depths 
of this same spirit that had communicated itself in his operations, made me 
so disposed that I could no longer refuse anything that was for the service of 
souls. Thus, whatever occasion to preach might be presented to me, I could not 
refuse it; and this grace was aiding me so much that I had a very strange help 
for my function as a preacher.

What is extraordinary in that, and what seemed to me to exceed my nature, 
and to have been given to me purely by grace, was that, although the headache 
to which I was accustomed had been so bad that I could not do any sort of 
study or any preparation, I nonetheless could never refuse any of these em-
ployments. When I reached Bordeaux, on the eve of Advent,162 I was assigned 
to preach at Saint-Éloi, a city parish, but not every day, just Sunday and Thurs-
day. In addition to that, I was invited to four monasteries, once a week. I accept-
ed all of this, and did not attempt to prepare for it, because preparation was 
impossible for me. On the first Sunday of Advent,163 only an hour remained be-
fore my sermon, to which I had not yet given a thought. I shut myself up in my 
bedchamber, and I took out several sermons that I had preached in the past, 
where something succinct was written down. This froze my heart, instead of 
opening it for me. And then, by that impression that was possessing me, I felt 
that I was being pressed to take all the sermons I had, where there were only 
some succinct points, and to put them into the fireplace of my bedchamber 
(for they had lodged me in an infirmary of the professed house). So I burned 
all of that as an obstacle to my spirit. As soon as they were burned, I felt a very 
great freedom in my heart, and it was like a fountain, and also like an open pipe 
from which all sorts of necessary sermons were pouring out. Suddenly, a ser-
mon for that day came to me, appearing in my spirit with a brilliant plan; and 
then my heart was content, and I went to preach with great vigor. I told Father 

162 November 28, 1637 (Cavallera).
163 November 29, 1637 (Cavallera).
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235How, As A Result Of Its Operations Of Grace

Jacquinot,164 the father provincial, what I had done, and that I was supposed to 
preach the following day, which was the feast day of the parish, but that I only 
would begin thinking about it a quarter hour before the sermon. He came to 
hear me, and indeed, as soon as I was in the pulpit, although I had been feeling 
very low, I felt something like a fire that was going up into my head, and that 
gave me vigor. Father Jacquinot was very satisfied that day. The physician who 
was treating our fathers came to hear me on Passion Day, and seeing the heat, 
the vigor, and the force that I had shown for three hours, he said that this was 
exceeding the forces of nature. I have maintained this usual pace of preaching 
until now, when I am old and do not feel that heat as in the past; but I also feel 
my inability to prepare myself.

This obvious assistance by grace appeared to me for two or three years in a 
row, as Our Lord continued that grace; but all of that changed into the great 
desolation that I talked of in the previous book. And this heat that would go 
up into my head as soon as I made the sign of the cross, would put me into a 
fullness, and a force, and a true eloquence, and above all into an assurance that 
animated me and made me emerge advantageously from every encounter. I 
admit that I do not have that at present. I do not know whether Our Lord took 
that force from me, owing to my scant mutual sympathy with grace, or whether 
it is age, and whether, being old, for I have celebrated my sixty-third year, even 
though I no longer do much studying, no one knows how to demonstrate that 
vigor, and I am happy about all that. I preach to the simple folks of the villages, 
and God leaves my heart content; but often, on grand occasions, I am mortified 
that I do not have the animated vigor about which I have been talking.

Then too, after the change in my soul caused by the cessation of the demons’ 
operations, came another state, a totally new one, by virtue of which I received 
great graces. But here I must point out a very strange thing that happened: 
I was taken unawares, in such a way that a mixture occurred between God’s 
operations and the devil’s. Both of them would operate, not only together but 
even during a precise hour, sometimes the one and sometimes the other, so 
that it was difficult to distinguish between them. This mixture created a very 
bad effect, for the father fell short by becoming too involved, and by not dis-
engaging himself enough from the extraordinary, as should be done according 
to the advice of true spirituals, among them Father John of the Cross,165 who 
wrote a lot about that and about how, for lack of separating from it sufficiently, 

164 Barthélemy Jacquinot (dates unknown) was the provincial for Toulouse from 1636 to 1640 
(Cavallera).

165 With no clear demarcation, this paragraph moves to John of the Cross and then back to 
Father Surin, both of whom are “he.”
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life236

he fell into an illusion and took everything that was said to him as coming 
from God. This gave the enemy a strong footing for tormenting and deceiving 
him. But God’s goodness was so great that, since he was listening too easily to 
everything that was being said to him, he substituted for the interior words 
that were said to him, the words of his good angel, who gave him good instruc-
tions. But because the bad angel had wriggled in, he put in some very malicious 
things that Our Lord, by his mercy, guided in such a way that although the fa-
ther suffered a great deal, it turned out well, Our Lord gaining the upper hand. 
The source of all this evil is that the father’s head was very weakened. That is 
why the demon prevailed so greatly there, and caused extreme elevations in 
the father’s interior sense, so that he almost remained beneath it, because it 
appeared that he no longer belonged to himself. But as I said, Our Lord was 
mingling his operation and the demon’s.

I must mention another very noteworthy thing that came from the good 
angel. Its effects were very important: they involved scorn, for the demon’s ma-
levolence was of very great consequence to the father, and a source of very 
great suffering. One day, the father was told that there were four sorts of in-
takes of breath in man that result from four different states. Words were heard 
in the father’s spirit as if someone were guiding him; and he was told that there 
are, in us, four sorts of intakes of breath, the first, glory; the second, grace; the 
third, nature; and the fourth, from the devil, where the voice, talking to me, 
had me breathe in deeply, which brought with it a very sly air that was con-
trary to peace and to the gentleness of the soul, and it called the intake of air 
“devil.” Then it made me take another breath, which had neither that slyness 
nor that depth, but which also was low and did not give the impression of any-
thing lovely or good. The voice called it “nature.” Indeed, it is a spirit that men 
usually have when they devote themselves to the things of life and to human 
common sense. Next, I was told to try another intake of breath, which brings 
with it an impression of piety and which, with elevation, often devotes itself to 
heaven and to supernatural things. Then it made me breathe in again, which is 
very gentle and spicy and very dilating, and it was called “glory.” This intake of 
breath brought perfect growth and a very lofty idea of the things of God, with a 
very excellent way of expressing God. It seemed to be really a spirit of paradise, 
and it was called “glory.”

Around that time, I remembered that Saint Teresa, in the various places 
where she lived, would talk about raptures and other divine operations. And 
during that time, she said: “My soul was in a great glory.” That is really all I can 
remember. It moves the spirit as if there were nothing human or sensitive, in-
deed as if there were nothing there but God and the source of blessedness. At 
other times, this thing that was talking to me would walk me from one intake 
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237How, As A Result Of Its Operations Of Grace

of air to another, making me savor in that way this variety of states: the first 
one very unfortunate, black, unpleasant, and worrisome; the second one un-
interesting and low, but with some of the density of the earth; the third having 
a sublimely elevated peace, keeping the soul in the heights of piety and good-
ness; and the fourth making the soul sovereignly tranquil and, along with that, 
so loftily delighted that nothing can equal it in sweetness or divine sublimity.

For a long while I was walked through these four different states, each of 
which had its intake of breath; and I saw that the voice speaking to me and 
which was, in my opinion, the good angel, wanted to shape me in this way and 
make me understand clearly the difference among these four states. And truly, 
since then I have usually been able to discern these four different things. I have 
not put them to use in a way that involved me in very special reflections about 
their effects: that will happen when it pleases God. All that remains to me is 
a notion about these differences; and on several occasions after that, I would 
often notice these four differences. After that, I spent two months experiment-
ing, and when I say two months, I mean when I was being assiduous, for it took 
more than two years for this to return, depending on whether the respiration 
called “devil” was declaring itself and was causing me great torment and infer-
nal debasements. Also, during those two months, the inhaling breath called 
“glory” often made me experience supernatural and very admirable things that 
I have not yet been able to sort out, although more than twenty-six years have 
gone by,166 for the state of suffering also dominated. I do not know what God 
is reserving for me. I also see that there is nothing like walking in faith without 
being attached to these differences, for being attached causes great muddles 
and troubles in the spirit, when one messes around with it. But it is certain that 
liberty of the spirit pulls the soul out of all that, wherein lies its good.

It would nonetheless be very good to be able to explain these differences, 
and I cannot omit saying that, at the time, I often would sense very great 
things, the use of which is distant from me. I often thought that my soul had 
been seized by that state of glory, and that it saw and felt a light so high and 
so grand that no words that can express it. But since there is no constant state 
in these communications, my soul was carried from one state to another, and 
with great variety. It would go sometimes from one state and sometimes from 
another. For some three years, I have been in a peaceful and constant state; but 
before discussing that state of peace, let me point out some very remarkable 
operations that happened to me.

166 He is referring to 1636–37 (Cavallera).
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life238

4 About Another Thing that Happened to the Father on the Feast of 

the Invention of the Holy Cross, Shortly before His Healing  

or Relief

In the midst of the great suffering described in the previous book, and before 
the father received some relief, that is to say, before the confession at which 
he was consoled,167 something happened to him that he places among the 
greatest graces, and among the ones that most truly come from God, among 
all those that came to him. One morning, having gone through other great 
suffering, and his spirit being still in great interior shadows, and in a certain 
impotence, he made an effort to rise and go to the church, in order to greet 
Our Lord. It was the feast of the Holy Cross, May 3. As he was going along, he 
passed before an open window in a corridor through which everyone passed. 
From lassitude, he stopped in front of this window, as if to take a breath of air. 
This window opened onto the south. His debility was extreme, yet he felt as if 
he were being lifted away in spirit, and he saw before him writing in the air, in 
big, beautiful letters: Pure Love, and beside it was written in the air: Teresa 
of Jesus.168 At the same time, an idea came that Saint Teresa was present, as 
if she had come from the sky, where an opening seemed to be forming, just like 
what happens with a lightning bolt that precedes the thunder. Having seen 
these two writings, I felt weak and needed to rest. Then I entered a little room 
adjacent to this window—all of that is demolished now, for they constructed 
there a building for the infirmaries. I entered this room and lay down on the 
bed to rest.

But before lying down on the bed, I sat on a stool, and there a noteworthy 
thing happened. While I was sitting on that stool, I felt an operation like the 
one I had had several years earlier, on the same feast day, when I was at Loudun 
with the mother prioress, which I discussed earlier. While I was sitting, there 
came to me an impression of Jesus Christ suffering in my interior. I was tied to 
my seat, and I found that I was lying as if on a cross. I had been that way for 
three hours. For the first hour, I was in agony so extreme that I could no longer 
bear it, and this mystery passed into my spirit and into my body, as if I had 
been nailed. When I wanted to stir, all my nerves remained tense. It was a great 
torture, yet there was something that dominated my spirit, and I remained at 
peace. But deep down, everything was crucified, and I reached a level of agony 
that made it seem that I was going to render up my spirit. The first hour, it was 
with sorrow, as if I had been attached. The second hour, I felt a suffering in 

167 October 12, 1655 (Cavallera).
168 That is, St. Teresa of Ávila.
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239About Another Thing That Happened To The Father

my spirit, along with a troubling aridity of spirit and an abandonment, and at 
the summit of my soul I heard: “Pure suffering.” In the third hour, I had some 
capacity to reflect, and indeed I had the idea of Jesus Christ’s sorrows, with 
the savor of his sorrow; but I realized that I did not have gall and vinegar, as he 
did. A brother who was passing by entered this bedchamber, found me with 
closed eyes, like a man who had reached his limits. Also, my face looked like 
the face of a dying man. The brother got the idea that it would be good to go 
and draw some wine for me. He brought it to me in a goblet and put it close 
to my mouth. I drank some and found it extremely bitter. It seemed to me, at 
the time, that I was drinking the gall and the vinegar. Next, I imagined that I 
was lacking the opprobrium shown to Jesus Christ, when the Jews cursed him 
and said, “You, who destroy the temple of God,” and so forth.169 No sooner did 
I have this thought, than a certain father who was pretending to be my friend 
entered. He stood before me, believing that I was incapable of hearing him, as 
those who have fainted are incapable. He had said many humiliating things 
to me in the past, or so it seemed by his exterior, for as I have said, he was 
pretending to be my friend. He showed great scorn for me, and made me pass 
for a madman, as I indicated, I believe, in the other part. This father went off 
after having unburdened himself of many mortifying words; and since then, he 
himself became crazy and is in a college, where they are treating him as insane 
and have chained him up, as is the custom in religion.

These three hours having passed, my ability to move returned, and I lay 
down on the bed of the bedchamber. I was very bothered by the operation 
of the demon, who is accustomed, if possible, to do his own operations once 
God’s operation is finished. I recall very clearly experiencing what I recounted 
in the previous chapter, about the devil’s intake of breath, which caused great 
trouble and great worry. I must point out that this operation of Our Lord’s pas-
sion on that day continued for several days, not in such a noteworthy way, but 
partly so. I do not know how many days, or even years, I spent in bed in the 
evening, one of my feet atop the other, like the feet on a crucifix. This position 
was taken naturally, that is to say, without planning it: my members would put 
themselves that way, and would remain that way for a long while, with noth-
ing contributing to releasing them or detaching one foot from atop the other. 
Somewhat later came the inconvenience of being unable to move, and the in-
ability to undress, which made me lose the habit of taking off my clothes. Thus 
I learned to go to bed clothed, and I remained that way until my total healing 
three years ago, after which I began to undress.

169 Surin is presenting, from a slightly different point of view, the Sanhedrin’s position in 
Mark 14:58: “We heard him say, ‘I will destroy this temple.’”
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life240

During this same period, something rather remarkable happened to me. 
That is, going to bed in the coldest part of the winter, the cold being bitter, I 
felt a heat like the usual one that made me not need a fire. Even in the evening, 
when going to bed, I would use only a single lightweight blanket, by which I 
was immediately warmed; and I would sleep quite at my ease, although my 
natural bent had always been to have two blankets and my clothes. But at that 
time, by my operations, which, I believe, were superfluous for the body, I was 
never cold. And during the more than fifteen years that this operation domi-
nated in my person, I was never thirsty. The operation compensated for a quan-
tity of needs to which our bodies are subject, the exemption from which came 
from grace, or so it seems to me. This operation was joined to the operation I 
have described, which made me always ready to preach, and to do so with ease 
and blessing. In other chapters, I have commented on this, and how it places a 
nearly unbearable burden on nature.

Another operation of grace was very ordinary at this time. It can often be 
reduced to what are called “imaginary discourses.” Some image would appear 
to me, either by a symbol or by species170 of things. It seems to me that I would 
be supernaturally instructed about what I needed. These things were therefore 
countless, and although properly speaking they were not formed ideas, like 
ideas about objects that are present, they were nonetheless species that did 
not come by chance: they were imprinted as if they had come from someone 
else. And they are not like those ideas that only fall into the imagination. For 
example, once when I was thinking about a soul that had been helped as a re-
sult of my caring for it, and that seemed to me to have fallen a bit and backed 
away from serving Our Lord, I was shown a chafing dish in which the fire was 
extinguished. This showed that the fire had been extinguished in that soul.

There was another thing. If my good angel wanted to warn me about some-
thing, he would appear to me in my imagination as a species livelier than the 
one formed by nature; and he would take shape in me as the idea of a face of 
one of our fathers, or one of our religious, who had a good air about him. He 
would often take the form of a certain father who was good-looking, and who 
would come into my imagination as an idea formed in a painting that repre-
sented that father, and I would know clearly that it was my good angel who, 
in this way, was marking something for me that he wanted me to know. The 
thing that made me conjecture that it was something from the good angel is 

170 “Species,” espèces: “Images or representations of palpable objects that are received by the 
senses and carried from there to our imagination. Visual species, species of touch, species 
of smell, species that are clear, species that are blurred. The difficulty lies in knowing how 
species are received and enter the senses”; daf 1694.
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that, one day, when my mother planned to see me, she asked my good angel to 
bring me to her convent, to see her. It so happened that on the same day, this 
father, whose form my good angel was taking, was in Bordeaux and came to see 
me in my bedchamber, and begged me to take him to see my mother, whom 
he wanted to see, although he was not acquainted with her, which I did. And 
so, the good woman got what she asked for, and she got it through this father, 
whose representation was the image of my good angel. Countless things like 
that could be listed if my memory were good; but I was almost continually 
besieged by similar things where I was sure that the supernatural was involved, 
without a natural weakness of the imagination.

5 On the Graces that the Father Received through the Holy Eucharist

The father was feeling these operations of Our Lord, not more distinctly, as 
from a spirit arising from elsewhere, but as from a spirit that was already tamed 
and, so to speak, naturalized in the soul. During the entire time, he had things 
by which Our Lord’s presence in the Blessed Sacrament was made perceptible 
to him. I am referring in general to all these things that are done in us, as by 
a principle that is outside us. The bad things, or the things that lean toward 
evil, come from the malevolent spirit; and some of them counterfeit good or, 
in doing good, they rather frequently come from the malevolent spirit, which 
imitates an angel of light. Others, which truly and solidly lean toward good, 
come from the good angel or from God. Those that seem to come from a prin-
ciple outside the soul, and that nonetheless originate in the soul, are the ef-
fects of a great weakness; and when the soul is reduced to that weakness, it 
is often astonished at such effects. But if the soul is not weak enough to form 
that by itself, it is assured that the things that come in this way from a foreign 
principle, come from God, from the good angel, or from the devil. For a long 
time, the father therefore viewed these things that took place in him as com-
ing from elsewhere, and he thought that the devil manifestly produced these 
effects. Our Lord likewise did some effects, and the good angel too; but when 
the soul has entered a state where the divine principle has become familiar 
to it, then the things of this divine principle are called per modum naturæ.171 
This happens to the soul when it has encountered things that seem strange.  

171 For operative grace (and per modum naturae), see Bernard Lonergan, Grace and Freedom: 

Operative Grace in the Thought of St. Thomas Aquinas (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 2000), esp. 4.1.
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life242

At this point, the operations by trembling went away, and the things that used 
to come by instinct, as natural and as leading to God, remained.

At the time, this especially involved the Blessed Sacrament, which, having 
been received, would leave in his soul tender or exuberant words, such as great 
love and jubilation, and savors that are just like natural ones. So, for everything 
that came from God, his soul would feel ease, like the ease that comes from 
our natural instincts, to the point of sensing an unparalleled agreeableness in 
things that in themselves are naturally horrible. At this time, the father felt 
very strong attractions, such as natural attractions to kissing the poor or their 
ulcers and, in anticipation of God and in the remembrance of charity, the at-
tractions that one naturally has for sweets. In like manner, by mortification, 
and in order to resist the flesh, he would feel attracted to putting things in 
his mouth that make one nauseated just to look at them. When God’s interest 
appeared in something, he would feel attracted by a spiritual fervor; and even 
flesh and blood involved a deference that seemed natural. And as for what has 
often been said about some persons being sensitive to the taste of the Blessed 
Sacrament, he often experienced this, finding that the bread of life and the 
blood of Jesus Christ, taken in a chalice, had a supernatural taste, and pro-
duced a palpable effect in his soul, through the taste and through the interior 
membranes of the palate and the stomach, as a delicious spiced wine would. 
Not that this satisfied the flesh, as those sweets did, but the same flesh was 
restored, reinforced, and extremely satisfied, so that it could say: “I tasted and 
smelled God, my tongue tasted God, my stomach contains a substance that is 
God.” And he would feel not only something like fullness and satisfaction, but 
something like the fullness of God, applying this to these words: Ut impleamini 

in omnem plentudinem Dei.172 It often happened that, being overwhelmed and 
weakened, incapable of doing anything, and having received the Blessed Sac-
rament, he would make an effort to regain his strength and repair his soul, as 
an exquisite restorative food would, or as some precious quintessence would, 
but not in the manner of those natural foods that are lowly and that always 
partake of the lowly, but as a divine being that was drinkable.

Everything that I am saying, and that I am about to say, I believe I can 
say without making an error, even if it conflicts greatly with Scholastics and 
philosophers: my tongue senses God and tastes God. Just as it tastes muscat 
grapes, and apricots, and melons, it was savoring a being who obviously is none 
other than God, and who was declaring himself by qualities that are not quali-
ties, but that are God’s substance. To say how, I cannot explain it. That none-
theless seems to make me loathe the ideas we get from philosophy and from 

172 Eph. 3:19, “So that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.”
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243On The Graces That The Father Received

 Scholasticism. But, it nonetheless seems to me that I can say, without lying, 
that after a spiritual feeling, I have savored and smelled173 God. And likewise 
after a corporeal savor of the Holy Eucharist, I can say: “I have savored God, I 
have smelled God, I have smelled a being who is the first being and the origin 
of all beings.” I am not saying that the flesh smells this as flesh; I am saying: 
“By the savor of the flesh I am coming to a notion of a being who is the happi-
ness of every being, and who is my God; and I am so satisfied with it, that my 
spirit and my flesh are full of God, cor meum et caro mea exultaverunt in Deum 

vivum.”174 “My God lives”: I say that, and I know it in a manner that cannot be 
explained, any more than I can explain the savor of the melon, but I can smell 
it as a quality. The flesh can only smell flesh. Just as the corporeal eye cannot 
see God, the flesh cannot savor God. I do not know what to say if, by the sense, 
God cannot make some imprint of himself upon the soul. I cannot say: “I have 
seen God with my own eyes”; but it seems to me that I can say: “I have savored 
a flesh that is God’s. What I tasted cannot be anything but God.” According to 
which I can assert: “It is God.”

But what I want to say here is even stranger, that is: sometimes my soul was 
reduced to so great a need for the Blessed Sacrament that it totally fainted 
when it was not receiving Communion. And when that happened to me dur-
ing the time when I could not receive Communion, the languor was so extreme 
in my soul, and in my body as well, that I did not know what would become 
of me. And so, as sometimes happens, not knowing what to do, and being in-
capable of eating dishes other than the one just eaten, it came to me that my 
soul was being reduced to an extreme necessity that cannot be described. And 
I saw no means of remedying it. When they brought me my noontime meal 
at the usual time, I felt as if I were dying from languor, and neither bread nor 
wine could bring relief.175 When I picked up the bread that was before me, 
and cut a piece, I would beg Our Lord to give that bread the strength to pro-
vide for my needs, and to give me the feeling of being full that was necessary 
for my soul, without which it could not rest. Afterward, I would take up the 
bread, thinking of this idea, and I would find that this bread had that same 

173 In this paragraph, Surin repeatedly uses the words sentir and sentiment, which can be 
translated as “feel” or “feeling” (or to have a “sentiment”). Sentir can also mean “to smell.” 
The latter rendering has been chosen here, because in this particular context, “savor,” “to 
savor” (goût, goûter) is a very sensual concept that forms a pair with sentir (“to smell”). 
Indeed, the pair immediately calls to mind two of the five senses depicted in popular im-
ages of the period: smell and taste.

174 This is Ps. 83:3 (“My heart and flesh cry out for the living God”) in Biblia sacra, vulgatæ 

editionis (Lyon: Carteron, 1676).
175 Compare these sentences with Surin’s master, Lallemant, Spiritual Doctrine, 213–214.
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life244

supernatural savor, as if it were a consecrated host. The savor was so strong 
and so perceptible that I could not doubt, by what I was feeling, that this was 
the body of Jesus Christ who, by his strength, was fortifying me, nourishing 
me, and giving me life. And although I did not reflect on this, I would feel a 
tenderness of love, a fullness like I had when I received Jesus Christ from the 
priest’s hand at Holy Mass. Afterward, I would pour some wine in my glass, and 
without doing anything that came close to the words or the ceremony of the 
Holy Eucharist, I would pray with the same intention: that it please Our Lord 
to relieve my languor and weakness. This wine having been drunk, it would 
give me a life and a vigor, and would restore me as much as if I had actually 
drunk Jesus Christ’s blood. And for me, this was a supernatural fire of love so 
great and so powerful in my entrails that I manifestly felt that this was not the 
natural force of wine, it was the supernatural force given by the blood of Jesus 
Christ, which put a supernatural warmth into my chest, elevating me to God 
and setting me aflame in his love, as if I had drunk some Spanish wine or some 
spiced wine. Just as this wine could give me warmth and a surprising savor, 
even more so this beverage was like the blood of Jesus Christ. It could not be a 
sacrament, because I had not come with either an intention or with the words 
of the sacrament. Yet as far as the operation was concerned, it was the same 
thing, the same satisfaction, consolation, full feeling, as when, having the same 
need, I received Communion. That left me a love so tender, and so powerful, 
at seeing that Our Lord had wanted to satisfy my need, employing his person 
to console me. I neither knew what to do or what to become; for if it was not 
his body and his blood, it was at least a miracle of his love, applied to me and 
done for me, to give savor and force to the bread and the wine, to do what was 
naturally impossible for them.

I know full well what the doctors of theology can tell me on that score, and 
how they can make fun of me and say that a weak and overheated imagination 
is doing that; but I can also tell them that God has enough goodness and power 
to do that to a soul that he wants to help, and to whom he wants to mark his 
love. I shall never cease thanking him for this benefit. I must add that I said 
this to an upright and able man to whom I was speaking freely, who was the 
confessor and director of a soul to which God was giving great graces, graces 
that are beyond the springs that we call nature. This soul likewise felt strange 
hungers at Communion. This man mentioned this, and said that someone had 
had this experience: one day, he said, the soul was in a boat, and it was dying 
from the desire to receive Communion. It did the same thing that I did, and it 
felt the same effect; and this fullness was so great that the soul went without its 
noontime meal and was in fortitudine cibi illius176 as if it had eaten a big meal.

176 1 Kings, 19:8, “Strengthened by that food.”
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245Other Experiences That The Father Had During This Time

As for me, after that effect I continued my main meal, although I felt su-
pernaturally full. I willingly remained in Our Lord’s presence, as after Com-
munion; but there was a brother present, as always, and I continued dining. 
 Having been unable to carry out my devotions after the meal, I did them next. 
Ever since then, I have felt, more than thirty times, the same effect without 
having sought anything, and it has always served as a remedy when I was un-
able to receive Communion and felt pressed by that need.

Before doing this the first time, I felt like a man who had been transported, 
and who was in the chapel, where no Mass was being celebrated, and who 
was dying from that languor. I went and got a host and put it in my mouth, in 
order to have an imitation of the Eucharist. But I did not plan to consecrate 
the host, since I could not and should not; and I do not remember whether I 
received this same supernatural effect. But I am sure that, at my table in the 
infirmary, I took some bread; and in that spirit, I ate it with the greatest delights 
I could describe. I never had a sweeter feast, for without any intention other 
than to participate in God’s benefits, according to his mercy, I had one of the 
best meals in my life, plus seven or eight good pieces of dessert, which were 
the most excellent I have ever savored, and all of that was with touches of love 
that were totally delightful. I have placed this among my greatest obligations 
to Our Lord. Ever since I resumed saying Mass, I am not in need of it, and I do 
not have the same suffering. I do not know whether I have turned away from 
Divine Love, but I believe that Our Lord perhaps gives me less of it at present. 
I have never been worthy of such a grace, and Our Lord was then considering 
my infirmity and my wretchedness, which were very great.

6 Other Experiences that the Father Had during This Time, and Also 

during His Affliction, and concerning Divine Things and How Love 

was the Wellspring of All This

To what we have just said concerning the good of the Holy Eucharist, should 
be added other experiences that it is very difficult to explain; for I believe that I 
shall not be able to talk about that very clearly until my soul has returned to its 
first liberty, inside and outside. This has not yet happened, and I am awaiting it 
from Our Lord. For although much has been done, it nonetheless seems to me 
that there is still more to be done; and if his goodness wants to push this to the 
end, on the basis of the things he has shown me, I leave the whole thing to God, 
without whose grace nothing is done. May he take me from this world when 
he pleases, right now, when I am thinking about it least. I want, however, to 
recount my other experiences with supernatural things, by which God makes 
me know his goodness, and feel the effects.
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life246

One of the principal things is that, during that time, having caused exterior 
operations to cease when the obsession likewise ceased, God passed into my 
interior and, as I have said, made his manner of acting familiar to my soul. As if 
divine good had lived by a supernatural principle (to talk like a Scholastic), he 
made my soul do a very important and powerful thing, in order to console and 
totally delight my heart. One day, when I was in recollection in my bedcham-
ber, and this interior voice was speaking to me and governing me, it led me as 
if into solitude, and it made me lie down on my bed; for I have noted that there 
often are intimate, supernatural operations that push a man to go to bed in or-
der to communicate with his Bridegroom. So at that time, having gone to bed, 
I sensed the renewing of a great grace that I had received in my youth, when I 
was only thirteen or fourteen: it was an interior impression of the divine attri-
butes, one after the other. That happened in my youth, at the Carmelite church 
in Bordeaux, shortly after the nuns arrived and before their convent had been 
built in its present location. On vacation days, I would sometimes go and see 
Mother Isabelle des Anges,177 a Spaniard who was the mother prioress and who 
had overseen the founding. In their chapel, where there was no one but me, I 
was attracted to sit down in a confessional; for although I was not a very devout 
child, and was not very good, Our Lord nonetheless was giving me great graces. 
At that time, he gave me a noteworthy one; for in addition to these profound 
sentiments from him that greatly united me to his goodness, that afternoon he 
declared his principal attributes to me, and he made me savor them. What he 
did for me when I was a youth, he did for me at Loudun during that recollec-
tion, which was a time when I was having all sorts of operations, some good 
and some bad. But it seems to me that I had always wanted to do good.

These words having attracted me to lie down on my bed, there Our Lord, 
treating me like a child, made me sense something coming from him that was 
very excellent; and as I was trying to find out what it was, other than myself, he 
said to me: “It is my power.” He declared this to my heart, with the supernatural 
inhaling that I described earlier. After that, he did another operation on me, 
giving me the notion of something very large that made me conceive of it and 
savor it; and then he said to me: “This is my immensity.”178 Sometimes, this 
was accompanied by a symbol. After that, he made me see with my own eyes a 

177 For Surin and the Carmelites at Bordeaux, see Slukovsky, “Mysticism as an Existential Cri-
sis,” esp. 144–47 for Isabelle des Anges, a Spanish-born Carmelite who came to France in 
1604, founded five convents, and died in France. And see the introduction to this volume.

178 Immensité, “immensity”: “Grandeur, immense extent. It is said strictly about God. Immen-
sity is an attribute of God. The immensity of God’s mercy. Sometimes one also talks of the 
immensity of nature, the immensity of the universe”; daf 1694.
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247Other Experiences That The Father Had During This Time

very old contract,179 and in my depth I savored something very grand. And he 
said to me: “This is my eternity.” Next, he had me taste his agreeableness, and 
then, allowing me to rise from the bed, he led me toward the window. Having 
been made to lift my glance toward heaven, I saw something like a flash of 
light. That brightness seemed to me to last but a moment, and suddenly, after 
that moment, I returned to bed, feeling very weary, as if I had carried a great 
burden. He told me that in that brightness, I had seen his divine being; and I 
found that what I thought had lasted only a moment had lasted for three hours; 
for as soon as I went to bed, I heard the bell ring five times, and a moment ear-
lier, I had heard it ring twice. I took my mantle in order to go to the exorcism, 
as usual, and I found that everything was finished, and that the others were 
returning from it. Never did I have such a great fullness as then; and indeed, 
my chest was so dilated for the two weeks that this fair weather lasted, that a 
leather doublet of mine, which closed with a lacing, could no longer close, and 
a half-foot was needed to pull it together.

That caused a great inundation180 in my sense; but once I was back in Bor-
deaux, the suffering returned, and the squeezing returned, as did the extreme, 
infernal suffering that I described earlier. After this suffering, came the state 
of sweetness and consolation, and the liberty of movement of which I spoke 
in that part; and that became stable. I possess it at present, with the liberty 
to preach and to serve souls, as I am doing, being in the countryside, a league 
from Saint-Macaire, where I am to preach tomorrow, which is a Sunday, in a 
parish called Saint-André.181 I preached yesterday, which was the feast of Saint 
Martin,182 and to my mind this is a blessing from God, for the souls of these 
poor villagers are very touched, and I believe that Our Lord wants that of me 
now. So, as long as I can, I shall try to help the simple folk, in whom I see many 
infirmities but also a great deal of faith. This great power to go and preach, after 
such strange illnesses in the past, has given me dilating and fortifying graces, 
which I have described.

In addition to these notions about divine attributes, Our Lord also gave me 
some great impressions. The sweetest imprints of all involve the Holy Trinity. 
Each of the divine persons has done his operation in me. A hundred times, 

179 By “contract,” he doubtlessly is thinking of a notary’s office, where clients could consult 
old contracts that corroborated the current client’s claims. Many of these contracts were 
written on parchment that had dried out over the years and that notaries stored away in 
cloth bags that hung from the rafters of the office. One can imagine that the “contracts” 
that Surin invented in 1655 evoked for him just this sort of visit to the notary.

180 Cavallera proposes that this is a copyist’s error and that the word should be “mutation.”
181 We learn from this aside that Surin was going to preach on the feast of St. Andrew, 1663.
182 The feast of St. Martin did indeed fall on a Friday that year (Cavallera).
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life248

inside, or in the intimacy of my soul, I have heard, enunciated clearly, the 
word of the Father, which has an ineffable sweetness; the word of the Word, 
which also has a strong beauty and an incredible light; and the word of the 
Holy Spirit, which has a tenderness and a delicacy that surpasses everything. I 
heard it in my soul during the time when I was in that region, that is to say, at 
Saint-Macaire, eighteen years ago, when I was greatly afflicted and was precipi-
tated through the window of the infirmary in the priory, as I have recounted,183 
my heart being at the peak of anguish. I received words that came to me in 
a special way from the person of the Holy Spirit, who said something to me 
in Spanish that is in a hymn by Saint Teresa: Esperança larga, which means 
“great hope.”184 But although these words penetrated to the depth of my heart 
at the time, and although for a short time they had a marvelous effect in my 
soul, owing to the usual disposition of my spirit, which was in desolation, it 
nonetheless did not last very long, and the suffering and the despair would im-
mediately return. It seemed to me that it was incompatible to see divine things 
that were so great, and then return to an extreme illness.

I remember how, at the time, God would come and do things in my soul, 
things so great that it seemed that, in one moment, my soul was mounting up 
to glory. Then my spirit would suddenly close, and shadows would envelop my 
heart. That was how it went, and these sparks185 of glory were like lightning 
flashes in the middle of a somber night, my soul was elevated all the way up 
to the divine conflagration, and it received kisses that seemed to be given by 
God’s mouth. The total imprint of that would be lost in an instant, and things 
would return to an extreme, to darkness, and to infernal desolation. For that 
reason, this is called “tempest,” because the waves lift the vessel all the way to 
heaven, and then lower it all the way to hell, just as the state of joy and peace 
is followed by moments of suffering, and by lightning flashes of condemnation 
that merely pass through and scramble the soul. Serenity suddenly returns, 
and it lasts until the suffering is consumed in the soul. I say that this ease of 
falling into these dreadful movements, as Saint Augustine says in his Confes-

sions, therefore comes from the supernatural imprints that give the soul the 
strength to elevate itself to God, and in which one receives words and divine 
presents. Each imprint says its words when it pleases, to the soul’s great conso-
lation, like the consolation I have already mentioned.

183 This event took place in 1645. It is recounted in Science, part 2, chapter 4.
184 These words are from the fourth strophe of the hymn Vivo sin vivir en mi: “No lo es la espe-

ranza larga” (Cavallera).
185 Bluettes, “sparks” (presumably blue in color): “Sparks, bluettes of fire. One says that there 

are bluettes of wit, to say that there are some brilliant examples of wit here and there”; 
daf 1684. Note that Surin changes sparks of “wit” into sparks of “glory.”
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249Other Experiences That The Father Had During This Time

There is an even stranger effect, which is that these three persons of the 
Holy Trinity present themselves and manifest themselves to the soul in such a 
moving manner that, of all spiritual visits, the sweetest of all, and the one that 
allows divine goodness to seep in the most, is a visit by these divine persons. 
This marks an incredible familiarity, as if, in everything involving God, they 
were the most interior and the most secret. If, in divinity, there is nothing186 
sweet, penetrating, and agreeable, it is the notion of the three divine persons. 
And I can mention one thing that astonished me greatly, and that I believe is 
a great truth. That is: the three persons not only become familiar to the soul, 
they also become visible to the soul. That is God’s secret; and yet he sometimes 
declares himself through very delicate and very sublime ordeals, so that even 
the eye notices these divine persons—this will appear totally incredible, and 
for some, this will perhaps be a real imagining—as if the substance of the Fa-
ther, the Son, and the Holy Spirit were displaying itself as the most beautiful 
species, the most beautiful and delightful enamel of paradise that one could 
describe. This was something that touched the sense, but the Father was like 
a source of goods, declaring himself to the spirit, to the Word, as to the great-
est beauty, and to the Holy Spirit as a substantial187 goodness. Each of these 
persons was speaking to my soul; and then I remembered what Saint Teresa 
used to say: divine persons speak to the soul. It seems to me that I experienced 
that, and that the wellspring of all of this was love; so that this substantial and 
eternal love declared itself to my soul as a good so grand and so delicious that 
no language can express it.

Sometimes my soul was so overflowing and so full of this good that is called 
love, that one cannot express the satisfaction and the sweetness that remained. 
And then, God gave my soul the liberty to say to him tender and delicate words 
that surpass everything one sees in the human. That time, I spent ten days, and 
perhaps more than two weeks, and this is something that lasts in me still, and 
has not faded since then: the soul says some words to God, as little children say 
to their mothers, and as persons say to other persons when they are passion-
ately in love. It is obvious to me that this comes from intimacy, and the world is 

186 This is Cavallera’s reading of the manuscript: S’il n’y a rien, “if there is nothing.” The Prun-
air edition reproduces that reading. This clearly is a copyist’s error and probably should 
be replaced by “if there is anything.”

187 Substantiel, “substantial”: “Which belongs to the substance. In that sense it is only used in 
theology, and also in the phrase ‘substantial forms,’ les formes substantielles. It also refers 
to what is the most succulent and most nourishing in a food: One has drawn out from that 
meat what it has that is substantial. Is also said figuratively about works of the spirit: One 
has selected from this speech what is most substantial”; daf 1694.
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life250

not capable of understanding that or comprehending it. Saint Bernard188 says 
that the soul reaches a state where it thinks of nothing except what it is busy-
ing itself with; it says delicate things, it says several things to its God, in such a 
way that it seems foolish and lunatic. Anyone who has seen the Italian hymns 
in Saint Francis’s opuscules189 will see what speaking to God about love is like.

For a long while, my soul was in that state. It speaks to God as to the object 
of its love, and as if it were insane and out of control, not knowing what it is 
saying or what it is doing. Sometimes, in that state, I have been a lunatic and 
have screamed, have said things that human sense considered extravagant, 
that marked a spirit that was totally out of itself, that does not know what to 
do or what to become. I spent more than fifteen years that way, and even now 
it has not left me. I can only call God “Papa,” and I have often thought that this 
is what Saint Paul is saying: “If we have inside us the spirit of Jesus Christ who 
cries out abba, father.”190 To the soul, this is a supernatural way, and a delicious 
one too, coming from deep in its entrails and its most intimate place, address-
ing God as its dear love, sometimes as its father, sometimes as its dear Bride-
groom. And that is written and engraved in the soul, and nothing can prevent it 
from taking this liberty. The soul is before God, like his child who, although full 
of fear because of past terrors, is taken by him and is forced to accept the candy 
that God gives it. And this Father, whose name is taken by all the paternity of 
heaven and earth,191 caresses and favors his child, giving him delicate dishes 
from his table, and making him eat them; and though he was very dreadful and 
formidable, during the suffering of the past, at present this Father is so gentle 
that he forces the child to eat his sweet preserves, which are the delicious ten-
dernesses of God’s love.

Who could tell of it, who could understand it, if not the person who has ex-
perienced it? Yet even then, he cannot say the half of it. These delicatenesses 
doubtlessly are such charming things that one cannot talk about them, and I 
believe that the delicatenesses that come from the sense and from the flesh are 

188 Bernard of Clairvaux (1090–1153) founded the abbey of Clairvaux in Burgundy. In The Love 

of God, he explains what divine love is, and how we grow and develop in the perfect love 
of God that has come to us in Jesus Christ. He also presents the Four Degrees of Love, a 
model for spiritual development.

189 St. Francis of Assisi (1181 or 1182–1226), founder of the Order of Friars Minor, wrote words 
for many hymns, among them the beloved Canticle of the Sun (Laudes Creaturarum), 
which was written in an Umbrian dialect of Italian and is said to be among the first liter-
ary works in the Italian language.

190 This is Surin’s paraphrase of Gal. 4:6–7, which reads: “As proof that you are children, God 
sent the spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying out: ‘Abba, Father!’ So you are no longer a 
slave but a child, and if a child then also an heir, through God.”

191 See Eph. 3:15, “From whom every family in heaven and on earth is named.”
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25�About Some Other Notable Favors

nothing comparable. I could not depict how much of that Our Lord did to me 
during all this time, and how far my soul has reached in all these supernatural 
savors. In the beginning, my soul did not dare undertake to call God by the ten-
der names that only the crazy wife can say;192 but the impetuousness of love 
made her disregard it, and it sated her with these sweet words. This put her 
heart into an extreme state that cannot be described, and I do not know how 
to make the heart understand. I must stop here, and drop what I am saying, in 
order to go elsewhere.

7 About Some Other Notable Favors from God that He Experienced 

in This State

I would like to be able to talk about the other operations of Divine Love that 
the father experienced, and how agreeably he was drawn out, as if by magic 
charms, and especially from the dominion that Our Lord Jesus seemed to have 
taken over him. These words therefore often entered his thoughts: “It no longer 
is I who live, it is Jesus Christ.”193 It seemed that Our Lord Jesus Christ had made 
himself so manifestly palpable in the father’s soul that he appeared to have 
seized soul and body, as things in which and by which he acted as he pleased. 
When something changed and possessed my life, especially when preaching, 
I truly felt as if a person had entered me and was possessing me imperiously. 
Indeed, I would hear someone who, exercising the right of a person who is giv-
ing an order to his householders, would say, inside me, “This is my home.” And 
this person was exercising his right to do what he pleased, especially when it 
came to preaching. I would manifestly feel that someone was putting into my 
spirit the things I was supposed to say, and in saying it, that person was making 
openings for himself during which the words would come; and when I wanted 
to add to it some reflection of my own, this spirit that was acting as it were 
 Jesus Christ, would withdraw and hide. But when I followed what attracted me, 
or followed its instinct, there would be an ardor and a fervor as if it had come 
from someone else in me, and I would see, outside, the effects of sympathy. I 
would see clearly that what was going on in that manner had a great effect; but 
when Our Lord was manifestly acting in my soul, and while that spirit was in 
a dominant state, it would do extraordinary tricks. But sometimes reflection, 
which flowed naturally, would interrupt the operation of this grace.

192 Here “wife” equals “she,” just as “soul” equals “she.” Surin’s toying with genders has been 
preserved in this short paragraph.

193 Gal. 2:20, “Yet I live, no longer I, but Christ lives in me.”
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life252

When Our Lord first began to operate forcefully, I would remain and per-
severe at keeping watch and listening to what he might be saying to me in my 
spirit, from eight or nine in the evening until eleven in the morning, on my bed, 
without leaving that spot. This operation by Our Lord gave wonderful strength 
to my soul; and by that operation of joy and love, natural reason was reestab-
lished and dilated my sense and my breast in such a way that the word of Our 
Lord was discussing with me; and instead of giving me a headache, it gave me 
incredible strength in my head.

Around that time, Our Lord gave me some words, promising that he would 
write his five wounds on my soul, in my interior; and then Our Lord did in-
deed promise me that his wounds would remain engraved in me, and would 
be in my interior members. Ever since then, I have never failed to find it easy 
to picture them in my imagination, as if I actually had them. And that has not 
faded; for truly, at any time whatsoever, I have an inner view of these wounds, 
and I feel as if I did indeed have them from an imagination formed for that, 
with no suffering or effort, and with such an attraction to kiss them in my own 
hands, that I feel a sympathy of devotion, as if they in fact were there. Above 
all, the wound in the side has remained spiritually imprinted there, so that it 
gives me a very perceptible consolation and a loving tenderness, as if it were 
marked in my flesh, although there is nothing perceptible. And indeed, I can 
say that I have never received graces that had an effect as great, as consoling, 
and as strong as that one; and in my imagination, it is as if I did indeed have 
these wounds. That is done in a manner that is truly more passive than active, 
so that study would be unable to produce an effect as gentle, as continual, and 
as powerful as that. For this imagining is always consoling me, and it does not 
in any way offend my liberty. I shall have something to say about that later. But 
ever since the morning when Our Lord effectively told me that he was giving 
the wounds to me and was engraving them in my soul, the sight and the sweet 
idea of them have never failed me, although eight or ten years have passed 
since then.194 This is one of the greatest benefits I have received from God.

I know very well that some persons, even learned persons and speculative 
persons, will say that this is an imagining. I do not say that it is not an imagin-
ing, but it is one of those imaginings that are more desirable than treasures; 
and if these persons persist in making fun of this, I beg Our Lord to let them 
experience it. For I cannot say how many blessings and how much strength 
and solid consolation I have received from this, which in its train also brings 
caresses by Our Lord that are so delicious, and so intimate, and so profound, 
that it is like a storehouse of goods that enrich the soul.

194 That is, between 1653 and 1655 (Cavallera).
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253About Some Other Notable Favors

Also, some time after that, Our Lord gave a spirit of penance that, despite 
its being the spirit of a child, for it is submissive to God as to its father, it did 
not cease being attached to my soul in such a way that, ever since, for over a 
year, the father did not stop using his scourge for three hours each day. Ever 
since that first year, he has continued to use it daily. If he had to put it aside for 
some reason, his soul replied that it is a reinforcement that was lacking in his 
interior. Now there is, in that, a certain gaiety and agreeableness that does not 
make the spirit the least bit lethargic, although the body sometimes seems to 
find it a very heavy weight. But there is a better joy in the heart, about which 
the soul is extremely consoled.

It must also be noted that all this strength that comes to the soul on love’s 
behalf tended especially toward charity for one’s neighbor. So, in this renewal 
that took place in his soul, and that found vigor by means of penitent love, the 
father found that all this good tended to do charity toward one’s neighbor; for 
during all these operations of grace, he would feel an unusual instinct to love 
souls. And that was so from the very beginning. So everything that operated in 
his soul, be it during those operations that came from a foreign principle, or be 
it during the operations that seemed to come from an interior principle that 
is natural to the soul, was powerfully active to help and serve one’s neighbor. 
And the attraction that was tending totally toward serving souls was the one 
by which the father was more strongly guided to God and more loftily elevated 
to him. And his soul would feel such great help for growing in the love of God, 
using itself to do something for souls, that he cannot say how manifestly God 
showed him that he wanted this employment from him. He felt something like 
a thirst for the good of souls. And the functions of helping them and serving 
them increased in him the grace of Divine Love, Our Lord showing clearly that 
he was giving him these loving feelings only for the good of souls. Basing this 
on the strength to serve them, Our Lord made him see clearly that things that 
are distracting by their very nature, and that are, it seems, contrary to recollec-
tion, were the things that made him fervent, acquiring for him graces to serve 
God and to grow in his love. This was done by increasing this divine love, when 
helping persons in their interiors, or through extraordinary aid that ended in 
mercy or in their instruction. So, for several years, in order to unite with God, 
the father had been making an effort to withdraw from conversations and out-
side employments, being there in order to increase God’s love. And in order 
to increase some ardor in himself, he was forced to go and serve souls, and 
to converse, finding great joy in things that caused him suffering, pain, great 
trouble, or distraction. Throughout this entire time, he was gripped by a spiri-
tual drunkenness that kept him almost continually as if outside himself, and in 
an almost perpetual transport. As a result of these operations of love, as long 
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life254

as Our Lord kept him in that place, he remained as if drunk. Then the great suf-
ferings of damnation came, and they put his soul into anguishes that seemed 
infernal, after which came this final state of faith, where he is at present and 
which I shall discuss, having first recounted something that happened before 
this extreme suffering began.

8 How His Mother Became a Carmelite, and How Our Lord Helped 

that, and Concerning the Grace That Our Lord Gave

In addition to these graces, there were others that gave the spirit wonderful 
strength. Among others, there were certain representations in the spirit, by 
means of the imagination, that intimately consoled the soul. I recounted ear-
lier the joy that these representations gave to my soul. For example, for seven 
or eight years there was one thing that was extremely consoling to my heart: 
I had an image that from the beginning was based on a strong idea that obvi-
ously came from a good angel. I dare not call it an “imaginary vision,”195 for it 
was an imagining that was not forged from me, but that was forged elsewhere 
in me. I saw my good angel with a lute in his hands, which he usually played 
in order to keep my soul gay and elevated to God. It is not that I heard music, 
but there was an idea about music that was very strong and supernaturalized 
in my soul, like a lute song that delighted my heart. At any rate, in my interior 
I felt the very same effect as the effect that would have been created by sweet 
music, by which my soul was awakened, abandoned, and transported to celes-
tial and supernatural desires. And for more than eight years, in the very midst 
of my greatest desolations, I would hear this lute and this spiritual harmony 
that did not interrupt the silence of my soul, and that was giving me a spirit of 
hymns.196 Thus I always had some song on my worktable, and all these songs 
greatly helped divine love. This lute, then, was a sort of constant imagining, 
which had a virtue for consoling my soul, similar to the virtue I mentioned 
earlier for the five wounds that were similar to the wounds of Our Lord.

I also had, more specifically, other vivid species, which I believe were su-
pernatural and which were extremely helpful to me in my pain. That is to say, 

195 An “imaginary vision” is the act or power of forming a mental image of something that is 
not present to the senses or that has never before been wholly perceived in reality.

196 Writing this in 1663, Surin uses the word cantiques. Is this an allusion to his book pub-
lished in Bordeaux back in 1655 (Cantiques spirituels: Contenant les trois estats de la vie 

spirituelle; Purgative, illuminative, et unitive)? Or was he already working on a new volume 
(Cantiques spirituels de l’amour divin pour l’instruction et la consolation des âmes dévotes) 
that would be published in Paris in 1664?
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255How His Mother Became A Carmelite

since nature had been extremely weakened in me by the despondencies of 
the past, and even by abstinences, I was in great need of nourishment; and 
although obedience helped me, by making me put aside my great restrictions, 
I was also very encouraged about putting aside my excessive reserve and taking 
a viewpoint that will appear ridiculous or indecent to those who do not view 
it as one of the goodnesses of Our Lord. That is: almost everything I ate fright-
ened me, and I feared fortifying myself with wine, which of all these exterior 
things is the one that helped me most. Once, when I was in my doubts and my 
perplexities, eating at that moment and taking my meal in my bedchamber, I 
had a strong view of Our Lord eating and drinking with his disciples, according 
to his needs. That consoled me and encouraged me to eat and drink as needed, 
which I was only doing sparingly, like a miser or a timid person. Another time, 
dining and having the same fear, and not daring to eat well, as I needed to in 
order to eat what I needed for strength, I saw before me the Blessed Virgin. And 
I took good notice of her face and the white veil on her head, which resembled 
muslin. Unhesitatingly, she was eating some fish that seemed to be before her, 
and she was teaching me and instructing me to eat what I needed in order to 
gain strength.

These views imprinted on me the notion of a certain doctrine: one takes 
what is necessary. I saw that this was agreeable to Our Lord. That did me an 
unparalleled good, and it removed my scruples about being unable to dilate 
myself, being concerned about using what I needed, in order to repair my de-
stroyed strength, and my head that had been excessively weakened by the great 
anguish of the past. Our Lord helped me greatly by similar interior spectacles 
that instructed me more by effects than by words. Yet words were not lacking 
on these occasions, as I have said; and they engraved in me, as in my substance, 
the truths that were useful to me, and that often were necessary. If my memory 
were good, I would list several similar things by which, in my extreme need, 
Our Lord either aided or instructed my soul by his goodness.

During all this time, the father had his mother, who was very noticeably 
afflicted by this condition that was making itself evident enough in several 
very unpleasant effects, such as his silence, when he could not say a word, and 
several other woes that were so noticeable that she was well aware of them. 
Now, it so happened that she was widowed at the time, for his father died at the 
beginning of his greatest suffering.197 This would have been an almost unbear-
able affliction for him, to see all the things that this good woman witnessed. 
The very day of her husband’s death, while his body was on the bed, from 
which they were going to carry it to the tomb, and with her son standing beside 

197 Surin’s father died in December 1637, shortly before the Jesuit’s permanent return to Bor-
deaux (Cavallera).
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life256

her, she told him that for all her entire life she had wanted to be a Carmelite, 
and that she had an almost secret hope that she could achieve this good, either 
by the means that Our Lord had offered her now, or by her husband’s permis-
sion, both of them withdrawing from the world, he by the priesthood, and she 
by religion, which she now saw was on the verge of being accomplished, if 
there was some disposition. But she was old and infirm, and she therefore did 
not think that God would want her, nor did she think she was capable. But she 
wanted to think about serving God, as a holy widow could in Christianity. She 
begged her son to commend this to Our Lord.

The father then told her that he was advising her to make her confession 
and receive Communion as soon as she could, and to put herself before God 
and ask for his light in order to know his will, waiting for the help that Our 
Lord never refuses to his creatures, if they approach him with trust and humil-
ity. She promised to do this; and having done her final duties toward her hus-
band, she took the time to fulfill this obligation. Then, reporting to him what 
had happened, she told him that, when commending herself to God, she had 
sensed that, in her interior, Our Lord was showing her his will: she should take 
a rank higher than the one where she currently was. Having told the father this, 
he advised her to receive Communion a second time, in order to unite more 
closely with Our Lord, to beg him to show her what he desired of her, and to 
place her heart in his hands, desiring indeed to carry out what would be most 
to his liking. And if she could learn what that was, she would carry it out with 
all the obedience possible. Having accomplished this, Our Lord renewed in her 
all the old ideas she had had throughout her life about being a Carmelite; and 
when she objected that her age and her exterior infirmity were so great, Our 
Lord replied that he would give her the strength to fulfill the obligations she 
would assume in that sort of life. From that time on, her spirit was extremely 
attracted to embracing that state.

She informed the father of this, and he told her that, given her indifference 
to all the conditions of the life that she might take, and given that she had 
surrendered herself into God’s hands, and given the sincerity she had shown 
about knowing the divine will, there was no doubt that Our Lord had spoken 
to her heart in these inspirations, and had told her what he wanted. And so, if 
he were in her place, he would have no doubts about entering the Carmelites, 
to which God was attracting and inviting her. Furthermore, he advised her not 
to delay any longer, but to enter the convent on the feast of Saint Joseph, which 
would be in around six months.198 She replied that she did want to be so hasty, 
and that she wanted to seek the advice of her confessor and of our fathers, 

198 Cavallera comments: “His memory obviously is inaccurate: it should be three months, not 
six months, that is, Dec. 1637 to Mar. 1638.”
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257How His Mother Became A Carmelite

whom she trusted. Her confessor was the father rector of the college.199 She 
talked with him, and I spoke with the father provincial, who was Father Jacqui-
not, and with several other fathers, all of whom agreed to tell her that she must 
not view these interior movements as a rule for this affair, but that she should 
use reason, which led to the totally opposite position, for she was infirm and 
very old,200 and the rules were very austere. All of this showed that she was 
incapable of such a life; so they were advising her not even to think about it, 
but to become attached to serving God in her holy widowhood, spending her 
time in prayer and doing good works. All the fathers were leaning toward that, 
and Father Surin was alone in his opinion. At the Feuillants monastery, there 
was a father who had been her advisor in the past, when young, whom she was 
accustomed to consult when she had difficulties. She presented the situation 
to him and, having set forth everything before him, he told her that he advised 
her to do what her son was telling her to do.

However, she fell into great perplexities, because the Carmelites showed 
her that, in their Constitutions, Saint Teresa permitted them to receive into 
their order a person who was aged and infirm, provided she gave the Carmelite 
house considerable goods, and that she could be dispensed from the rule.201 
There was, therefore, a great difference of opinion between the advisors on the 
one side and those on the other.

Meanwhile, the father had to make his journey to Savoy, of which I spoke 
earlier. He set off at Easter, without having settled anything. He was experienc-
ing the great travails discussed earlier, for he was receiving contrary opinions 
from so many wise persons and spiritual fathers, all of whom were resisting 
his mother’s vocation, and were settling this matter by human reasoning. See-
ing all of that against him, and seeing her so shaken by the judgments of so 
many persons, in order to receive help from Our Lord, he resolved to go to 
the place where Saint Joseph was honored in the city of Bordeaux: a chapel 
of the Jacobin fathers where Saint Joseph had been honored since time im-
memorial. The father therefore resolved to go there and pray, asking Our Lord 
to enlighten him about this matter that was being opposed by so many folks. 
So he went there. And although he was very weak, and had even lost his abil-
ity to speak, he went to this church of the Dominicans and, kneeling before 
the altar of Saint Joseph, he begged Our Lord to give grace, and to enlighten 
spirits about that, making his will known. Then, staying peacefully before Our 

199 Father François Irat (Cavallera).

200 She was fifty-five years old (Cavallera).
201 For elite widows of Bordeaux who became nuns, see Caroline Le Mao, “Les veuves des 

magistrats du Parlement de Bordeaux au xviie siècle: Une élite féminine au service de 
Dieu,” xviie Siècle 224 (July 2004): 477–503. Surin’s mother is mentioned on 495, in the 
context of the Carmel of St. Joseph at Bordeaux.
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life258

Lord, he  received an interior movement so strong and so discerning, that it was 
God’s will. And there could be no doubt that Our Lord was powerful enough to 
give the strength to do what men thought impossible.

After all this, she still remained undecided, owing to the opposition of all 
those whose advice she had sought, especially her confessor, who was my 
superior,202 and who wanted to use obedience as a way of inducing me to ad-
vise her not to do it. But I told him that this was a matter where obedience 
could not obligate me, and that I would tell her that this was her confessor’s 
advice, and if he wished, I would tell her on his behalf; but if I told her that this 
was my position, I would be lying, and so I therefore could not give her that 
advice as being mine, because deep down I judged that it was God’s will that 
she become a nun.

After that, the journey to Savoy had to be made, during which time the fa-
thers did all they could to dissuade her, but in vain. For at every Communion, 
Our Lord would clearly tell her the opposite, and told her that he would help 
her and give her the strength to wear that heavy habit and to practice the rule 
in a holy way. On my return from Savoy, I found her very perplexed and deter-
mined to know what I thought, after which she would decide what she should 
do. Indeed, seeing that I was of the same sentiment as before my departure, 
she decided to enter on the feast of Saint Teresa, October 15.203 She was fifty-
six years old. And since the mothers wanted her, they stated their rules to her, 
which indicated that they had the power to grant her a dispensation. She was 
received, and on the day when she took the habit, I preached on the words: 
Melior est, and so forth.204

God gave this affair a great blessing. She entered, and a few days later, she 
not only was full of consolation but Our Lord also gave her the strength to fulfill 
the entire rule and constitution. Before making her profession, she was ready 
for everything, and her profession went very well. But illness had so grown in 
me that I was incapable of helping her at her profession. She had my sister,205 
who taught her to read in Latin during her novitiate, and who died soon after 
her profession. As for me, I fell into those great ailments that I described in the 
preceding part. She lived in the convent for fourteen years, during which my 
ailments overwhelmed me in the extreme. All the fathers who had resisted her 

202 Earlier, we saw that Madame Surin’s confessor was the rector of the college. In the in-
terval, he seems to have moved from the profess house, where he was in 1637–38, to the 
college (Cavallera).

203 That is, October 15, 1638 (Cavallera).
204 The manuscript omits the rest of the text, but it probably is Ps. 83:11: Melior est dies una 

in atriis tuis super millia, “Better one day in your courts than a thousand elsewhere” 
(Cavallera).

205 She died on October 23, 1639 (Cavallera).
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259About Some Graces Received After This Repair

entry changed their opinion, and they told me they had been mistaken, and 
that they believed that it truly was her vocation, so greatly had God blessed it. 
Or so the provincial, the rector, and all the others said to me, although none 
of them had consented until then. Having been blessed by God, she spent her 
life without being in the infirmary, although when she entered she had four 
maidens who served her, and who were busy enough helping her and serving 
her needs. She was not, however, in the infirmary except during her last illness, 
in her seventieth year.206 I was so ill that I could not see her, although I had 
permission. Our Lord let her die without giving her the consolation of seeing 
me restored to good health, or enjoying the good state that came soon after her 
death.

Her daughter, when dying, gave signs of extraordinary goodness. She ap-
peared to her mother after her death, going up to heaven in great glory, and 
with very sweet odors and strong scents. Her mother lived thirteen more years, 
always in rather good health but with many exercises of suffering, bearing her 
ills while, in the world, she was being of great service and relief, and while, in 
religion, she gently accepted the charity that the sisters showed toward her.

There is a remarkable thing that I heard her say to herself, more than forty 
years before her death. She was going with my father to visit the Carmelite 
convent, which had just been constructed, and which a number of persons 
were going to visit. He asked her, then, whether, for recreation, they could visit 
the nuns’ cells, one of which would be hers when she was a nun. She pointed 
to the one she would indeed be given when she became a religious. And when 
she went into the nuns’ choir, he asked her which would be her place, doing 
this merely as a jest and amusement. She pointed to a specific place that was 
the one that fell to her when she entered. And God gave her an experience and 
test: before her death, she would see all the excesses of suffering to which I had 
been brought by the strange ailment that I have recounted. She did not have 
the means of seeing that I had been delivered. May her will be accomplished 
in everything, and may it be our consolation to render her perfect obedience 
in everything.

9 About Some Graces Received after This Repair of His Strength, and 

during the Time of Suffering

From the beginning, God wanted to repair the father’s strength, and he com-
municated to him his extraordinary operations of grace. The one that was the 

206 She died on October 11, 1652. Surin himself had just returned from Saintes to Bordeaux, 
where he was at the college as an infirmus (Cavallera).
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life260

most palpable and that lasted the longest was the imprint of a child, as if the 
father’s soul had reverted to childhood, despite his being more than thirty-
eight years old. In his senses, just as in his spirit, he had a childish disposition 
toward the Blessed Virgin and toward Our Lord that possessed him so strongly 
that his imagination, and generally his entire soul, had become like a little 
child, stammering with Our Lord in a manner that was very agreeable, showed 
great authority, and reduced his spirit and made him appear almost ridiculous. 
Indeed, these are things that cannot be explained. So one can, infallibly, make 
a judgment based on natural wisdom. It is, however, true that the father, whose 
humor was extraordinarily serious, and whose thoughts were profound, sud-
denly showed toward Our Lord a cheerful humor, and could only speak to him 
by stammering, as three-year olds do. And in order that his natural wisdom 
not be astonished at that, there are examples of Our Lord having reduced a 
number of souls to that state, toward whom he himself acted and spoke like a 
stammering child, as was written about Saint Clare. During the peril that her 
convent was facing being mistreated by soldiers, before the Blessed Sacrament 
she begged Our Lord to watch over his servants. And a voice was heard that 
said, with a stammer, “I shall watch over them.”207

The father therefore spent at least two years during which he could say 
nothing more than “Papa” and “Mama” to Our Lord and the Blessed Virgin. 
These ways of speaking were accompanied not only by a great love but also by 
a childlike love; and he even was constrained to do this without any delibera-
tion, but with a delightful impression that forewarned of any decision to run, 
like a child, to the paintings of Our Lord and his Holy Mother, and with incred-
ible kisses and caresses, to caress them, kiss them, and blossom tenderly before 
them. He felt so great a tenderness toward the image of Baby Jesus that, if he 
got little images of him in relief, he could not refrain from kissing and caressing 
them in a way that would have shamed the wise and which, for all that, did not 
tolerate reflection and thereby halted any discussion with a sweet and delight-
ful impetuousness.

That especially happened early on, when the extraordinary operations 
seemed to be natural. In private, the father would leap, and dance, and sing, as 
a child would have done. That reduced him to actions that were like madness, 
compared with all the gravity suitable for a priest and preacher. And because 
this same attraction was so powerful that he could not hold it back, this way 

207 Saint Clare of Assisi (1194–1253), born Chiara Offreduccio. A disciple of Francis of Assisi, 
she cast off her wealth and her rich garments to became a “Poor Clare” nun. In 1224, her 
convent was attacked by marauding soldiers. She went out with the Blessed Sacrament 
in her hands, then begged God to save the sisters. At that point, the mysterious voice was 
heard, and the attackers, seized with fright, fled without harming anyone.
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26�About Some Graces Received After This Repair

of doing things was noticed by those with whom he was living. Not being dis-
posed to accept this, they attributed it to madness. He truly did give them rea-
son to do so. It did him great ill not to restrain himself on that. Transports of joy 
and transports of madness prompted him to take two sticks, one resembling a 
violin and the other a bow, and with that he would recite songs that moved and 
penetrated him, and that even gave devotion to the others who witnessed it.

The evil was that, along with all this, the demons who were obsessing him 
would mingle their operations, which also appeared and made everything 
suspect, and which, for good reason, aroused suspicions about everything, al-
though sincerely there were many things from God. But the operations that 
were mingled with this, and that lacked wisdom, harmed all the rest. This 
caused Our Lord to permit great disdain for all this good that was coming from 
grace; but it did not prevent Our Lord from acting powerfully in the father, 
and from enduring great blindnesses wrought by the malevolent spirit. For 
that spirit was possessing the mother prioress and was obsessing the father, al-
though the obsession was drawing to a close. An effect of this hellish spirit that, 
when not well managed, leads to things that, instead of edifying, shock those 
who see them, and collide with the wisdom that never strays from God’s spirit, 
was that, on the day208 when Our Lord chased from the mother prioress’s body 
the demon Leviathan, who was the prince of demons in this entire possession, 
and who had a special attribution of human wisdom, contrary to the simplic-
ity and the true childishness that Our Lord recommends, nisi efficiamini sicut 

parvuli,209 and so forth. I repeat: on the day when the demon left her body, 
the father, who had no particular instinct about it, although he was generally 
disposed toward that good, when praying that morning, was suddenly seized 
by a spirit that dominated him totally, and that reduced him to saying, as his 
entire prayer, the sort of prayer one says before the actual prayer, like a child 
whose mother makes him pray to God and say his Pater and his entire creed, 
hands joined and with a humility that is inspired rather than studied. With-
out knowing why, the demon appeared that very afternoon, with the exterior 
form I mention in my history of the deliverance. But this happened because 
Our Lord, wanting to prepare the father for an action that would chase away 
the demon, the proudest one of the entire band, put him into that inclination 
toward childish humility.

For several months, the father had had a similar posture in his spirit, and a 
taste for what is proper to spiritual childhood. His entire soul, in its faculties, its 

208 November 5, 1635 (Cavallera).
209 Matt. 18:3, “Unless you turn and become like children, you will not enter the kingdom of 

heaven.”
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life262

ideas, and its imagination, was reduced to the smallness and simplicity of chil-
dren. And what was lacking for the father then was that after these operations 
of God and his love, he did not return to the serious calm to which holy souls 
are reduced, not only because his viewpoint was too narrow, or because of the 
demons’ obsession and the weakened state into which he had fallen as a result 
of the lassitude that his head had contracted. He was truly weakened, and he 
lacked the strength to behave, in all this, with all the weight that regulated210 
persons have in their state of natural and supernatural wisdom.

This was caused by a very bizarre and very ambiguous condition in which 
the father lived all this time: the great mixture of God’s and the devil’s opera-
tions put him into a very difficult condition, reduced him to great woes, and 
put him into doubts and perplexities. The others also had doubts about him 
and his spirit. This is why it was difficult to discern the whole, his entire situa-
tion being of dubious authority. It prompted several persons to cause him great 
suffering, and to see everything coming from him as madness and reverie; and 
it gave him a dreadful reason to doubt, because a ship without a rudder easily 
goes aground on sandbars, or it sinks.

At the very time when he was having all these extraordinary operations, 
there was one person211 in the Society who had also had operations that were, 
I believe, based on good principles and that, being well managed, had led to 
much good. But humility was lacking. And this spirit relied on these same ef-
fects, and regulated it itself by them, and valued itself by them. And owing 
to this disorder, this person’s vessel ran aground, and he fell into such a great 
frenzy that he wanted to leave the Society, and did indeed do so. Since he knew 
the maxims of virtue, and above all those of obedience, about which the fa-
ther had seriously warned him, this person was disdained and rejected by the 
father; because, I say, this spirit, which was going from precipice to precipice, 
changed its condition, became a hermit, then a Huguenot, and today is a min-
ister in a place that scandalizes all of France.212

The cause of this person’s ruin is that he did not observe the maxims of the 
faith and of obedience, and he was allowing himself to be guided by the ex-
traordinary spirit that was, I believe, good in the beginning, and that had been 

210 Réglé, “Regulated,” “ruled.”
211 Jean de Labadie (1610–74) began his novitiate in 1625 and was doing his theological stud-

ies at Bordeaux in 1636. He left the Society in April 1639. For Labadie, see de Certeau, 
Mystic Fable, 1:271–293; Leszek Kołakowski, Chrétiens sans église: La Conscience religieuse 

et le lien confessionnel au xive siècle (Paris: Gallimard, 1969), 719–97.
212 In 1640, Labadie became a hermit at Bazas, in the archdiocese of Bordeaux. In 1650, he 

became a Protestant at Montauban, and in 1659 he withdrew to Geneva, where he still 
was in 1663, when Surin wrote this (Cavallera).
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263About Some Graces Received After This Repair

approved by several of God’s great servants. But owing to this lack of humility, 
and owing to preferring himself over the spirit of his vocation, which is obedi-
ence, and owing to his having surrendered to his instincts, finally ending up 
believing that he was inspired by God, he allowed himself to be deceived by 
false apparitions and revelations. And since, by my provincial’s order, I com-
municated with him, I clearly recognized these evil principles in him, and I did 
what I could to disabuse him and bring him back to good. But pride had made 
him so downhearted that he went off, making his way through the underbrush, 
carried away by the same pride, and diverging from the common rule. He fell 
into the spirit of eccentricity and error, and he set off on the way to perdition, 
where he remains, unless God retrieves him. My opinion is that he had some 
very good things, several of them similar to the ones I had; and if God had not 
given me the desire not to rely on my common sense, and never stray from my 
first vocation, and above all from obedience, I have no doubt that, in this mix-
ture of spirits, I would have been shipwrecked, just as he was.

I am confessing this because I owe truthfulness to God’s pure mercy. That is 
why they say that the extraordinary ways are dangerous, because the demon 
always mingles his operation with God’s, as he did in me. And so, as I have said, 
without his mercy, which kept me continually obeying principles and keeping 
to my vocation, I would have perished as this person has. I owe that solely to 
grace, for, following my natural bent, I had as much pride and vanity as he, as 
much attraction to nature and sensuality as he, and perhaps even more. For if 
God had permitted it, the demon of pride would have shaken me from obedi-
ence. I would have gone deeper into the chasms of the flesh and the senses 
than that person did. It is to pure goodness that I am indebted, not to my in-
dustry, for having, by his grace, persevered in the Society and having escaped 
the rocks, and the siren songs, and the other perils into which we fall, despite 
the help of grace, without those counterweights I mentioned.

For there is no doubt that the way along which Our Lord led me was very 
perilous, owing to this competition among the demons, who made every effort 
to mingle their operations with Our Lord’s. I cannot say anything but Misericor-

dia Domini quod non sumus consumpti.213 And if Our Lord has conserved me, 
guiltless in all that, which I would not dare assert because his judgments are in-
scrutable, taking into account the rocks among which he permitted me to pass, 
it was not without suffering. For I had enough troubles, because of my pride, 
of which Our Lord wanted to heal me; and I suffered very great troubles and 
the destruction of my brain and my health, as far as the animal faculties are 
concerned, for the vital ones remain strong and good. And when I say “animal,” 

213 Lam. 3:22, “The Lord’s acts of mercy are not exhausted, his compassion is not spent.”
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life264

I am not saying that Our Lord has always conserved in me wisdom, attention, 
and liberty, so that I can be attached to him. He permitted the greatest debility 
of head and senses that I can imagine. Throughout all that, his goodness never 
left me, has always sustained me, and has left, in my will, a yeast of grace, to 
want only him; and in my understanding, he has left enough light for me not 
to cling totally to myself, and not to separate myself from another’s guidance. 
About this, I have some very great things to say, but I shall speak of it later, 
when I list some other graces that I wanted to list.

10 How God Did the Father the Grace to Observe Obedience, and the 

Great Goods that He Did Him in That Way

I cannot say how many good things Our Lord gave me in that very perilous 
navigation, nor how many bad things he took from me through the guidance 
of obedience, and through the plan he has always given me never to separate 
from it. As I said in the previous chapter, concerning that unfortunate Hugue-
not, who, in our house, was called Father Labadie, and who created such a 
great scandal in France by turning himself into a Huguenot, and by becoming 
a minister in the city of Geneva, I knew that the grace that Our Lord has done 
me, in retaining in me that counterweight among the furious winds of tempta-
tion, that counterweight that Father Labadie abandoned. For when I learned of 
his plan to leave the Society, I learned it from a gentleman with whom he had 
secretly been in communication. This gentleman, who was my relative, had 
confided it to me. When I learned that, in addition to notifying our superiors 
who, although important persons, were being fooled by him, and also notifying 
several very serious fathers, I also undertook to talk to him myself, in order to 
show him the precipice into which he was going to fall. I told the father provin-
cial, who was stuffed with a great idea of him: for Father Labadie did indeed 
have some very great things from God, things that young persons laughed at. 
Because of these great things, the father provincial had a wonderful opinion of 
him; but I suspected that there was a secret pride in this whole situation. I even 
said it to this father provincial, who had not believed any of my suspicions.

When I was certain about it, I told the father provincial what was going on, 
and his eyes were totally opened. In addition, I resolved to speak with Father 
Labadie and tell him that I was afraid the devil had deceived him. He replied 
to this with a prideful confidence, and he was so disdainful toward me that I 
judged him to be in a very bad situation. And I judged that although Father 
Labadie had had many gifts from God, all these gifts were of little consequence 
without humility. Then I remembered what I had read in Father John of the 
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265How God Did The Father The Grace

Cross: Talking about souls with extraordinary gifts, he said that if that does not 
give a true scorn for the self, what can? Thus I knew that although everything 
I was seeing in this poor man seemed very great to me, if he had put things 
to good use, he could have drawn from them great help for God’s service, for 
he had very nice talents and elocution. I therefore told him that I very much 
feared that the devil had deceived him. He heard that with much pride, and 
he began to be so insolent toward me that I thought his illness irremediable. 
Indeed, not long after that he left the Society.

But before he left, and even before I spoke to him about his deceitfulness, 
he said that I was no longer his friend. For he knew some of the things that Our 
Lord had done in my soul, to the point that I never trusted him, and had even 
resolved not to speak to him. But the father provincial ordered me to com-
municate with him, for he was being stubborn. He told me that he saw many 
things in me from God’s Spirit, and he said that I could render great services 
to God and advance myself greatly, but that obedience would always hold me 
down and would bind my wings; and for that reason, I would never go far. I 
replied that I was letting God do to me what he willed, but that I would never 
break with obedience. To that, he replied: “That is good for you.” I added that 
it was necessary for me, and for him also, and that whatever happened, and 
whatever gift Our Lord might give me, I would never abandon that obedience. 
And so we separated.

Indeed, I have held to this inviolably, although I practiced it rather badly; 
but I have nonetheless always observed obedience; and never, under the pre-
text that I might have some light, have I strayed from my superiors’ orders, nor 
from the dependence I owe them, as our Society professes, although that has 
cost me much trouble.

And on that subject, I must say that obedience can be viewed as having two 
branches: one concerns the superiors, the other concerns the directors of con-
science. I must discuss both branches, for one owes obedience to both, and I 
have suffered greatly in order to carry out the one and the other obedience.

As far as superiors are concerned, I can say, strictly speaking, that they did 
not make me suffer, because in my soul I had a principle that was strongly es-
tablished: everything they order me to do, if there is no evil in it, is ordered by 
God, there being no one of that rank who orders bad things. I believed, with 
assurance, that it is as if God were ordering us to do it, and I have never had any 
reason to suspect that the employments they gave me did not come from God. 
For although, as humans, superiors can make mistakes, and although some of 
them truly are mistaken, nonetheless, by doing what they say, I am doing what 
God wants me to do. And I have this comparison in my spirit: just as there were 
saints whom Our Lord wanted to be bishops, he preferred that, from humility, 
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life266

they refuse to be a bishop, as Saint Ambrose did.214 Our Lord wanted him to be 
bishop of Milan. To prove that this was his will, he worked a miracle; but the 
saint refused to be a bishop, and Our Lord gently accepted it. If my superior 
were to be mistaken when ordering me to do something, for example, if his 
motive was an error, I must do what he tells me, as if God were telling me; and 
I must do it with the same enthusiasm as if it had come from Jesus Christ’s 
mouth, and he himself were ordering me. I must carry it out, but I must not, 
for all that, wonder about the motive, if it is obvious to me that he is mistaken.

Thus, although he is mistaken, as seems evident in this story, and as I have 
asserted about my provincial, who made me stop exorcising the mother prior-
ess because he believed that God was not using me to chase away the devil, it 
was very clear to me that Our Lord wanted the affair to be done by me, because 
he had given me the movements to get out of that situation. Nonetheless, he 
wanted me to obey about parting from the mother prioress, and leaving her 
to another, as he did me the grace of doing, against my judgment. I ordinarily 
follow the practice that is confirmed by Father Suárez in his treatise on obedi-
ence, in the fourth volume of Religione,215 where he discerns the practical judg-
ment of the speculative person, and says that my speculative judgment can be 
different from my superior’s, which consists of ideas that he has, which are the 
motives he employs, in which he is often mistaken. And since anyone can be 
mistaken, I am not obligated to enter into his speculation, which causes him to 
order me to do what he orders, but the practical judgment, which is that I do 
this, that I go there, that I devote myself to this employment, and that I cease 
the other employment, that is a thing that is practical, and I must conform to it, 
doing it with the same enthusiasm as if Jesus Christ were ordering me.

And so, in everything where there is no sin, I do it as if Jesus Christ had 
ordered me, because I know that he wants me to do everything that does not 
involve evil. And then I obey with all my strength of will and understanding, 
because my understanding sees that Our Lord wants that from me, and he pre-
sumes that I love him. So I shall have no trouble embracing what I am ordered 
to do; but if the superior has a bad motive that is an error, I should not embrace 
it. For example, if there is a calumny against me that asserts that I have done 
something I have never thought of doing, and the superior judges me to be 

214 Saint Ambrose, bishop of Milan (c.340–397), was born into a family of Roman officials. In 
374, a new bishop was being selected and the see of Milan was in conflict. Having gone to 
the cathedral to calm the clerics, Ambrose was selected by acclamation.

215 Francisco Suárez (1548–1617) was a Spanish Jesuit. One of the leading disciples of the 
School of Salamanca, he is regarded as one of the greatest Scholastics after Thomas Aqui-
nas. Surin is alluding to De religione Soc. Iesu, in Operis de religione, 4 vols. (Lyon, 1630–34), 
iv, c. 15.
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267How God Did The Father The Grace

guilty of a thing that I never was involved in, then his motive is an error, and I 
should not enter into his idea, and I cannot do so; yet I embrace the thing that 
is, in itself, indifferent, and I do it with a submissive understanding, because 
I believe that Jesus Christ wants that. Likewise, Saint Ignatius, in his letter,216 
dispenses me from obeying a superior about conformity of judgment, when 
the truth is very manifestly the contrary.

I hold to this principle of an indubitable truth, and I can say that I never 
suffered from obeying, not even on the matter of leaving the mother prior-
ess. I saw clearly that my provincial was mistaken; and by the actual coming-
out of the demons through my ministry, God confirmed that he wanted me to 
chase them away, and that the provincial was therefore mistaken. Yet I left the 
mother prioress at the time of the greatest success I could have hoped for, and 
not only did I not suffer because of it, I also had joys in God. Every day, I ob-
serve the same terms. And I see clearly that, based on false ideas, the superior 
is ordering me to do things, or is forbidding me to act or carry out my employ-
ment in things that I see as being clearly in God’s service. Nonetheless, I always 
find it delicious to do what he says. Not that I do not frequently see that he 
is mistaken: I see it by the very obligation I have to be faithful to God, and to 
procure his service. But I am always deliciously employed when I do the things 
that come from him, although they run counter to my taste and my judgment, 
because I have no doubt that Our Lord is ordering me. I have always followed 
that principle, I stick to it, and with the grace of Our Lord I shall always stick to 
it. That is what I have to say about my superiors.

As for my directors of conscience, I have had other extreme suffering, and 
I call the suffering extreme, because it is the greatest suffering I have gone 
through. I want to enumerate what happened on this subject, and how many 
ills I suffered. The root of all that evil is that, since I have a conduct for my 
interior that is totally extraordinary, as one can judge from the things I have 
described here, it has also happened that I encountered dreadful opposition 
from those who were directing my soul. Our Lord always did me the grace of 
my never wanting to shake off the yoke, no matter how often I had strong rea-
sons to do so, as it will be easy to see by what I am going to say.

I must therefore say that when Our Lord began to keep me to this way, which 
I judged to be extraordinary, and which everyone knew to be extraordinary, in 
order to guide myself along it safely, I believed it necessary to have great hu-
mility and, by true obedience, to avoid being duped by the illusions that can 
be involved. And although this doctrine is very well received and is known by 

216 Ignatius to the Jesuits of Portugal, March 26, 1553, in Saint Ignatius of Loyola: Personal 

Writings, ed. Joseph A. Munitiz and Philip Endean (London: Penguin, 1996), 252.
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life268

everyone to be true, and although I was the first to advise it for everyone, par-
ticularly for the mother prioress, who was also taking an extraordinary path, I 
nonetheless never ceased falling into that trap, which in practice involved hav-
ing a bit of trust in my experience, and in the study I had made of that science 
of the spirit.217 And because I saw that I had the opportunity to be the master 
of this craft, not the disciple, I believed I knew enough to give opinions about 
all these matters. But since we always retain a great deal of trust in our own 
light, I did not note that the wisest physicians never prescribe for themselves, 
but get a prescription from another physician.

Along the ways of the spirit, Our Lord wanted experience to teach me and 
to inculcate into me a truth whose importance I would not realize without 
that experience. And so, failing to begin by taking the advice that everyone ac-
cepts, because of the great suffering that spiritual fathers communicate along 
these ways, I believed that I would not have so specific a need for that advice. 
And it is true that if I were to weigh the good that the directors did me against 
the torment they communicated to me, it would be very difficult for me to say 
which is greater, at least as feelings go. For indeed, it is certain that submission 
and obedience not only consoled me, they also, if I dare use the expression, 
saved me on that most difficult sea of the spiritual life, along the extraordinary 
ways where there are so many reefs, so many sandbanks, so much wind, and so 
many tempests. No man, if he fails to be submissive, is so able and so good that 
he does not go astray.

The example of the man whom I presented in the previous chapter certainly 
ought to suffice to show the importance of this matter; for along a path that 
in itself is very beautiful and very excellent, I see nothing as harmful to him 
as these two things: the first thing was the root of the second, vanity and self-
indulgence, the root of being attached to one’s own judgment. This threw him 
into that very strange sea, and put him into the situation of undergoing an 
unfortunate shipwreck. If he perseveres in the state into which he fell, God will 
perhaps grant him mercy in the end, as I have often begged him to do. That is 
why I even aided him where I could; but I had little power, as much because of 
my weakness and baseness, as because of his pride, which is very great. None-
theless, although I failed when I trusted in my light, Our Lord prevented me 
from being like him. For I never dared to risk shaking off the yoke of obedi-
ence, as he did, and to surrender myself fully to the spirit that was guiding me, 

217 For this “science,” see Lallemant, Spiritual Doctrine, 63: “In the science of the spirit, which 
is the most excellent of all sciences, it being purely supernatural, there are maxims that 
are only understood by the saints, who are the doctors of this divine science.” See also the 
index to Lallemant (355) for entries about the science des saints, “the science of the saints.”
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269How God Did The Father The Grace

 although it often seemed very good to me. But although it was indeed very 
good, because of the mixture of spirits and the variety of the interior effects 
that are produced by the different winds that blow, one must resolve to lose 
something, and to throw some good item into the sea, abandoning one’s own 
sense in order to save the whole, and to keep to a good and certain route, in 
order, finally, to suddenly sail into a safe haven.

At the beginning, therefore, I thought many things to be very certain that 
actually were very suspect. Within that sea are many monsters capable of de-
vouring souls. It is a wonder that I did not cause a total shipwreck, because 
I was not adhering faithfully enough to thoughts about consulting on every-
thing and receiving the law from someone else. But since, deep down, Our 
Lord had given me the desire for him, and since I was not totally renouncing 
obedience, but wanted to keep to it, to the detriment of several very delightful 
sweetnesses and consolations, Our Lord did not permit that shipwreck. But I 
scraped against some rocks and passed through narrows, and I was pushed by 
very violent winds; and for lack of being submissive, and owing to total com-
munication about everything, the very least that happened to me is a great 
deal of suffering, spending several wretched days, and going through chasms 
that opened endlessly, causing my purgatory, if that is what it was, to be very 
dreadful. To tell the truth, I am therefore always suspicious that this entire mat-
ter is not legitimate; but I hope that Our Lord, by the merits of his Son and by 
the plan I want to contribute, will show mercy and will never abandon me to 
my own ideas.

Immediately after the first dangers, Our Lord permitted me to open my eyes 
and, soon after that, return to that first dependence and that more exact obedi-
ence during which, either from my lack of humility, or as punishment for my 
faults, I suffered strange ailments and, if I dare say it, the greatest ailments of 
all. If I had to go again along the path that I have been taking for twenty-five 
or thirty years, I see nothing to frighten me, nor any pill as difficult to swallow 
as the bitter pill of the ailments I had to suffer in order to adapt to my direc-
tors, who although very upright, made me suffer things that Saint Teresa calls 
unbearable.218 And I believe that she, a saint, likewise suffered what I am com-
plaining about. I believe that her humility made it gentler for her, although she 
called it unbearable.

The first and principal ill that I endured involved Father Anginot, whom I 
had taken as my director and who was my confessor at the time or, at the very 
least, he was my superior. I am using his name because he is dead. He was a 
truly wise and virtuous man, who had been given important responsibilities, 

218 Teresa of Ávila, Life, esp. chapter 28, paragraphs 22–23.
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life270

perhaps all responsibilities except the highest ones in our Society. When I saw 
my vessel being so furiously agitated, and when I saw that I was in danger of a 
strange shipwreck, of falling into a great swamp of sorrows, I sheltered my ves-
sel under the cover of obedience, revealing to this good father everything that 
was going on in my soul. Our Lord certainly helped me a great deal through 
him; but the strong, determined attachment that I had made, and my plan to 
obey him, made me fall into an illness that Saint Teresa says, in her Life, was al-
most unbearable. She is referring there to a prudent and timid director. Father 
Anginot was that sort. Having worked out an agreement with me, and having 
consoled me, he dreamed about my state, and one morning he told me things 
that tossed me into the abyss of despair that I described in an earlier book.

He was the cause of it, like someone who throws a man over a precipice, 
then wants to retrieve him. For he told me such things, and he put into my soul 
such thoughts about fear, that instead of leaving hope in my soul, as he had 
done earlier, he told me truths that were certain, but he explained them badly. 
And, as I see it, he made me believe that there was great evil, although this evil 
did not seem so great to me. He plunged my soul into ideas so overwhelming 
and so discouraging that even if I did not totally distrust him, I nonetheless fell 
into such a fear, and the squeezing of my powers became so great, that I lost 
all my strength, and all my joy, and absolutely my entire heart. My heart felt so 
shrunken that I soon lost the ability to speak. Afterward, while thoughts were 
ravaging everything in my heart, the enemies who were at the door were sim-
ply awaiting the entry that usually comes from sorrow and despair. They be-
came so furious that it is a wonder that I got free of that precipice. I remained 
that way for twenty years, which otherwise would perhaps have lasted a mere 
three years. This father’s prudent way of proceeding put me there.

There was another father219 who was very capable and my very good friend, 
and who is still my friend at present. He did what he could to keep me from 
falling and to support my soul, but it was in vain, for the other person had spo-
ken from a common, human sense with which all the others were siding and 
which is incapable of discerning that. This other father was following a sense 
that was not common, but that was God’s light. The other father did not have 
that light, and has never had it to a great extent. Our Lord permitted this way of 
doing things, which moreover was good, but which, for lack of a light as bright 
and as excellent, assassinated me instead of saving me, and weighed me down 
and stunned me, just when I needed support and courage. Since I had given 
my soul to this father, but not to the other one, I stopped at him. I received the 
blow from that hand, which was less adroit; but the other hand was better, yet 

219 Father Claude Bastide (Cavallera).
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27�How God Did The Father The Grace

did not do me the good it might have done. But experience truly made me see, 
and time revealed, that the second man was the one with the light. Yet he too 
did me evil in his turn, as I shall relate later. God blessed this father who had 
taken the trouble to help me, and who did me good in many things. He also did 
me a very great ill that he found very hard to heal, but the Sovereign Physician 
put his hand to it in the manner I explained earlier. And in addition to the rem-
edy that came to my soul from the grace that I have indicated throughout this 
book, I fell into another suffering at the hands of another director. He is the one 
who is the second father; and since he is still alive, he will not be named here. 
It is he who reassured me during all the desolations that seemed irreversible 
and about which I was, moreover, scarcely reassured. For the terrors that sur-
rounded me were so dreadful that I could find nothing that would console my 
heart, to which God, having given it a bit of dilation, showed that he wanted to 
give it a full dilation, shaking off the dreadful burden of fears in order to give a 
great amount of love.

By Our Lord’s permission, this particular father raised a dreadful obstacle, 
by a doctrine that was very much the opposite of mine. I begged him to take 
the trouble to counsel me. He wanted to hold up to me an order that seemed 
to him very perfect. For he believed that it was perfect, but that mine was the 
complete opposite: this entirely destroyed my soul. However, since I was deter-
mined to be obedient, I did not want to stray from his idea. By means of that 
idea, he precipitated me into extreme suffering. His idea was that, when Our 
Lord gives extraordinary graces, such as the ones I presented above, in order to 
behave faithfully, one must reject those graces and withdraw, thereby return-
ing to the faith that, with it, envelops the deprivation of all that. He based this 
on the doctrine of Father John of the Cross220 who, he said, asserts this disen-
gagement, which not only obliges the soul to separate from its affection for 
these graces but also to revoke them and cast them away, behaving as one does 
toward evil thoughts. And so, this is how he judged this, and he prescribed it for 
me. I bound myself to it totally, just as he intended.

Nonetheless, I found that, in practice, this brought a great evil to my soul, 
which, in that way, was stripped of the grace that Our Lord was giving it, and 
was falling back into its natural poverty. This exercise of rejecting, in this way, 
the graces that lighted and enriched my soul, caused me such great damage, 
and such great suffering, that I did not know what would become of me. Our 
Lord, who in this way wanted to repair my soul, which had been annihilated 
and overwhelmed by past evils, was giving it things that served to restore it, and 

220 John of the Cross, The Ascent of Mount Carmel, book 2, chapter 2, and following chapters 
(Cavallera).
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life272

give it life and very great strength. And so, when my soul was forbidden to take 
advantage of this, it therefore destroyed my soul and entirely overwhelmed it.

Therefore, having often experienced this suffering, and having been, so to 
speak, destroyed, I found, from long practice, that this was very prejudicial to 
the father; yet, by practicing this obedience, I was trying to become accustomed 
to it and to be patient. But patience finally became so unbearable that the need 
to resist these visits by Our Lord made the father thin, and stripped him of his 
most necessary good. And when, during this suffering, I had recourse to Our 
Lord, his majesty seemed to make me see clearly that this was not my good, 
and that this stripping, by resisting graces, was a ruin and a destruction for my 
soul, which God did not want. For these graces and favors are given by God, 
who is like the soul’s Father who knows what the soul needs. He wants the soul, 
in this life, to live on him and be nourished by him, in order to be consoled and 
purified, and in order to recuperate, without, however, becoming attached to 
it, for the soul should only be attached to God.

I therefore began to complain to this father about this procedure. Our Lord 
manifestly was talking to me on these occasions, seeing that my soul was in 

extremis and reduced to its death agony, as a result of this effort to reject graces. 
That should not be happening; this father was very wrong. This father was not 
my confessor, he was my director and my friend, full of charity toward me; but 
I believe he was being excessively rigorous, under the pretext of perfection. I 
was suffering greatly, for I did not want to stray from obedience. Moreover, op-
posing graces in this way was unbearable, and I could no longer adhere to such 
a harsh and violent procedure. I decided to give it up. In my suffering, I was 
speaking sincerely to Our Lord about it, and he was telling me that he would 
help me, and that my obedience pleased him greatly, but that nonetheless, the 
practice observed by this father was unreasonable. And because I was afraid of 
displeasing Our Lord by straying from his guidance, having heard the advice of 
my confessor,221 and that of several other persons, I concluded that, in order to 
distance myself from it, and not succumb under the weight of so harsh a guid-
ance, I had to shake off that yoke of obedience, and change my director. Our 
Lord showed me that the common direction would suffice for me, making me 
content with the person who was the common spiritual father of the others; 
and Our Lord showed me that although he had good intentions, this father was 
too narrow.

For me, this truly was a very dreadful persecution, and an affliction so great 
that all my past suffering, even the most unbearable, was nothing compared 
with this suffering. For when dreadful ailments assailed me, I would have 

221 Father Louis Ricard (Cavallera).
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273After The Father’s Troubles About Obedience

 recourse to the help of grace; and Our Lord would assign it to me as soon as I 
accepted what was extraordinary. By rejecting the extraordinary and resisting 
it, I was reduced to the extreme. That made me anguished, so it was no small 
evil to have nothing that would sustain and nourish the heart. Graces were for 
healing the very great suffering that was absorbing us, and in order to obey this 
father, these graces had to be chased away. Yet I thought that, in order to have 
peace, I had to give up the practice of rejecting the graces, and admit them 
instead, and use them to do what God wanted. I therefore chose that. And Our 
Lord gave me such a blessing, making me see very clearly that he had permit-
ted this father’s oppression, in order to show me the truth of this doctrine: it is 
necessary to use graces, receive them, conserve oneself, disengage oneself, but 
one must not separate from them by opposing them, which means depriving 
oneself of a necessary good, and one must not behave as this father was saying.

11 After the Father’s Troubles about Obedience, Our Lord Delivered 

Him from Them and Put Him at Peace

This good father who was Father Surin’s director was so firm in his common 
sense that he was unwilling to let go; and although Father Surin told him all 
about how he was suffering over rejecting the graces in that way, the direc-
tor was never willing to let go. He remained unshaken in his opinion. Since 
he planned to keep the father in this practice of disengagement, and since, 
moreover, the father was finding it intolerable, and wanted to withdraw from 
the director’s guidance, this father resolved to consult the mother prioress of 
Loudun. In addition to having a great deal of light, she was assisted by her good 
angel, who would appear to her frequently and who dealt with her in a familiar 
way. Several persons would go to this good angel, as if to a heavenly council, 
and this would do them much good. Yet although Father Surin believed it was 
indeed a good angel, he had never undertaken to consult that angel, preferring 
to go along a way of faith, without having recourse to extraordinary help. The 
father whom Father Surin had taken as his director was accustomed to consult-
ing this good angel often, and he often asked the mother for advice from him, 
as several other people were doing.

Before reaching that point, however, this father had a very good opinion of 
the mother’s spirit, for he had written her about his disagreement with Father 
Surin, and he had so preoccupied her spirit that the mother was entirely on 
his side, against Father Surin. This father was not satisfied with that. In or-
der to win me over and totally convince me, he resolved to beg the mother to 
consult her good angel about it, and to beg him to give his opinion about our 
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life274

 disagreement. The mother did this at the first opportunity, and this holy angel 
replied in terms so strong, and so precise, that it really seemed to come from 
an angelic spirit. As best I can recall, this angel was totally favorable to Father 
Surin. These remarks having been proposed to several fathers, even to Father 
 Surin’s confessor, they judged that the good angel, by his reply, was deciding 
the affair totally in favor of Father Surin. The father who was his director did 
not, however, want to yield to this, for he did not think that these terms were 
clear enough to blame him. The disagreement between me and this good father 
nonetheless lasted three years; but since his opinion was extremely oppressive 
to my spirit, after this holy angel’s reply, and after I had been informed about 
the opinion of my confessor and my superior, who was the father rector,222 
I remained at peace, shaking off my feelings about this father director and 
this yoke that was intolerable to me. This lasted until my soul, fortified by Our 
Lord’s interior words and by the opinion of my father rector and my confessor, 
felt peace, trust, and full assurance that this director’s opinion was a sort of 
tyranny over my spirit, and was keeping my soul oppressed, despite his charity 
and his good will.

I was still troubled that the mother prioress had a contrary opinion, and that 
she believed I was having an illusion.223 She continued in this opinion until the 
feast of Corpus Christi,224 when, after she had received Communion, Our Lord, 
by his word and his light, gave her such a clarification about this disagreement 
that she totally and peacefully came over to my sentiment. Her letter indicated 
that Our Lord had showed her that I was right; and she then relied so much on 
what I had told her, that she no longer wavered. Now, the good angel’s reply 
to the questions he was asked, are totally remarkable. They gave her a perfect 
consolation and such reassurance that, ever since, she has no longer been per-
turbed by these doubts and suspicions against me. Yet before that, she believed 
that the devil had set traps in these attachments to these graces from Our Lord, 
traps by which I had been held captive. She even believed that I would never be 
healed, and would never come out of the impotence in which I was still bound, 
unless I obeyed everything and submitted my opinion to this father, against 
whom Our Lord, by his word, was reassuring me in my interior. One day, Our 
Lord told me that his goodness would show this so clearly that I would have a 
full victory over this father in this affair.

222 From March 25, 1656 to April 1, 1659, Father Mercure Verdier (dates unknown) was rector. 
At some point during these three years, Surin changed his director (Cavallera).

223 Illusion, “illusion”: “An appearance or artifice that deceives a person. It usually denotes 
deceit caused by demons, who make things appear to the interior or exterior senses in a 
way that these things really are not”; daf 1694.

224 May 27, 1660 (Cavallera).
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275After The Father’s Troubles About Obedience

Now, the angel’s words are remarkable, as the mother reported them in a 
letter, and as she also told Father Anginot:

The blessed spirit has replied to me with incredible sweetness and good-
ness: “The one and the other are seeking to glorify God, each in his own 
manner, and both with warmth, binding themselves to their opinions 
that, of course, are good. God gives his graces to the soul, so that it can 
use them; he does not want that grace to occupy his place, nor does he 
want persons to resist him. His guidance differs and is very secret; he will 
draw his glory from his servant’s humiliations.” I begged him to tell me 
at once whether one could do something to advance this dear father’s 
liberty, and he replied: “God’s thoughts or views are very different from 
those of men.” And pulling off the glove I was wearing, he renewed the 
marks and left me there.

That is what is contained in the letter she wrote to Father Anginot.225
As for the letters she wrote to me and that I have kept, there are several signs 

of her apprehensions for me during this disagreement. Take the one dated 
 February 11, 1659, where she says:

I very much hope that it is God’s will to have enough light to explain to 
you the sentiments in my heart on the subject of your disagreement with 
Father Bastide, for I simply confess to you that I have many worries about 
it. I worry that there is some diabolical illusion in this situation, and that 
this is a trap for you.

Those are her words, which she repeated for three years. But after that, she 
changed so much that she explained herself in exactly the opposite way.

And there is a letter dated June 19, 1660, where she says:

I have felt fears on your behalf, and I bore them painfully until the feast 
of Corpus Christi, when they were suddenly taken from me, with an in-
tellectual view of your dispositions, which I am unable to explain; but it 
left me totally sure that I should fear nothing; that God was operating in 
you, and was doing his work by all the things that were going on, both in 
the senses and in the spirit; and that creatures still do not understand 
his plans. That view left me very tranquil about you, and it has totally 

225 This happened in March 1659: Jeanne des Anges refers to this revelation in a letter dated 
March 19. (Cavallera could not find this letter.)
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life276

 enthralled my judgment about the grace that is operating in you. Thus I 
can tell you, with a sincere heart, that I shall never part from that judg-
ment, my dear Father, nor from your guidance. I can tell you that your dis-
positions have made me suffer, owing to my fears about deceptions; and 
all the efforts I was making to remove them, merely operated increased 
suffering. But at present, I find myself totally changed: I have surrendered 
on this subject.

After a few more words, she concludes: “There, my good Father, this will put an 
end, if you please, to all the things that went on between you and me, concern-
ing your dispositions.” Then, in another letter dated March 15, 1661, she says:

I assure you that you can believe that my soul is totally content about 
God’s operations in you, and that my spirit is no longer agitated about 
your dispositions. This was a suffering that our good God wanted me to 
bear for a long time, and about which I was very sensitive. Everything I 
saw about you at the time was capable of awakening suffering in me and 
giving me more of it, but at present I assure you that this has changed 
greatly, and that the more I advance, the more I adore God’s order in you.

Thus ended this disagreement between Father Surin and his director. And one 
can see the great suffering that came to him, who wanted to keep to obedience, 
from which he has, moreover, never strayed. He is resolved to persevere at it to 
the end, even if Our Lord gives such guidance that, in the end, souls become 
established and do not often need to have recourse to advice about their inte-
rior ways.

12 Concerning Another Noteworthy Grace that the Father Received, 

Which Consists of Union with Jesus Christ

In the two chapters that immediately precede this one, we spoke of the grace 
of the childlike spirit that filled the father and stayed in his soul for several 
years. There was another grace that also had a noteworthy effect: the grace of 
union with Jesus Christ Our Lord, which was so great that, by expressing it, his 
soul could say, or so it seemed to him, what Saint Paul said: Vivo ego jam non 

ego, vivit vero in me Christus.226 Now, in order to speak these words truthfully, 
it does not suffice, it seems to me, to have some reasonable conjecture that the 

226 Gal. 2:20, “I live, no longer I, but Christ lives in me.”
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277Concerning Another Noteworthy Grace

soul is in grace. It needs a more deliberate approach of Jesus Christ in the soul, 
with a liaison that can be noticed, along with effects that seem indubitable: 
Our Lord resides in the soul, operates there, and has a true life in it, so that it 
can say, in a true sense, “I no longer live, but Jesus Christ lives in me.”

Therefore, in order to explain this as I felt it, it is first necessary to tell how 
that life takes form in the soul, and then how it is its exercise in the soul. And 
I shall say that, in general, there are many things like that, sometimes in the 
Gospels, sometimes in the Epistles of the Apostles, which the persons who in-
terpret these texts and the doctors of theology scrupulously explain as being 
the habitual grace227 that is given to us at our baptism and by the sacraments. 
But I believe that showing the truth of these words often signifies a more delib-
erate and more palpable way than justifying grace alone, which is a quality that 
we believe, but that we do not sense. And one must not say, as some do, that 
it is little but sentiment, and that one must not stop at sensible savors. That is 
often said out of ignorance, since it is not a matter here of imperfect or fleet-
ing savors, nor of graces operated in the sensitive part,228 which is often base 
and animal. It is a question of a truly supernatural expression of divine things, 
which makes a man savor within himself, that is to say, to experience God, or 
Jesus Christ, or divine operations.

These are not the savors or sentiments of women with scant sense. Several 
speculative thinkers and savants scorn this, and they compare it to the tears 
and tenderness of certain women. It is something very different, for these are 
spiritual experiences, real and efficacious experiences that assure the soul and 
that demonstrate God and divine things to the soul, and that is far more than 
certain savors. For that reason, several persons scorn these experiences as if 
they were savors; and by gross ignorance, although they sometimes are great 
doctors of theology, they consider what is great and divine to be little or noth-
ing. In the Gospels, Jesus says: “Whoever keeps my commandments and who-
ever loves me, I will love him, and we shall come in him, and we shall reside 

227 “Habitual grace” is a constant, supernatural quality of the soul that sanctifies a person 
inherently and makes him or her just and pleasing to God. It is also called “sanctifying 
grace,” because it brings life to the soul and allows the will to conform a person to the 
holiness of Christ. It is the kind of grace possessed in the soul of the redeemed Christian.

228 The soul was described as having three parts: the vegetative, the sensitive, and the rational. 
The vegetative soul comes from the potency of matter and returns to the potency of mat-
ter when the plant is corrupted. Animal souls are called sensitive souls; human souls are 
called rational souls. The sensitive “faculty” is the capacity for perception, including plea-
sure and pain. Closely associated with it is sense-related desire: the desire for pleasant 
things and the aversion to painful ones. Imagination is likewise closely associated with 
the sensitive faculty. A soul receives the name of its highest faculty. The sensitive faculty 
is highest in non-human animals; the rational faculty is highest in human beings.
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life278

with him.”229 Savants interpret that as being habitual grace; and I do not say 
that one cannot adjust it to grace, but I say that this marks something more. 
That is to say, it marks a residence and a declaration of God in the soul, and 
a residence of divine persons, just as a person who has a prince in his home 
knows and is familiar with that, through experience and through seeing that 
person; and he cannot doubt it, because the person either sees the prince or he 
receives him and lodges him in a room that the person knows well.

As far as God is concerned, there are, therefore, experiences of God that re-
main in the soul, which feels, knows, and experiences God. These are the riches 
of the Gospel and the treasures of grace, not only this grace that is truly a great 
thing but also the grace that one does not know one has: this can be seen and 
felt. When I say “seen,” I do not mean a clear, beatific vision, I mean a view that 
makes the thing manifest to us. Thus Our Lord, speaking of this in the Gospels, 
says: Et manifestabo et memetipsum.230 He is referring to the person who is his 
true and special friend. Now, I say that this manifestation of Jesus Christ, or of 
divine persons, is no small thing. But these scholars think it a small thing, for 
they value only their science, their arguments, and their Scholastics. What I am 
talking about here are experiences, just as Saint Paul said, while experiment-
ing: Quæritis qui in me loquitur Christus.231

This is extremely different from what science teaches, and it is true that 
when there is no humility, man does not behave as he should. But if there is 
humility, these are great goods and treasures of grace that are ridiculed by the 
doctors of theology, who are arid and dry like rocks. Amid their sciences, they 
state clearly that they are arid and dry. Sometimes, they admit it. But even so, 
they take all these supernatural experiences to be women’s dreams, for they 
are still very far distant, and they see that there is some illusion, because some 
people are exploiting these experiences. They always place this right before 
their noses, and they make fun of this experimental, supernatural knowledge; 
but I believe that this will go on until judgment day. And even among God’s 
servants, there are doctors of theology who are obstinate and who, exerting 
their full weight, collide with these operations and supernatural experiences, 
mocking everything the Gospel says. In addition, they apply all that to habitual 
grace.

229 The above is Surin’s paraphrase of the Latin Vulgate. In the New American Bible, John 
14:21–23, it reads: “Whoever has my commandments and observes them is the one who 
loves me. And whoever loves me will be loved by my Father, and I will love him and reveal 
myself to him. […] Whoever loves me will keep my word, and my Father will love him, and 
we will come to him and make our dwelling with him.”

230 John 14:21, “And I will love him and manifest myself to him.”
231 2 Corinthians 13:3, “Since you are looking for proof of Christ speaking in me.”
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279Concerning Another Noteworthy Grace

One must be very patient with them, for they take advantage of the weak-
nesses they see in those who say that they have experienced this. On those 
grounds, horrified, they condemn things about which they assuredly know 
nothing. If Our Lord had given them a bit of experience, they would talk dif-
ferently. So let us not believe that Saint Thomas, Saint Bonaventure, and all 
the other supernaturals who were as mystical as they were Scholastic, speak 
like that. Because they are doctors of theology, they claim a sovereign right to 
ravage and condemn everything, and one can tell them that it is not their craft 
to judge spiritual things if, along with their doctrine, they are not spiritual. As 
doctors, they judge things of faith, or whether something is contrary to the 
faith: that is their craft. But if this is good and true contemplation, they have, 
by virtue of their doctrine, no light for that. Take Saint Teresa herself, whom 
they always cite because she valued doctrine, saying that the learned did not 
deceive her. Although she praises savants in her writings, she also explains her 
sense of it, and she says that their way is good for deciding the faith, or for 
cases of conscience; but as for spirituality, they may be savants, but they are 
incapable, unless they are spiritual and very given over to virtue and to prayer.

It is therefore indubitable that one must not submit, when judging super-
natural experiences, and adjust oneself to savants’ judgment, other than to 
learn if there is something contrary to faith. They can talk about that, it being 
their craft. But as for good prayer and the supernatural experience of God, of 
Jesus Christ, or of the angels, and as for discernment in all of that, that is not 
their concern. They have nothing else to do but be savants. I therefore return 
to what I said: the soul has the experience of having Jesus Christ inhabit it. 
Neither arguments, nor philosophical speculation can attain that; but when 
it is purified, the sentiment of the soul can penetrate, and Our Lord gives that 
experience of the self, when it pleases him.232

It happened therefore one day, around the time when the change took 
place, that is, during the passage from the natural state to the supernatural 
one.  Being in bed one night, I was invaded. It seemed as if something had man-
ifestly entered me, and as if that thing came from heaven and was worming 
its way into my whole interior, so that my soul was sensing that it was Jesus 
Christ himself who was bringing with him a great agreeableness and majesty. I 
seem to recall that it was the eve of the feast of the Ascension, and that all the 
next day I felt Jesus Christ in me; and after that, on a thousand occasions, be 

232 The rather lively tone of this passage echoes numerous passages from other writings by 
Surin and is doubtlessly explained by his remembering multiple contradictions where 
doctrine and his own practices collide, notably at the college of Bordeaux, where theology 
and philosophy were taught (Cavallera).
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life280

it when  preaching in public, or be it when conversing in private, I would feel 
as if, along with my soul, there was another soul that was totally celestial, and 
that was always bearing thoughts to heaven. This soul resided in man and was 
giving strength to everything; and the entire maintenance of the body, which 
previously was sorely bothered, was changed for the better, giving help where 
needed and amplifying the voice. On some occasion, it would speak like thun-
der, and as if fire were in its breast. And as long as this spirit of grace lasted in 
man, it seemed to my soul that it was the spirit of Jesus Christ. Earlier, I dis-
cussed the dilation that took place, even in the sense, and how Our Lord forti-
fied the body, so that, throughout its youth, the body had a vigor for everything, 
even for going on foot when it was a question of preaching in the countryside. 
I experienced strengths that surpassed my nature and my complexion, and I 
felt palpably as if Jesus Christ had been in me and had penetrated all my mem-
bers, mingling his with mine in an inexplicable, but very efficacious and very 
consoling way.

I will even say that, amid my great desolations and my ideas about damna-
tion, this did not leave me. Once, among other times, I do not recall the oc-
casion, I was in my bed; and I felt some sort of thing descend into me, as if I 
were being penetrated, as a sponge would be, by a liquor that came down from 
heaven, worked its way into me, and gave me an inexplicable joy and sweet-
ness, with such a discharge of melancholy that it cannot be described. In that 
very brief moment, it seemed to me that my soul was in glory. I got the idea 
that it was like a visit from Jesus Christ, and it is inconceivable how these visits 
were done, for they penetrated into my most intimate and deepest entrails.

It happened quite often that, by necessity, I would be obliged to take off my 
clothes, which I only did when necessary. And I would see some part of my 
body. This happened to me for more than fifteen years, without fail. It would 
happen when I was changing my shirt, if it was the appropriate time and place, 
and if some part of my body was visible. This would only happen in total de-
corum and purity. Then, I would manifestly see, in my body, the body of Jesus 
Christ, more than my own body, and not at all my own body, for both in form 
and color everything seemed more divine than human. Even if I was not think-
ing about it, this view would make me reflect. Yet I never looked at my body 
out of curiosity, or to satisfy myself in this devotion, in order to have this idea 
of Jesus Christ; but when necessity forced me, I would feel an extreme respect 
for this body that was appearing in me, and it would give me a bedazzlement 
that was totally divine. Now that I am old, I no longer reflect upon it, but this 
perhaps lasted for over twenty years: having this view of Jesus Christ in me that 
was so manifest and so palpable, as if I had seen it outside myself. On these oc-
casions, it was like a rapture for my soul; for in these encounters, even if I only 
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28�Continuation Of The Same Subjects, And The Graces

saw my bare arms, it would bring an object so divine and so august, that I have 
no words to explain it. Yet that did not happen just once, it happened more 
than a hundred times, for in twenty years there was no lack of occasions; and 
after that night of the Ascension, over twenty-five years ago,233 I do not recall 
having, by chance, contemplated any nakedness, without having that view, so 
elevating and so holy that I never experienced anything like it.

By order of the physicians, I was even obliged to bathe in the river; and when 
I did, although I was in my interior calamity and my thoughts about damna-
tion, I was never reduced to seeing my body, without feeling those shooting 
pains toward God and Jesus Christ that were so great that it seemed to me I was 
in glory. This feeling involved not only a view; it also involved a touch, when 
necessity forced me to do it. And indeed, I have no words to explain how lofty, 
sweet, and august that is for the soul, and how much fruit and devotion that 
imprint gave it. And it gives such familiarity with Jesus Christ, that the soul 
views him as a Bridegroom, and as another self, in such a manner that one 
can call it glory rather than savor; and it is so delightful that the soul lacks the 
strength to continue such discourse.

13 Continuation of the Same Subjects, and the Graces that the Father 

Received on These Occasions

I see that all of this has been written in a very crude and very simple style, and 
also with great disorder. My memory has been failing me for the past two or 
three years, so everything I say is very confused. But in the previous chapter I 
discussed something far greater than I can express; and I do not know how to 
explain how it is, because the main point consists of showing how Jesus Christ 
becomes intimate with man, and how his familiarity goes to a point that can-
not be imagined or understood. For he is the soul’s divine Bridegroom, and he 
does not know what to call himself except its dear Bridegroom, and he does 
this with an agreeableness that is unparalleled in nature. By conjecture, I see 
that there can be something of the agreeableness between a married couple 
who, by the order of nature, even regulated nature, and following God’s plan, 
have such an intimate liaison and such familiarity of heart, that nothing can 
better express the familiarity between Jesus Christ and the soul. But I believe 
that the familiarity that forms between Jesus Christ and the soul is totally in-
comprehensible, not only in terms of the goods and the advantages that make 
the soul succeed, but also in terms of the liaison and intimate union. For this is 

233 That puts us circa 1638 (Cavallera).
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life282

conducted in such a manner by grace, and by the principle of Divine Love, that 
the soul being like one and the same thing with Jesus Christ, participates in a 
loftiness, a grandeur, and a power to which nothing is comparable.

I remember, on this subject, what a great religious used to say about this, a 
religious who was very small owing to his humility, that is, Blessed Jacopone234 
of the order of Saint Francis. In his songs, he shows the sentiments that God 
was giving him through his divine spirit. Sometimes, he had a spirit of gran-
deur that would make him say that everything belonged to him, in the manner 
of Saint Paul.235 That is, the loftiness and the grandeur of the divine spirit give 
the soul a grandeur that places it in a domain above all things; and the lib-
erty of God’s children puts them in a kingdom where they are really kings, and 
where the accuracy of what Jesus Christ says is verified in them. This is related 
to what I wrote in the previous chapter: they have Jesus Christ in them, and this 
spirit of Jesus Christ makes them cry out to God: Abba pater. This gives them 
that height and that domain, like the spirit of a king who belongs only to those 
who are truly free. I cannot express how much my soul felt this right and this 
strength to dominate everything, which is like the bride’s right over the one 
who is Lord of the entire universe; the one who, without awaiting glory, gives, 
right now, a share in his kingdom to the souls that belong to him as brides.

That was more deliberate in the heart, owing to the enjoyment of this good 
that Our Lord was giving my soul, with an authority and a power associated 
with his glory and his dignity that is made perceptible to that same soul, in a 
way that cannot be expressed, but that can be clearly felt, by that view of expe-
riences that I discussed above, and which words cannot express. I cannot say 
how many words my soul was hearing in its interior, words by which Our Lord 
was assuring it of this good, and of its right over everything, in a sense that men 
do not know by their common and base ideas, but by a right that comes from 
divine love and from the grace of Jesus Christ in us.

I would like to make it known that all of this comes to the soul by its union 
with Jesus Christ, which is the source of all the goods that come to it. And while 
it is feeling Jesus Christ within it, in this way, it has four or five effects that are 
usual to it. The first is an elevation to celestial things, and a continual imprint 
of the goods of the other life, along with a disdain for the present life. The 
second effect is a strength and a vigor for acting and for undertaking  whatever 

234 Jacopone da Todi (c.1230–1306), born Jacopo dei Benedetti, became a Franciscan friar.  
A poet and a mystic, he wrote several laudi (songs of praise).

235 Surin appears to be alluding to 1 Cor. 3:21–22: “So let no one boast about human beings, for 
everything belongs to you, Paul or Apollos or Cephas, or the world or life or death, or the 
present or the future: all belong to you, and you to Christ, and Christ to God.”
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283Continuation Of The Same Subjects, And The Graces

presents itself; and while the soul feels this effect in itself in this way, in the 
manner I have described, it has something like a continual temperament of 
glory, which, during weakenings like those that sometimes were extreme, as 
happened with the father, instead of succumbing, he rebounded from the in-
side of things that totally astonished his soul by their grandeur; for it was like 
a witticism of the interior spirit, which was displaying all the senses as if they 
were in glory. That happened two or three times, principally when the father’s 
soul was reduced to its weakest, and when it was surrounded by goods that 
cannot be described. Even at present, I do not know how to push them to the 
forefront, so difficult are they to depict. But that would come to his soul with 
the help of what it was feeling inside itself, which seemed to it as if Jesus Christ 
had filled the soul and penetrated it with everything. That is why the father 
seemed to see such sweet spurts of glory come out of his eyes, spurts so elevat-
ing that I have never experienced anything so strange.

Among other effects of this grace, I especially recall that once, shortly after 
my soul was given that imprint of Jesus Christ, I made a journey to Our Lady of 
Ardilliers. Along the way, my soul was often preoccupied with this glory, which 
shone on me, or I think it did, especially in my eyes, which were wide open and 
dazzled by a celestial splendor. As I went along, the thought came to me of a 
soul that was very illuminated by God and very ardent in its love, a soul that 
was a woman of great virtue and holiness whom I had known in Saintonge and 
who had been dead for several years.236 Suddenly, I felt invaded by a spirit from 
heaven that seemed to be hers, and it even seems to me that I was told that 
this was her blessed spirit. With the words about divine love that were spoken 
to me by the person who was invading me, I saw myself totally covered with 
fire, like lightning that was falling on me like blades of silver and gold,237 and 
then my heart was as if I were in heaven, and the impetuousness of that was so 
great that the horse I was riding began to gallop. For a short while, about half 
the time it takes to say an Ave Maria, I saw myself in these happy flames that 
were like sparkles of glory. I saw that glory several times, but never as strong as 
on that occasion.

And so, on diverse occasions I observed that my soul was invaded by these 
states of glory. The ordinary light of the sun seemed to increase incomparably 

236 Marie Baron, later Madame du Verger, was a laywoman whom Surin instructed in the 
early 1630s. In the 1660s, he planned to publish parts of her spiritual journal, but the proj-
ect did not come to fruition. Surin’s draft of this aborted project still exists: Abrégé de la 

vie de Mad. Du Verger, in Surin, Recueil de lettres, B.N.F. MS f.f. 24,809, 242–395. See also, in 
the present collection, letter 27, which recounts her life and virtues.

237 Cavallera notes that “these images, especially the ones based on fire, are characteristic of 
Mme Verger’s spiritual states.”
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life284

more than usual; and although it increased a great deal, it nonetheless was so 
sweet and so bearable, that it seemed to me to be another sort of light than this 
natural light.

Once, when I was in that state, I entered the garden of our college at Bor-
deaux. The light was so bright that I seemed to be walking in a paradise, and 
the leaves of the trees looked to me like the leaves of the hazelnut bushes that 
were in the garden. It seemed to me that all these trees were shining and lumi-
nous, and of a color that was almost the color represented by very clear clouds; 
but the light was incomparably more beautiful and the colors livelier and more 
natural. That has not happened to me, however, since the time of my great suf-
ferings, and all that remains to me is a memory of a very great thing that sur-
passes everything I have experienced that is beautiful and grand in this world.

It even seems to me that everything I ever sensed that is more grand and 
more supernatural were certain moments to which the extremeness of my ail-
ments brought me. During those moments, there would be a sort of lightning 
in my soul that had so much sweetness, glory, and beauty that, this time, I was 
being given reassurances on God’s behalf that made me laugh at all my fears. 
But when I came out of that lightning flash, I was immediately enveloped in 
shadows. Suspicions, woes, and despairs were soon enveloping my spirit, just 
as onion skins, one atop the other, envelop an onion. My soul was that way dur-
ing those moments, and then it would sink into misery.

What I am describing sometimes happened to me while preaching, during 
moments when my soul seemed to be in beatitude. And then it would be driv-
en out by the state of suffering that followed, and all the troubles of my spirit 
would return to their places. During such moments, I sometimes heard voices 
from heaven that were so sweet and so penetrating that my soul believed it had 
left all its suffering behind. Sometimes, these words came from Jesus Christ, 
and sometimes from Saint Teresa, who, once, when I was leaving the Ursuline 
house at Loudun, said two or three words to me in Spanish—at any rate, I 
heard them as coming from her—in my soul they were operating such a great 
joy and, if I dare say so, such a beatitude, that there is no way of depicting it. 
But since it lasted for only a little while, it is incredible how bitter it was for my 
soul to fall back into its swamp and its desolation, which returned bit by bit 
and seized my soul in a most pitiful manner. In the end, I have no idea about 
greater evils than I do about these sudden changes, nor about greater joys, nor 
about greater, more elevated, and penetrating goods, than those that were felt 
during these intervals. After these experiences, I do not believe that my soul 
can have doubts about God, or about these supernatural goods of his glory. My 
soul would be left in a fullness, and the breathing-in of glory of which I spoke, 
conserved it; and if these intakes of breath had continued, it would not have 
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285On How All Of This Leads To The State Of Faith

been the present life, as Saint Augustine says in his Confessions.238 But Our 
Lord wants us to return in our natural state of this mortality, during which 
these ideas greatly increase courage, and comfort the spirit more than one  
can say.

14 On How All of This Leads to the State of Faith, Where the Soul 

Seems to Have a Good that Is Far Greater than Everything We  

have Talked About

It seems very strange to say that this state of faith has something greater than 
everything I have just talked about. I do not mean that, during all the time 
when this state of faith is going on, there is a sweetness and a grandeur like 
what I have just depicted; but there is a more desirable good than the good of 
this beatitude, as it is then, owing to the alternations239 that come to the soul 
and the alterations that change it. The state of faith is the state in which the 
soul is usually outside the experience of things that surpass the common state 
of this life, and in the contrary experience, man is reduced to something small, 
which is misery and poverty, where the soul nonetheless faithfully remains. 
Temptations assail the soul, at least a few of them do; others collide with the 
soul and molest it. Yet it usually senses that there is help from God, and an ease 
in returning to him, and a constant will to please him. In this state, the soul 
feels abandoned, or so it thinks; and it feels so weak that, in order to sustain 
itself, it needs to recall, in its ideas, the things I have just described. My greatest 
motive for putting this on paper is to animate that faith, and to put myself into 
the faith we need in order to persevere.

For I must admit that, ever since Our Lord returned my body and my soul 
to health and peace, in order to enter a solid and tranquil state, I have had to 
return to doing the things of life. This obscurity, which, it seems, is natural to 
faith, returned to my spirit, and Our Lord made openings to temptations, even 
temptations against the faith, of which I believed I was incapable because of 
so many experiences, for good and for bad. Yet despite all the things I have said 
in these last two parts, during the shipwreck I often had to have recourse to a 
branch or a rope, so to speak, remembering such experiences and using the 

238 Augustine, Confessions, X, 40.
239 Did Surin mean alternation, “alternation”: “The action of alternating, an undulating, slight 

wavering of a given sound”? Or did he mean altération, “alteration”: “To alter the quality 
of something. Altering money is a capital crime, this speech caused a great alteration in 
spirits, an alteration in his health”? daf 1694. The different manuscripts waver between 
“alteration” and “alternation.”
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life286

reflections that we can naturally make about things we see and touch, in order 
to put ourselves back into the posture that was so agreeable. These things seem 
to flush us imperceptibly out into the open.

In general, I must say that this state of faith that distances us from seeing, 
touching, knowing the things of the other life on the basis of our experience 
serves us incredibly for both virtue and for the augmentation of divine love. 
And it seems to me that, as experience shows, this manner of seeing divine 
things by not approaching them so closely is extremely helpful for love. Thus 
it seems to me that Our Lord wanted to say this to his apostles: Expedit vobis ut 

ego vadam, nisi ego abiero paracletus non veniet ad vos.240 In like manner, this 
state is the one that removes this very manifest presence of Jesus Christ, and 
by doing so, succeeds in binding oneself to God and adhering more closely, 
more delicately, and more intimately to Jesus Christ. So, my goal being to write 
this solely for myself, it is possible for me to say to myself that this is really the 
kingdom of God, and that owing to that state of faith, there is a coloring over 
supernatural objects, a coloring that is strong, and so dazzling that the soul is 
usually feels excesses that are almost unbearable for nature. And the heart’s 
sentiment about divine things is so strong, because of an immensity of gran-
deur that comes to it from this faith, that during every moment when the soul 
thinks about it, it seems to the soul that it is being wrecked and submerged. 
This occurs so deeply, or to be more precise, so intimately, that this fear and 
this peace that come from the exterior, become thicker, so much so, that the 
soul has almost no words to express its state, or to speak about supernatural 
things.

It seems to me that this is well represented by the comparison that Our Lord 
makes in the Gospel, about new wine and old wine. What I wrote in the pre-
vious chapter seems to me to be about new wine, and what is in this state of 
faith seems to me to be old wine. Our Lord said that one does not put new wine 
into old wineskins. The strength that is in the new wine is here because, by the 
shooting pains that go on in the soul, it seems that the soul should succumb 
and die, and that it is going off to swoon from love. Every moment that makes 
it remember eternal good almost rips it from the body. Yet it is a wonder that it 
can care for the body, eat the nourishing food, and go to sleep to meet its needs. 
It does this without scruple and without remorse, and by the liberty that God 
gives it, which is the state of faith, the sweetness increases and only ends with 
an infinite good that it attains at one end, although at the other end it is crawl-
ing on the ground.

240 John 16:7, “It is better for you that I go. For if I do not go, the Advocate will not come to 
you.”
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287On How All Of This Leads To The State Of Faith

Another comparison comes to me about certain folks who, I have heard tell, 
go fishing for pearls. They go to the depths of the sea to find them, and they 
have a pipe that goes all the way up, and that is kept afloat by cork at the upper 
end. In that way, they breathe but are actually at the bottom of the sea. I do not 
know if that is done, but it expresses very well what I am trying to say: the soul 
has a pipe that goes all the way to heaven. Saint Catherine of Genoa used to say 
that there was a canal that went all the way to God’s heart. And so, the soul has 
a pipe that goes all the way to heaven. Through it, the soul inhales wisdom and 
love, and sustains itself. While it is here, in the depths of the earth, where it is 
fishing for pearls, it speaks to souls, it preaches to the nations, it negotiates for 
God. Yet there is a pipe that goes all the way to heaven, in order to draw life and 
eternal consolation from God. That is what Saint Paul is talking about.

Truly, the soul that is in this state does not know what will become of it. It 
is happy and wretched at the same time. I believe, however, that it is happy. I 
must talk about the happiness of that state—for I want to finish everything on 
this sheet of paper, not because there is not a ream of paper for recounting it, 
but because it cannot be done in this lifetime—I therefore say that, without 
a vision, an ecstasy, a suspension of the senses, in the common and wretched 
life on earth, in the infirmity and the impotence of many things, Our Lord gives 
what cannot be understood and that surpasses all measure. It is a good that I 
can call the lofty fortune of this life, to which the person who renounces every-
thing for God can aspire. It is a certain wound of love. With no visible exterior 
effect, it pierces the soul and keeps the heart continually languishing for God, 
and sighing for him. It is a wound, for the soul is struck, as if by an illness 
that puts it into the anguish of love. The blood that comes from that wound 
is the tears that flow from the eyes, after the ravages of that same love.241 This 
wound is a felicity, and it is impossible to say how penetrating it is, how great 
and enjoyable it is. I beg Our Lord that those who experience it and who are 
wounded in that way can make others understand it, so that they will abandon 
the vanity of creatures and attach themselves first to God, who like a franc 

archer,242 by the skill of his love, picks one of his arrows dipped in the blood of 
Jesus Christ Our Lord, and waits for the enemy. When they expect it least, he 
will pierce them with this arrow and will move their hearts, which will then be 
like a wounded stag who will never rest, bearing the arrow that has pierced it 

241 Compare this with the wounded lover depicted by Surin’s master, Lallemant, Spiritual 

Doctrine, 213–14. See also Surin’s poem, “Languishing Love.”
242 During the middle ages, a franc archer, “free archer,” was a commoner who was granted a 

dispensation from paying the tax known as the taille, in exchange for serving in the royal 
army when the military situation demanded.
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life288

through, until it can climb into the arms of its Lord, to whom be honor, glory, 
and blessing. Amen.

I have one thing to add: the perfect arrangement of this state is when Our 
Lord permits someone to share his cross, as an ornament for all these things, 
and when, amid all these riches and blessings, the soul is so fortunate as to have 
access to crosses, such as the cross of some false reputation that gives the soul 
a great scorn for mankind, even when the soul succeeds in being presumed 
bad, and sometimes even abominable, and is held to be such. In that case, one 
can say that good fortune has attained its peak; and I can say that, although 
Our Lord has always given me the opinion that this is a very noteworthy good, 
he has not consoled me about it enough, inside. Yet in giving me enough, he 
has given me some share in that happiness. For having given me that state of 
faith, with a share of the consolation that I described above, soon after that, 
he also permitted me to pass, in my doctrine, for a man of illusions. For that, I 
have been considered suspect, and my immediate superior has been ordered 
to keep watch over me. All last summer,243 although I was out in the country, 
I had to send him every letter that was addressed to me, and all the letters I 
wrote, with delays and latenesses that were very inconvenient, in addition to 
the feather in my cap of being suspected about everything. And although I feel 
that I do indeed merit being chastised by Our Lord, and that men have reason 
to distrust me, I nonetheless feel, inside, that nothing about my doctrine con-
cerning souls provides a just occasion for suspicion. It is, however, a great good 
to pass for a man of illusion and, if God so wills, to die in opprobrium as his Son 
did. May he, if it pleases him, do what he wills with me.

Part 4 of the Experimental Science, Containing Reflections on the Truth 

Deduced in Part 1

1 That There is a God, Such as the Church Believes in Him and 

Reveres Him

This proposition or reflection will perhaps appear useless to some, because it 
seems to be an attempt to combat atheism, in addition to the danger that this 
proposition does not seem necessary: it is not an evil that is all that common 
among Christians, and we only need to combat this flaw when we encounter 
it in the world. To this, I reply that, although professing atheism is not an ordi-

243 The summer of 1663, when Surin’s correspondence amply illustrates this statement 
(Cavallera).
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289That There Is A God, Such As The Church Believes

nary thing among Christians, it is nonetheless a temptation that takes shape 
quite easily in the spirit. I also reply that, if one resists the temptation that sug-
gests that there is no God, one suffers more from the temptation that makes 
us reject a God, as we believe he is and as the holy church preaches about him. 
A God who is diligent about justice and holiness, who founded a church that 
is the mother of all the true faithful, and in which alone one acquires eternal 
beatitude. Even though that God is the object of the ordinary faith of most 
Christians, it is hard to believe in a God with such attributes: so some persons 
are opposed to him, and are sometimes violently tempted to fall into disbelief, 
veritable temptations against the faith to which the good are often exposed. 
There is no one who does not need to be well established and confirmed in 
this faith, for which the extraordinary things that God does in this world serve 
immensely. It is very useful for each person to be fortified in the faith, because 
faith is the foundation of all Christian life, and because the tepidness and cow-
ardice of most men come from the feebleness of that faith, which it is most 
appropriate to sustain, so that we can be maintained in fervor, which, of all 
the spiritual and supernatural goods, is the one we lack the most. For if we 
were fervent, all the things that are desirable for our salvation would be in us, 
and we would render ourselves truly capable of the holiness that Christian-
ity proposes to us, and to which perfection invites us. I therefore see nothing 
so appropriate as having what is needed to convince ourselves, without being 
able to reply, that there is a God, author of all things, who, by his Son, has des-
tined us for eternal salvation, and who renders justice against the wicked who 
retreat from obeying his commandments. We see and demonstrate this clearly, 
by the certain knowledge of the things we have said. For even theology, which 
asserts that it proves things involving the faith, and that it gives men convinc-
ing reasons for the supernatural state, admits that it has no more powerful 
and ordinary argument than the argument that is virtually before our eyes: the 
argument about demonic possession.

Thus, if one presumes that people want to believe the factual things I al-
leged, and if one does not take me for a deceiver or for someone so weak that 
I may have been fooled, it follows, by necessary consequence, that everything 
one can learn from possessions and from demoniacs is found on that occa-
sion and can produce the effect of a legitimate belief, to authorize faith. First 
of all, there is the article that there is a God, and not only a God like the one 
in whom deists believe, who consider him to be the Author of all things, on 
whom the life and the being of mankind depends, but also a God such as the 
church proposes to us, a God who has goodness and mercy for his creatures, 
and justice too, in order to punish those who offend him. This appears clearly 
in the justice he exercised over the angels, some of whom are called devils, who 
clearly appear to us to be, first, superhuman spirits, second, malicious spirits, 
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life290

and third damned spirits rejected by God, in extreme suffering and eternal ca-
lamity, about which they feel an irremediable despair. This is proved indubita-
bly by these alleged things: in a maiden whose life is rather well known, as are 
her birth and her capacity, and, if I dare say it, her goodness and her probity, it 
could be seen that for three years (I am a witness to it) she was seized by a spirit 
who spoke through her mouth and used her body as if that spirit were the soul 
of that body, carrying out the vital and animal functions in her, and sustaining 
her soul by carrying out functions that she could not have done as constantly  
and as totally as they were done, because her complexion was weak and sickly. 
And this spirit would very often steal the reasonable functions of this maiden’s 
human soul, in order to substitute for them other functions that were not par-
ticular to that maiden, and that could not belong to her (for example, under-
standing languages). Indeed, the spirit that was in her, who told us that he was 
possessing her, would reply, when questioned, not only in languages unknown 
to that maiden but would also reply to thoughts in her spirit that were ad-
dressed to him, and often even to thoughts that were not addressed to him, 
and that he saw in the understanding of the persons present, and in the very 
persons who wanted to hide them from him. For, in my very own person, a 
hundred times I experienced that this spirit was seeing my plans in advance 
and was telling me what there was in my spirit that I wanted to tell him. I ex-
perienced that so often, that I can have no doubt that this spirit had the ability 
to know what was in my thoughts. From this, I draw the obvious conclusion: 
in this maiden’s body, there was a spirit greater and more capable than her 
own, and consequently it was a devil. In addition, this natural force of seeing 
the secrets in my thoughts, and other secrets I had about myself, such as the 
contents of letters I had just received and about which I had told no one, there 
were also slynesses that one can legitimately attribute only to the wicked, such 
as lying, having a hatred for mankind, a ferocity and a cruelty peculiar to the 
most perverse spirits; and in addition, inclinations to curse God and to blas-
pheme, showing aversion for God and rebelling against everything that is good 
and holy, and a furious hatred for the Blessed Virgin and the saints. From this, 
it follows that since they are malicious spirits, they are devils. They are also 
consummate in their malevolence, and they are truly damned. This damna-
tion is also expressed by tears, by desolation, and by the very acute suffering 
of which these devils provide proof; and although these proofs do not directly 
show whether these ailments are feigned or are truly in them, it is nonetheless 
certain that if they are feigned, they can only be feigned by folks who are capa-
ble of extreme spite, who are abominable, and who have no vestige of the good 
that is called hope. Consequently, this despair can only come from what Our 
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29�That This God Avenges Crimes

Lord mentions in the Gospel: Ite maledicti in ignem æternum qui paratus est 

Diabolo et Angelis ejus.244 From which I conclude that there is an eternal fire.
On the basis of the proofs I have cited, I see that we are dealing with devils 

here, that is to say, with malicious spirits. It therefore follows that this fire is the 
punishment of which the latter spirits give me manifest proof, being obviously 
very malicious and very abominable. Yet if these are devils who, in addition to 
that, show all sorts of aversions for Jesus Christ, for the church, and for the sac-
raments, especially the sacrament of the altar, for the saints, and for the good 
angels, then there has to be a God who has sentenced them, who loves and 
sustains what they hate. And since they are contrary to all virtues, justice, piety, 
and probity, and lean toward every unruliness and every disorder, it follows 
that the God who is their opposite is the one we adore, who sent Jesus Christ 
his Son into the world, and that the saints are his friends. For we have seen that 
the demons were chased away by invoking Saint Joseph; and that their com-
ing out is proved by several miraculous effects that took place before my very 
eyes, without the aid of any visible and perceptible cause. It necessarily fol-
lows that the religion that honors the saints is the religion that God authorizes, 
which is the opposite of evil, since it appears that evil is in those truly mali-
cious spirits that are prone to all types of spitefulness. Being absolutely bad, 
they must be the opposite of true good; and true good is therefore the good 
that the church authorizes and preaches, and which is the truth; for where the 
true good is, there the supreme truth is, which is God. All of this forms a chain 
of invincible truths that prove the church and the religion it professes; and it 
follows that this God should be feared, and honored, and loved, and that all 
the truths of the faith are confirmed and, as a result, are rendered indubitable 
among mankind.

2 That This God Avenges Crimes, and that Sin is His Opposite

From this truth, that there is a God, all other truths necessarily follow; for one 
sees that reasonable nature, as viewed in the universe, is quite convinced that 
there is a first principle, which is God, the creator of all things. But there is a 
second step to take, which is that this God, whose grandeur and power are 
sufficiently declared by the machine of the universe and by the fine order 
that glows there, is a God who could not tolerate injustice: Quoniam non Deus 

244 Matt. 25:21, “Then he will say to those on his left, ‘Depart from me, you accursed, into the 
eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels.’”
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life292

 volens iniquitatem tu es.245 And he is a God as the church represents him to us, 
who is holy, loves holiness, and prescribes it in such a manner that he punishes 
the disorder known as sin, which is an injustice to which he has opposition.246 
For since his nature is perfect righteousness and holiness, his power must be 
employed to exercise that justice and to apply himself with great contestation 
against the sin that is contrary to him. That, in particular, is clearly proved by 
possessed demoniacs, where the spirits that we call “devils” appear punished 
and mistreated by God. This does not consist solely of the declaration and the 
confession they make, referring to their great and extreme suffering, which 
they do not paint as pleasing to them, but that one can conclude, on the basis 
of what they admit when they are forced to speak by God’s authority and by 
the authority of the church, having received a command from exorcists. But 
even if one were to persist in saying that everything is being said by trickery, 
and that they are lying, one cannot deny that uncovering their very unruly and 
vicious inclination, which they incessantly produce, is an effect of that damna-
tion. Or, at the very least, they are in a state where spite is, so to speak, naturally 
attached to them, and so tightly bound to them that anything that is done has 
to be consummate malevolence. For the moral disorders that appear in them 
show that they are in an enormously disordered state and are distant from 
goodness and uprightness. For God is not only the principle of natural good; he 
is also the principle of moral good, which consists of virtue and holiness; these 
spirits are extremely separated from that, and they appear to be banished from 
this moral good, since they tread it underfoot, not only using their liberty badly 
but also being reduced to the despair of never being able to attain it, and be-
ing incapable of acquiring it. That is the state of damnation to which terrible 
suffering must necessarily be linked, because God, being a just King, can only 
order punishment for crime and reward for virtue.

Once the truth of a first principle247 is assured, this principle must be to-
tally perfect and of limitless duration; for its goodness is the conformity and 

245 Ps. 5:5, “You are not a god who delights in evil.”
246 In this chapter, Surin is using legal terminology: He repeatedly states that “God has op-

position” to an injustice (Dieu a opposition à […]); but he does not say that “God opposes,” 
Dieu oppose. In other words, God is acting as a judge would. In this context, the expression 
“to have opposition” refers to any manifestation of the will by which a person intends to 
stop the execution of a judicial process. In other words, God is stopping something he 
considers an injustice.

247 Premier principe, “First principle,” is defined as the “first cause, and in this sense the word 
applies to God alone. God is the principle, the first principle of all things. God is the 
principle of all good, the sovereign principal, he is the principle by which everything is 
produced, by which everything moves”; daf 1694. For God as a “first principle,” see also 
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293That This God Avenges Crimes

the proportion of all perfections. From this goodness, and from this holiness 
that is natural to it,248 it follows that God has opposition to evil and injustice; 
and since, by his being, there is opposition to this injustice, he also combats it 
by his power and destroys it, or sooner or later he punishes it. Now, from the 
viewpoint of these spirits that are so wicked and so unruly, they are neces-
sarily mistreated by this God. And since God cannot make an agreement and 
alliance with evil, and since he cannot be weak, and because impotence does 
not become him, he must combat evil and contradict it. As for the demons 
who are being mistreated by him, he shows that wherever he finds this evil, 
his justice will pursue it. Therefore (mankind being of a noble nature and of 
the same rank as these spirits, that is, of the same moral order because of lib-
erty and intelligence, which clearly is natural to man), when God finds in man 
the malevolence that is in sin, his justice will pursue that malevolence and 
will inflict heavy punishments that will be proportionate to the crime and the 
grandeur of his infinite being. This infinite Being, accompanied by all the good 
qualities due the first principle, cannot tolerate an evil such as sin in another 
being that is spiritual, that is to say, that is capable of intelligence and liberty; 
and so, since we see that man is a spiritual being, owing to his reason and his 
intelligence about universal and spiritual things, and owing to the other proofs 
by which one demonstrates that the soul is spiritual and immortal, one must 
conclude that if sin is found in him, God will implement his vengeance, as he 
did with the angels, who, we see, were damned and lost. This can be seen in 
these demons who are unhappy about it, as they confess to be, or who are ma-
licious, with an extreme spite that already is sufficiently declared by the per-
versity of their inclination. Consequently, God being just, he must let loose his 
anger upon them, or he ought to do so. There is no doubt about it, nor should 
its execution be delayed; for these demons are not subject to the death that 
brings a final difference in state, where the Sovereign Judge can delay this great 
punishment. There is, therefore, reason to say that they have already achieved 

Lallemant, Spiritual Doctrine, 53: “To seek God well, we must imagine him, first, as the first 
principle of nature and of grace.”

248 Merging the “first principle” and “God” in this paragraph, Surin repeatedly uses mascu-
line singular pronouns: le, il, which can be translated as “he” or “it.” The closest mascu-
line singular antecedent appears in the first line of the paragraph: un premier principe, 
“a first principle” (not “the” first principle). The pronouns therefore should theoretically 
be rendered as “it.” However, in the paragraph that precedes it, God was identified as “the 
first principle,” “this infinite Being.” In other words, there is a slippage at this point in the 
paragraph: the pronouns le and il can be understood as alluding to God the First Principle. 
Indeed, in most instances the meaning of the paragraph seems best rendered by talking 
of “he,” or “him.”
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life294

this. And one can legitimately suspect that they are telling the truth, when 
they admit that, through their pride, they lacked the obedience they owed the 
Creator, who proposed to them the plan of the incarnation, which associated 
them with man and, in so doing, gave preference to a nature lower than their 
own. They did not recognize this plan with the submission they owed to God; 
so, having failed toward him by a crime proportionate to their natural state, 
which is spiritual, God legitimately chastised them, for he did not want to be 
merciful to them or give them time to recognize their sin and repent. If we pre-
sume this, it is very just that God has damned them, that is to say, has reduced 
them to the ultimate torture, in conformity with his justice, which is indeed 
very great, but within which he wanted to remain, because he is free in what 
he does: Deus ultionum liberè egit.249 From the horrible slyness and the bent for 
sinning that is in them, it appears, I say, that they are in consummate malevo-
lence, and yet they are suffering. And their confession about their situation 
and about the extreme punishments that they say they are undergoing is suffi-
cient proof to men, and to us who see them, have seen them, and have sounded 
them out several times on that subject: they are truly damned, and there is no 
playing with God. It also appears that God treated mankind differently from 
angels, giving man time to do penance, and receiving him to beg pardon by the 
merits of his Son, an innocent lamb sacrificed for all, as the scripture tells us 
and as the church declares. God nonetheless only acts according to his justice, 
having allowed man to live for a few years (since he is an animal), according to 
the demands of his natural complexion. When a man dies and has entered a 
very different state from the state of this natural life, God punishes him for the 
crimes he committed during the course of that life. There is always this mercy, 
which causes the demons to despair about God, and which makes them burn 
with envy toward us. For during the duration of this life, God always awaits us 
with penance, which, although it cannot be done without his grace, is none-
theless absolutely easy to do and is, so to speak, dependent on our liberty to 
do it. For, to use ordinary words, this grace is prepared to help us and is always 
ready at our door; God invites us by the scriptures, and gives us a thousand 
goods in order to pull us out of our sins, and he offers us the merits of his 
Son, to whom he pays the deference to receive us willingly, always, when we 
go to him. This is a very easy thing when the proposition is made to us by the 
preaching of the Gospel; and it is a thing about which the lost angels express 
extreme regret, seeing that God has refused to their nature what he granted to 
ours: which is, to offer us pardon if we have recourse to him with the intention 
to improve. As for these lost angels, they have been caught on short notice, but 

249 Ps. 93:1, “The God of revenge hath acted freely,” as translated in the Douay-Rheims Bible.
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295Reflections On The Nature And The Strengths Of The Demons

God gives mankind the time to have recourse to his mercy. This puts the lost 
angels into a rage against God and against us, and through their displeasure 
they make us know (when they appear in possessions) how great is their spite 
at God’s refusal to grant them mercy, as he granted it to us.

On this, I sometimes told them that God was taking into account the fragil-
ity and the ease of our nature, which, being flexible, sometimes takes one side 
and sometimes the other, and thus falls into sin from the mere instability of its 
will, which is based on our weakness. One of these demons then replied to me 
that I should not allege that, but that God shows mercy to those who please 
him. This is true, in a way, because God in his mercy is solely concerned with 
his goodness, by which he decides to do good to whomever he deems it appro-
priate to do so. And when he leaves a creature hardened,250 he likewise does it 
by his justice, owing nothing to anyone. He wanted to be merciful to mankind. 
That is why he ordered the birth and death of his Son, to whom we owe our 
salvation, and by whose goodness and obedience we are taken into consider-
ation and are made ready to achieve the beatitude to which we were ordained 
by God’s first plan, which was overturned by Satan’s cunning.

3 Reflections on the Nature and the Strengths of the Demons, and on 

the Economy of the Kingdom of Shadows

Most men, knowing that angels are spirits, imagine, when they think about 
them, that angels have no other operation than thinking or wanting (as our 
spirits do). They do not think that, in addition to that faculty of understanding 
and wanting, angels have, in their being, power to act; and that, in addition to 
the faculty of thinking and wanting, they have a substance that is the depth 
of their being, and on which their faculties rest. This substance, in addition to 
moving, has the strength for many operations that are executed by that same 
substance. Being flexible and malleable to whatever the angels want, this sub-
stance serves as a tool for operating everything; for angels can act against one 
another, not only by thinking and by thwarting through reasoning, opposing 
reason to reason as we do in our scholarly disputes, but also by fighting through 
knocking their substances together, by which the most powerful overwhelm 
the weakest. This strength or weakness is measured by the dignity of their be-
ing, for the seraphim and the cherubim are stronger and more powerful than 
the angels and the archangels; and they have a substance for prevailing over 

250 Endurcissement, a hardened state: “The state of a soul who no longer has a feeling for 
virtue and for the things of God”; daf 1694.
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life296

the others who belong to an inferior hierarchy. This is seen and verified, first 
in their wars, and second in the execution of their other plans and operations, 
outside themselves.

First, then, one must imagine that the angels, in their being and their natural 
state, can have wars or combats like the one mentioned in Revelation:  Factum 

est prælium magnum in cœlo: Michael et Angeli ejus præliabantur cum Dracone, 

et Draco pugnabat, et Angeli ejus.251 Now, that war was not waged solely through 
disputes,252 one side fighting for God and the other against God, and declaring 
their sentiments solely by words. It was also fought by using their substances 
to push and repress one another, by using the contrary qualities253 mentioned 
by Scholastic theologians, or by sending from afar these qualities against one 
another, as men send cannon balls or launch pikes and arrows. Thus angels can 
shoot at one another the projectiles of contrary and afflicting qualities. But in 
the possession affair, we did not experience that sort of combat. I think that, 
being stirred up in that way, one against the other, they employed their sub-
stances and their strengths to collide with one another, to bump against one 
another, and to repel one another. Therefore, in Saint Michael’s battle with the 
dragon, who was Lucifer, he and his angels, seeing that these malicious spirits 
were resisting God’s will, attacked them with all their might and repelled them. 
Since God favored the good angels’ plan, he added to their natural strength, 
in which they might perhaps have been inferior, because the most powerful 
according to nature were those who revolted first, perhaps the first three sera-
phims and perhaps Lucifer, the leader of them all. The possessing demons say 
that Lucifer, Beelzebub, and Leviathan are the noblest of the order of the sera-
phims; and for that reason, by their slyness in their misfortune, they oppose 
the three persons of the Holy Trinity, Lucifer opposing the Father, Beelzebub 
the Son, and Leviathan the Holy Spirit. That is why Leviathan is very piteous; 
but that is something I merely was told by them.

251 Rev. 12:5, “Then war broke out in heaven; Michael and his angels battled against the drag-
on. The dragon and its angels fought back.”

252 Dispute, disputer, “dispute, to dispute”: “Debate, contestation. Contestation in order to 
win or conserve something. Used figuratively: the plaintiff disputed the terrain, which 
means to defend oneself as best one can, little by little, in a contestation. Become agitated 
about questions in school debates: that student disputed at the Sorbonne”; daf 1694. In 
short, as the next clause confirms, the angels and the demons were waging a war of words, 
not a fistfight.

253 For angels (and their “substance” and “quality”), see the greatest Scholastic of them all: 
St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologica, 1a, first part, “Treatise on the Angels,” questions 
50–64 and 106–144, especially question 50.
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297Reflections On The Nature And The Strengths Of The Demons

I have some slight experience that provides some knowledge about this type 
of combat by substances, and not simply by qualities. One day, the four demons 
possessing the mother prioress seemed troubled. The one who was doing the 
possessing at the moment became very emotional, and his quivering suggested 
that he was suffering, like a person who has been beaten by others. It even 
seemed to me that I could have counted the blows. When I asked about this ex-
traordinary emotion, one of the demons said, through the possessed woman’s 
mouth, that the chief was beating another demon, that is to say, Leviathan was 
beating Isacaron, because Isacaron had said something contrary to Leviathan’s 
intentions. It became manifest that there was a great ruckus among them. It of-
ten happens that the leaders beat their inferiors, for Leviathan was a seraphim, 
the other was merely a cherubim, and the one who was saying this was merely 
a dominion.254 In their disagreements, they therefore not only have diverse 
opinions and disputes, as men do, saying Nego, concedo;255 they also make ef-
forts like those who are fighting. This leads to wars, when several disagree and 
their weapons are merely their own substances. Just as men have swords and 
lances, they have in their substance the means of adapting how they fashion 
their weapons, which are spiritual yet substantial, by which they reduce the 
enemy substances to nothing. I think that, for the battle during which Lucifer 
and one-third of the angels were precipitated into hell, there were great dis-
putes, first verbal ones, and then moving on to resistance and attacks, where 
the strongest displayed their courage, and the most faithful, like Saint Michel 
(Quis ut Deus?)256 showed their generosity. But I believe that, in this combat, 
God, who wanted to reward his faithful servants, aided them beyond their nat-
ural strength, by his grace and his divine help, with which they struck down 
and devastated the enemy who were on the first angel’s side. Perhaps God even 
gave them a display of the glory with which they triumphed over them, so pow-
erfully that they were cast down like rockets: Videbam Satanam sicut fulgur de 

cœlo cadentem.257 This victorious glory having been declared in the party of 
the good angels, the malicious ones suddenly felt besieged by the fire of God’s 
anger. God did not give them time or place to recant, nor the grace to do it; and 
he put them totally into the flames and made them feel damnation. After that, 
they were cast still farther from God, into the lowest part of the world, which is 
the center of the earth: there they were put into the prison of hell, which they 

254 The celestial beings known as “dominions” or “dominations” (also known as “lordships”) 
regulate the duties of lower angels. It is extremely rare for these angelic lords to make 
themselves physically known to humans.

255 “I say no, […] I concede.”
256 “Who is like God?”
257 Luke 10:18, “I have observed Satan fall like lightning from the sky.”
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life298

call “God’s gallows.” One of them recounted this debacle to me, and told how 
the fire of God’s indignation flooded over them, and how they thus were struck 
down and distanced from the glorious place where the others were put, having 
since then conserved a right to eminence over the bad ones, owing to this glory. 
The least of these glorious spirits can not only beat and afflict; they can also 
push and move aside the most powerful of the infernal spirits.

Here we see the first use they make of their substances, which takes place 
during battles.

The second use is to use the ordinary operations they are supposed to do. 
Why? The answer is that, just as men use tools, such as a hammer for hammer-
ing, a saw for sawing, a sword for piercing, a gladius sword for dividing, the 
angels do this with their own substance, as the tool of their action. The angel 
who killed so many men in Sennacherib’s army258 needed only that particular 
substance, as if a man could pierce and kill with his finger. He cannot do that; 
but an angel, with part of his substance, that is to say, by employing a part of 
his substance, can kill and wound. A man needs a stylus or a quill pen to write; 
an angel can do it without any other tools than his substance, prepared in that 
way. And with that substance, not making it airier or not thickening it with 
himself, an angel can do everything that men do with tools: he can saw wood 
with himself, shape his own substance into a sort of saw, and achieve the de-
sired effect. I must explain what I said: “Use a part of oneself.” By that, I do not 
mean that, in his substance, an angel has parts that are divisible, as our bodies 
are. I mean that he can, according to his faculty or his power, apply himself in 
totality or in part, that is to say, he can put his substance, but he can only put 
it totally, because it is indivisible; for it is possible to employ totum totaliter or 
totum secundum quid est non totaliter.259 Just as our soul is totally in the hand, 
yet not in its totality, so can the angel be totally within the compass of a league, 
and totally in the first quarter of that league. Thus he is in the league in its to-
tality, in such a way, however, that he can, if he wishes, be in his totality in that 
quarter of a league, just as the angel who stretches out to the length of two feet 
is totally in the first part of that space but not in its totality. If he wishes, he will 
put himself on the point of a pin in his totality. Angels therefore have what are 
like applications of their being or substance in all the space they are capable 
of containing, for example, fifteen leagues. One of the largest angels, for ex-
ample a seraphim like Leviathan, can fit into a space that is thirty leagues, and 

258 Sennacherib, king of Assyria from 705 bce until his death in 681 bce. According to 
 Hebrew texts, his attempt to subdue Jerusalem was foiled when an angel brought death 
from thirst to 185,000 Assyrian troops.

259 Entirely in every respect or entirely according to what is not in every respect.
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299Continuation Of This Material

another into fifteen, another into twelve, each according to his natural faculty. 
He cannot cover a thirty-league square, but he can stretch out as much as that, 
like a serpent. And the one who can stretch out to thirty leagues in length, can, 
exclusive of length, stretch out into a smaller space (for example, a circle with 
a diameter of a quarter of a league); or else he can fill a great city, and fill it with 
his substance. However, only among all the places in this space can he do all 
the operations of which he is capable. He can speak in only one place, and op-
erate in a hundred others, applying his substance to a great number of things, 
just as a worm with several feet can stir several of them at once; and each of 
its feet is its substance, everything is animated and can help itself. And so, an 
angel can talk to a man in Bordeaux, and by his substance he can be heard 
all the way to Toulouse; and he can do some operations along the entire path 
between these two cities, but he cannot speak, because speaking demands an 
application that cannot be multiplied, for example, doing harm by striking. A 
man who is only six-feet tall will speak to one person through his mouth, and 
will kick another with his toes; but lacking an organ of speech in his foot and 
lacking in his soul the capacity to do two things, that is, say two words at the 
same time, he will merely do operations that are proportionate to his capacity, 
without being able, in the total expanse of his substance, to do what he can in 
one part of it. In the one instance, the angel can speak and converse, employ-
ing his understanding in order to speak; and in another part of the space he oc-
cupies, he can do something else, such as prick or irritate by his substance, or 
oppress someone at Toulouse, while speaking at Bordeaux. That is reasonable, 
and it even conforms to doctrine. And on the basis of our diverse opportunities 
to deal with demons, and joining that to our own reasonable discourse, we find 
that it apparently is like that, and that there are some grounds for saying this.

4 Continuation of This Material; And the Different Operations of the 

Angels, according to Their Nature

I must first warn that all the things we are saying here, and that I have decided to 
lay out in this work, are not so evident that we can give a demonstration to any-
one. These are things we have known and have dealt with among people who 
are inclined to hide as much as they can, and who nonetheless (although they 
themselves are liars) were reduced to a state where the power of the church, 
by Jesus Christ’s merits and by God’s authority over these persons, holds them 
captive and subservient in such a way that it keeps them like slaves who have 
plunged into their nets and who, having lost all their rights (being under the 
power of God’s justice), are in irons, and are forced by the church to say and 
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life300

do things that they do not want to do or say. By its exorcisms, the church forc-
es them to revere the Blessed Sacrament, and to say excellent things about it, 
things that are against their will. In like manner, we learned that God’s power 
humiliates them under our authority, and obliges them to say what they do not 
want to say. In our disagreements with them, Our Lord therefore forces them to 
take a position on many things, and to go against their natural genius, accord-
ing to that power and that divine goodness that obliges them to say things that 
are for the good of several individuals, and that cause them to convert, as we 
have seen with Monsieur de Keriolet. In this, they spoke against their inclina-
tion and their intention, being constrained by God’s authority. In like manner, 
on several occasions, by that moral principle, we drew out a quantity of things 
that I believe to be true, although I cannot demonstrate these things to anyone, 
except by examining the details. From the fact,260 it is morally evident that the 
same power of God that appeared manifestly to us in certain things was also 
clearly manifest in other things, from which we reached the conclusions that 
we are discussing. And so, although we cannot in every case assert that we 
believe it by right, as far as the fact is concerned, we can nonetheless give as-
surance that it is as we say, because we would not want to lie.

As for the principle from which the facts emerged, we can only claim that 
it is highly probable that this was as we say it was; and this can suffice for us 
in a subject as murky and as veiled as the subject of demons. Thus I hold, as 
a very certain truth (provided the minister of the church proceeds sincerely, 
and is striving for God’s glory without pursuing vanity or dissimulation), that 
the devil will not deceive him, owing to the state of servitude and subjection 
that these spirits have toward that very church. We see that the Roman Ritual 
sets forth some questions that devils should be asked, and it assures that the 
church thinks it has this right, and that it trusts in God’s goodness, which will 
not permit them to deceive someone or trip him up. It is true that we found 
that some of them have been deceitful about certain things of that nature. 
But the exorcists apparently either had self-interested intentions that did not 
meet all the conditions that should be observed in this instance, or else some 
circumstances were lacking that seem necessary, in order to ground oneself 
on the hope that they were telling the truth. I shall also say that, in a major af-
fair such as a possession involving fifteen or sixteen persons, God’s providence 

260 Without employing the Latin terms, in this paragraph Surin is contrasting two legal con-
cepts: de facto (which he calls le fait, “the fact”), which denotes practices that exist in 
 reality, even if not legally authorized; and de jure (which he calls le droit, “the right”), 
which denotes the legal, legitimate practices of an entity that are recognized by other 
entities.
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30�Continuation Of This Material

wanted some of the demons (for example, the ones who were possessing the 
mother) to be less free in their own malevolence, in order to deceive the world. 
And so, before I arrived in Loudun, it was viewed as certain that the demons 
who were possessing the mother prioress had a particular obligation imposed 
by God to tell the truth; and indeed, very often, concerning things that others 
had said with all the formalities one might have desired, the prioress’s demons 
would always say that it was not so. And experience had shown that their state-
ments served to reveal the falsehoods of the others, which the exorcists con-
sidered indubitable. As I have said, this cannot be attributed to the quality of 
these demons, as if they were less malicious, but to the providence of God, 
who, in an important thing like this, wanted the demons themselves, by their 
depositions, to give openings to several truths that are themselves quite hid-
den. And in things that could produce an effect, we always found that their 
words never deceived. That is what makes probable the things I have said here, 
because they are all derived from knowledge that I acquired not only from the 
demons’ depositions but also from experiencing things that can be observed 
while dealing with them. And this for three years, when I was very manifestly 
seeing such an evident guidance by God, that everything was related and sus-
tained without a mingling of the trickery that is natural and ordinary to these 
spirits, when they are abandoned to their natural genius. On this, therefore, 
we base the things we are putting forward. We also call upon reasoning and 
doctrine, in order to infer the things that we have said, and in order to state 
them with some assurance. As I said, these spirits ordinarily act through their 
own substance in the things we see, which are done by them. For since these 
are strong and powerful spirits, they make their own substance conform. Just 
as agile men do incredible things with their bodies and members, the demons, 
by their natural ability and their aptitude, made from their substance, and by 
it, many things that are not as difficult as we imagine, such as making bod-
ies clear and thickening them, condensing the air and, in that way, ending up 
with several things that astonish us. I prefer to say that, by adjusting their own 
substances as they wish, for they can do what they want, just as men do part of 
what they want with their members, demons can succeed even more in doing 
what they plan, in the manner I said, in things that are proportionate to their 
nature and their aptitude.

In addition to what I said about their nature, concerning the economy261 
of this kingdom of shadows, they told us that their dependence upon their 
princes continues, so that they are naturally submissive to them, despite the 

261 Œconomie, “economy”: “The order one brings to directing a household; figuratively, the 
order by which a political body principally subsists”; daf 1694.

Sluhovsky, Moshe, ed. Into the Dark Night and Back: the Mystical Writings of Jean-Joseph Surin. Boston: BRILL, 2018.
         Accessed July 20, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central.
Created from uaz on 2019-07-20 19:54:54.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

8.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life302

 disorders of their sin and their damnation, which sow great confusion through-
out their state. They observe their subordination to one another so well that 
Lucifer, who is the leader, and whom Our Lord, by his power, bound in hell (for, 
having conquered hell on the cross, Jesus Christ went to triumph in hell itself, 
and he fastened this leader of the demons to the center of the world, and made 
it impossible for him to leave it in order to go about the earth, as he formerly 
did). So, I say, Lucifer governs everything and still bears the title “prince of the 
world.” These demons told us that no one leaves that dungeon without Luci-
fer’s permission; and all of them are continually after him to gain permission 
to come to earth and negotiate mankind’s doom, to which they are continu-
ally inclined; and be it a principle of hatred toward God, or of envy toward us, 
they are always seeking employment, and promising to work wonders for that, 
being piqued by the envy that vanquishes them, and by the rage that pushes 
them on. Their misfortune is that they are beaten on all sides. For God, by his 
justice, continually pursues them; and since he lets nothing go unpunished, by 
new punishments he takes revenge for the sin they make mankind commit. On 
the other hand, they are mistreated by their prince, who tyrannizes them when 
they do not succeed in doing all the evil he wants. Their power is only for evil, 
because passion and unruliness animate them. They told me that hell is con-
tinual confusion, and that, since they all are enraged at Lucifer, because it is by 
his instigation and his bad example that they were doomed, and because, in 
addition, his empire is nothing but cruelty, they obey him only regretfully, un-
less it conforms to their passion, which is hatred for God. In their discontent, 
they do seditious things, by which they contentiously oppose Lucifer; and they 
beat him excessively, so to speak, placing and assembling all their forces in or-
der to make him suffer. And their substance, in the anger that fills them, is used 
to surmount and trouble the substance of the other demons who are contrary 
or disobedient to them. But their natural employment is to vex men unjustly, 
men who, being of so weak a nature compared with theirs, are their preferred 
victim and have no other craft in hell but to suffer, being at the disposition and 
under the tyranny of those who made them commit sin, and who as a result 
have the right to torment them forever.

Now, the remarkable thing is that the demons are indefatigable. They say 
this frankly, and I experienced it during my obsession, having felt the ob-
sessing devil’s operation for eight months, during which he never stopped. I 
once asked him why he did not tire. He replied: “What would be the use of 
our indefatigable activity if, having undertaken something, we were to aban-
don it from lassitude?” In short, they are executioners who never weary, and 
who receive perpetual contentment from tiring men and making them suf-
fer. I must recount something here that Behemoth told me. This is the same 
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303Continuation Of This Material

Behemoth mentioned by Job: Cor ejus indurabitur tanquam lapis, et stringetur 

quasi malleatoris incus;262 and he is behind the image of the elephant, just as 
Leviathan is behind the image of the whale.263 These two demons are the ones 
whose qualities Job expressed, and they are likewise the ones with whom I 
dealt during that possession. Leviathan was the chief of the entire band. But 
let us  return to Behemoth, who really shows an obstinacy and a most remark-
able hardness. The slant of his spirit and, so to speak, his nature, was as if he 
were made of marble, never tiring or being repelled by suffering. In everything, 
he acted from the principle of hating God, without ever yielding for fear of 
torment: torrents of fire were nothing to him, compared to his will to thwart 
God, and to do something against him. Since his total activity aims at doing 
evil, as is the case with the other demons, he showed a consistent firmness in 
that. There were demons in whom another sort of character could be seen, as 
in the demon called Isacaron. He had greater mobility and facility, and there 
was a tinge of tenderness; for when I portrayed for him the good he had lost, 
and the nobility of his origins, he was so moved that he wept big tears, which 
in truth was nothing less than an effect of goodness; but he showed less evil, 
although he would suddenly return to his malevolence. As for Behemoth, there 
was nothing good in his state: always the same hardness, pride, inflexibility, 
which was his proper state, nature, and malevolence. Now, on this subject I 
can cite something that Saint Thomas said, which is that there are different 
species of angels; and Saint Teresa talked about the good angels she knew and 
often saw. The demons told me that each of them differs from the other, as a 
dog differs from a horse, and all of that under the common reason of spirit 
or intelligence. This amounts to saying that each of these individuals fills the 
whole species in hell. They dominate men, who are their slaves: for their life 
on earth consists of going hunting for men, just as men go hunting for birds. 
Those whom they lead into sin (which they do by mingling themselves with 
the principles of corruption that are in us, and by pushing liberty to follow its 
bad inclination) are kept as their prey. In their infernal kingdom, they keep 
their hands on those whom they have conquered, and they have an eternal 
right to torment them. That wretched Behemoth is a real tyrant, whose obsti-
nacy is employed in the heart’s inflexible disposition to torment the wretches 
he has convinced to offend God. Now, his special employment, or so he said, 
was to provoke men to swear, and his usual conversation and occupation in-
volved sailors, in whom he found a pride that he enjoyed nourishing. He would 

262 Job 41:16, “His heart is cast as hard as stone; cast as the lower millstone.”
263 See the whale and the elephant in Thomas Aquinas’s Commentary on the Book of Job, 

chapter 40, lesson 2.
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life304

take pleasure in making them offend God. He told me that he had his troop in 
hell, which he commanded, and which he would torment at will, and would 
cause to swear and blaspheme as he desired. And as for the earth, he had long 
been occupied there, because he was very experienced and familiar with vari-
ous places. He tempted the hermits of yore who lived in the wilderness; and 
it was he who belabored Saint Anthony,264 who as a result became his enemy 
in heaven. Behemoth therefore said that when he returned to hell to visit his 
flock of damned persons, whom he had captured while hunting on earth, since 
he would be coming from far away, he had a horn that he would blow like a 
hunter or a herdsman, in order to guide or warn the animals under his care. He 
likewise would signal his arrival, which would warn and terrify these souls, as 
if their principal executioner were approaching, who had several other execu-
tioners under him, of whom he was the leader, and who bore a mark showing 
that he had empire over them and over the souls he had conquered. On this 
subject, I must recount a story that I cannot prove by any principle other than 
the one I stated at the beginning of this chapter, a principle to which I greatly 
defer, so I do not think I am wasting time recounting it here. One day, when 
I was holding this demon for the exorcism, he began to show extraordinary 
rage, the greatest I had ever witnessed in him. So (given the great agitation he 
was showing) this made me ask him what was the matter. Having obliged him, 
under grievous penalties, not to lie to me (his rage was so excessive that I sus-
pected he was about to come out; for, by external signs, they usually show the 
effects of God’s terrible power and justice over them), he told me that he had 
just received the most disagreeable news he had heard in several years, which 
put him into a strange displeasure. This news had been brought to him by one 
of his henchmen (since in the order of thrones, he was one of the princes, and 
one of the greatest demons of hell, he had several henchmen doing important 
missions on earth). This wretch had just told him that a certain man whom he 
had been holding for eighteen years in the trap of a great sin had just died and 
had escaped him, God having done him the grace of converting and confess-
ing before he died. He named the French province where this man was, and 
told how he had won him. It was near the Cévennes in Languedoc.265 The man 
was furiously piqued by the demon of concupiscence. Having given in to that 
temptation, he was seeking a way to do it. Not finding a woman with whom he 
could commit this sin, Behemoth presented himself to the man in the form of 

264 St. Anthony the Great (c.251–356), one of the so-called “desert fathers,” was plagued by 
demons who entered his cave and tormented him.

265 The Cévennes are mountains in the southeastern region of France known as Languedoc 
(or Occitanie). The population included a large number of Huguenots.
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305Reflections On Possession

a nicely arrayed creature, suitable for contenting his lewdness. Since this man 
was very full of lustful passion, he accepted the offer, and he used this demon 
succubus,266 after which the demon made a pact that engaged the man in ser-
vitude toward him. The man promised to serve him in that same way whenever 
he wanted. The pact was made, and he kept it for eighteen years, after which 
God, by his mercy, pulled him from this trap by means of a very grave and pain-
ful illness. His violent pains made him withdraw into himself, and made him 
see the eternal unhappiness in which he had bound himself, in return for a 
fleeting pleasure of which he would soon be deprived: for he realized that his 
illness was mortal. Remembering the truths of the faith, the man sent for his 
parish priest, and despite the devil’s diligent attempt to turn him away from 
his good thoughts, this sinner converted and confessed his crime; and having 
asked God’s pardon, he died in a state of grace. Behemoth told me that this 
news had just been brought to him; that it had caused all the signs of displea-
sure that he was showing; that he ranked it as one of his greatest misfortunes to 
have lost a soul like that, after his high hopes that the soul would never escape 
him, but that the body’s pain had healed the spirit.

5 Reflections on Possession; And How It Is One of the Great Aspects 

of the Demons’ Power

In our history of the possession at Loudun, we said something on this subject, 
but not amply enough. Our Lord put such a difference between us and the 
angels that the uncouthness of our spirit (which is accustomed to act and even 
to conceive of things only with the help of matter, because of the phantoms267 
of the imagination that are needed to understand things and to examine any-
thing whatsoever) makes us extremely disproportionate to them, and makes it 
very difficult to conceive of things that concern them, such as their operations 
and their manners of speaking and communicating with spiritual persons, or 
even with humans. This goes extremely far beyond our ideas. That is why one 
can say that not only is there a great chaos between them and us, owing to 
the supernatural state, but there is even one involving the natural state. This 
results in an extreme difference between their way of operating and ours, for 
according to what philosophers say, operating follows being. Despite that, we 

266 “A sort of demon who is said to taken on a woman’s form in order to have the carnal com-
pany of men”; daf 1694.

267 Fantôme, “phantom”: “A specter, a vain image that one sees or believes one sees”; daf 
1694.

Sluhovsky, Moshe, ed. Into the Dark Night and Back: the Mystical Writings of Jean-Joseph Surin. Boston: BRILL, 2018.
         Accessed July 20, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central.
Created from uaz on 2019-07-20 19:54:54.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

8.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life306

can attain, by reason, a great number of things having to do with their state, 
especially when reason is aided by some experience, such as the experience 
acquired in possessions.

Now, I have noticed that this operation of possessing a human creature is a 
major matter. The demons admitted that, among them, it is a master stroke to 
be able to possess a man to that degree. First of all, demons must know the per-
fect science of mankind, that is, all the springs of our souls, the use and employ 
of all the organs of our bodies, and not only of our bodies, which have a count-
less number of springs and delicate parts, but also of all the phantoms and 
species that are in our imaginations, without there being anything in a soul, or 
in the whole ensemble that is man, that is not, so to speak, in the possessing 
demon’s hand. Here, I can make an exception of what is called the secret of the 
heart, which they themselves admit is impenetrable or inaccessible to them. 
Nonetheless, I have great difficulty saying of what this consists, for I can nei-
ther perceive nor identify, by my attention, any thought among the thoughts 
that men usually have, that might be unknown to demons. Nor do I have rea-
son to say that this thought is profound, to the point of being hidden from 
them. For experience has shown us that all the thoughts that are usually in our 
spirits are known to the demons, if there are a few phantoms who can express 
them. By their natural faculty, demons see everything that is corporeal in us; 
and it is certain that we do not form any act in ourselves, be it an act of will or 
an act of thought, without employing some inner organ, be it the heart or be it 
the brain. And so, if they see everything that is corporeal in us, no matter how 
delicate it may be, how will they not see what cannot be done without some 
corporeal movement? The experiences we cited in part 1 show clearly that they 
penetrate our ordinary thoughts. What, then, can be the thoughts that are hid-
den from them, unless it is those thoughts where there is something super-
natural, such as the interior or intimate effects of grace, which take place in 

sacrario cordis,268 the insinuations269 of God in the soul, or the operations of 
the good angel? It is easy to believe that they can suspect this, but cannot see it 
and fathom it intuitively. But beyond these secret operations of the Holy Spirit, 
I do not know what secret can be in the soul that is not in the demons’ field of 
action, nature having nothing that is not mingled with some phantom. Now, 
the demon who possesses a person is so united with that person, and goes so 
deeply into that person, that this is inconceivable; for from the impressions 
that agitate the demon and that the demon operates in their powers, we see 

268 “In the shrine of the heart.”
269 Insinuation, insinuer, “insinuation, insinuate”: “To introduce something gently, to let 

something flow subtly; adroitly make something enter the mind”; daf 1694.
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307Reflections On Possession

that these possessed souls are so imbued with the demons’ wills and ideas that 
they cannot, in their interiors, separate themselves from them, so as to distin-
guish what is part of these persons and what is not. For the demon has this 
faculty of imprinting on the soul his sentiment and his idea, so that the soul 
is like a devil’s. And just as we know, in the mystical science, that through the 
operations of grace, divine nature unites itself so intimately with the soul that 
the soul feels at one with God, we likewise know that in diabolic operations the 
malevolent spirit is communicated not only by suggestion or impulsion, which 
are two different degrees, but also by impression, which is the third degree,270 
and which is more intimate than the other two. And so, just as the signet ring 
leaves its imprint on wax, when the spirit dominates, be it good or be it evil, it 
makes an imprint and adjusts itself to the soul, and it engraves that act in the 
soul, and associates the soul with that act, in such a way that the soul feels this 
act as if it were vitally produced in it. It feels that it is in all the devil’s interests, 
sentiments, and affections, while the devil unites with it as if he were man, and 
as if man were devil. This is not only particular to possessed persons; it is also 
particular to persons in whom the devil has extraordinary power, for example 
in great sinners. And even in the just, when God permits it for demons, it is not 
done by possession but by a violent obsession or temptation, as with Job. The 
demon was making his imprint in Job in such a way that the holy man talked 
as if he was hated by God and desperate, because the demon was uniting with 
Job’s soul and was making an imprint in it, as with a signet ring, doing by exces-
sive hate what God does to holy souls by love. As a result of this hatred, without 
communicating anything of its own, and without leaving anything sly in the 
good and pure soul, through this union caused by hate, and operated by the 
power of a spirit that is marvelously greater than man, the soul is like the devil, 
bearing acts of hatred and aversion for God, acts of despair and slyness. As long 
as the demon is applied271 there, and as long as the soul feels these acts and 
their effects as if they were produced by the soul itself, it cannot separate itself 
from them, or reject them, or disavow them. The soul then falls into extreme 
captivity to the malevolent spirit, which makes it feel hate, malevolence, and 
rage. In addition, just as God imprints his curse in the devil’s spirit (et scribis 

270 Impulsion: “Movement that one body gives to another; figuratively, it can mean instiga-
tion, advice, action by which one pushes someone to do something”; daf 1694. Sugges-

tion: “Instigation, persuasion: it is a suggestion of the malevolent spirit”; daf 1694.
271 Appliqué: “applied”: “Used metaphorically, it indicates the spirit’s attention to all sorts of 

employments, studies, and exercises in which the spirit acts: One must apply one’s spirit 
to something”; daf 1694.
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life308

amaritudines contra me,272 said Job), he does the same in them, saying extreme 
things in his anger with the devil, things he imprints in him. He then permits 
the devil, by an admirable echo, to make it resound in the soul, uniting there 
all the evil he receives and all the effects of God’s vengeance, which are re-
ceived and engraved in the substance of the soul, without being inherent to it, 
as things that belong to it totally. That is the most delicate thing about posses-
sion: without making a breech in the soul’s innocence, the demon puts into the 
soul, by association and by the eminence of power, all the evil that is in him. He 
makes the soul feel all his opposition to God, and he himself puts his imprint 
on the soul and unites with it, making the soul experience his bitterness and 
slyness, the soul being unable to defend itself. Nonetheless, the devil does not 
cut anything from the soul, does not involve in any way its purity or its love for 
God; but he generally communicates everything bad to the soul by suggestion, 
by impression, by impulsion, without the soul being able to avoid being both 
pressed and disturbed, but without consenting to it. This means that the soul 
receives no injury, liberty alone being able to give prejudicial access to evil in 
the soul.

This, then, is the strangest effect of possession, and the most dominant 
one. I also would say that it is the most afflicting and the most vexing effect, 
though the soul receives no damage as long as faithfulness keeps it united to 
God. Although, by divine permission, the devil can do damage in the purest 
and most faithful souls, he nonetheless can usually do it in all the souls he is 
possessing. That is why their suffering is incomprehensible. The devil also has 
the strength to elevate the possessed person’s spirit to an understanding of 
languages, and to fathoming the sublime and elevated objects that are peculiar 
to their angelic nature. He not only does this when he is in actual possession; 
he even does it when he is merely, shall we say, obsessing. For by the invasion 
of the malevolent spirit, those possessed maidens, who did not usually have 
such lofty and such sublime ideas, were led to understand very great things. 
When the demon had withdrawn, they could not recall it in detail, but could 
only remember having been elevated to some very grand ideas about God’s 
works. This, however, gave them no devotion. On the contrary, the devil left 
them in a rage against God and in opposition to him. Sometimes, the devil 
would keep them for several hours, planning to resist God, and imprinting on 

272 Job 13:26: “For you draw up bitter indictments against me.” In Surin’s very long sentence, 
“in them” refers to two preceding words that are masculine in gender. “Acts” and “effects” 
are the only masculine plural words in ten printed lines. In short, Surin seems to be say-
ing that God imprints his curse on these effects and acts that the soul feels, and which 
are tainted by the devil. Indeed, in clearer French the rest of the paragraph elaborates on 
Surin’s obscure presentation of demonic possession.
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309Reflections On Possession

the possessed person a thousand things against God’s service, and a thousand 
expedients that would be detrimental to his glory. The devil would keep them 
assiduous about this for an entire night, and he would fill them with all the 
ideas of the demons’ Sabbath, and keep these ideas as united in their souls as 
if they effectively had been there, although they were extremely distant from it 
by birth and affection. Nonetheless, this was made so neat and so intimate by 
the demon’s operation, that it was placed in their hearts with the same ardor as 
if they had been devils. When the demon withdrew, everything would go away, 
without leaving a trace.

There is another very remarkable thing: although every union is founded on 
love, this one is founded on hate, for the devil can only hate souls. But in pos-
sessions, God wants there to be some vestige of what is in friendship, and it so 
happens that once a demon is in possession, he imprints a forced affection in 
the soul of the person he possesses. Since these possessed souls are commonly 
very interested in things having to do with devils, they have a compassion for 
them, an inclination to defend and support their cause. They want people to 
have a good opinion of devils, and they do not want to be taken for liars. This is 
something that is imprinted on them by the demon, who engraves this in their 
sentiments. Their spirit generally is prepared to view the devil who possesses 
them as a part of their being. In addition to that, by virtue of their possession, 
the demons then have a certain interest in what concerns the being and the 
integrity of the person whom they possess. Thus (be it by an effect of God’s 
providence that makes them responsible for these persons, or be it by some 
secret instinct) the devils view and treat the person carefully, in everything 
that has to do with that person, as if the person were part of the demon’s be-
ing. And if someone does that person harm, the devils defend the person as did 
the dragon who cared for the garden of the Hesperides.273 They show a certain 
vigilance and attention to the person’s health, because ordinarily, during pos-
session, these persons are delivered from their natural indispositions, have a 
good, strong stomach, and are in better health than is called for by their natural 
complexion. This is usually noticed, and one sees that the demons take care of 
these persons as if they were their guardians.

The thought expressed by Monseigneur the cardinal de Bérulle,274 in his 
book on the energumens, seems to me very good. He says that ever since the 

273 In Greek mythology, the garden of the “nymphs of the evening” (the Hesperides) was 
protected by a dragon that never slept.

274 Jesuit-schooled Pierre de Bérulle (1575–1629), founder of the oratory of St. Philip Neri 
(1515–95), was one of the leading mystics of seventeenth-century France. His Traité des 

énergumènes (Troyes, 1599) addresses the nature of diabolical possession.
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life3�0

incarnation of the Word, more persons are possessed than before, because the 
demon wanted to imitate that admirable work of God, who had united himself 
with man hypostatically.275 The possession of energumens is a perfect illustra-
tion of this; and I believe that anyone who considers in detail all the effects 
of this possession would find it true, down to the most intimate details. This 
leads me to believe that the angels (the good ones as well as the bad) have great 
unions with men, in order to produce effects, each conforming to their plans, 
the devil for evil, the angels for good. Many persons are secretly possessed, and 
so are magicians and heretics. One can find proof of this in the Life of Saint 
Vincent Ferrier.276 Preaching one day to a large audience, he ordered all the 
demons who were possessing persons in that assembly to declare themselves. 
All the Saracens who were present then toppled to the ground and were no-
ticeably agitated by the devils. However, whatever imprint and operation they 
may do to men, neither good angel nor demon can reach the same union as the 
union of the Word and human nature, or which can lead to the liberty of being 
able to say truthfully: “I am a man,” as Jesus Christ did, about whom the divine 
Word could have said what he himself said: Principium qui et loquor vobis.277 
The devil can indeed act as if the body that he possesses belongs to him. If he 
does not compose a physical whole with that body, he nonetheless composes 
a whole with that body in some political or moral sense; for he pays witness 
by his mouth, and he replies in his own person, saying: “I, Leviathan,” “I, Be-
hemoth.” He even makes signs with the person’s hands, using the same letters 
as the person does. Thus, when one has spoken to him, one can say, in some 
sense: “I have seen the devil.” For the malevolent spirit declares himself in this 
body and by this body, just as the human spirit declares itself by the body that 
encloses it. With this difference, however: the devil cannot compose a physical 
whole with this body, in order to be called an animal, as the soul or the human 
spirit composes the animal. He does it as an artificial whole made of two parts 
that are united by art or by the will, and not by nature. Nonetheless, one sees 
demons bind themselves to one another and show interest in things involving 
the body, in order to say: “My hand, my arm, my head.” And they use faculties 
that are subordinate to reason, and show interest in the vegetative and sensi-
tive soul, subordinating this to the angelic spirit, just as it, by nature, is subor-
dinated to the human spirit, which is reason. With this, it composes a certain 

275 “Hypostatic” is used in reference to the incarnation to express the revealed truth that, 
in Christ, one person subsists in two natures, the divine and that human. “Hypostasis” 
means, literally, “that which lies beneath,” as basis or foundation.

276 Vincent Ferrier, or Ferrer (1357–1419), was a Valencian Dominican friar acclaimed as a 
missionary.

277 John 8:25, “What I told you from the beginning.”
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3��The Same Subject Continued

whole in which there are very excellent and marvelous things, worthy of the 
attention and admiration of all spirits. So, in order to speak about this in depth, 
one can say that this union of the angel and man cannot be like the union of 
the soul and the body, because there is no natural subordination; nor can it be 
like the union of the Word and man, in Jesus Christ, because that is personal; 
nor like the union of a form that simply inhabits, because there is some union 
that is more than local. This union, I say, is a union that imitates the vital, be-
cause the demon has a certain life in man, which is diabolically human and 
humanly diabolic. And this life is fortified in proportion to whether there are 
more principles that can cause this union. These principles are (speaking of 
the internal ones) all the greater because there are more remnants of original 
sin and more vices, whether they exist by habit or by inclination; and the more 
powerful this life is, the more the devil triumphs and dominates in the posses-
sion, and the more strength there is for resisting God or the church that acts 
by divine virtue. And the more one weakens this principle of iniquity, and the 
more one uses the possessed person’s will to rid him of his vices and imperfec-
tions, the more one weakens this life, which can be so diminished that death 
must follow. That is what takes place when the demon moves out. He can come 
out not only by virtue of an exorcism, and by the authority of a man who has 
the gift of acting against demons, which happened with the saints, but he can 
also come out per puram defectionem principii interni,278 by the subtraction of 
the strengths that the demon has, in order to subsist in this life and in this af-
fected being. So that, all the principles that sustain them no longer being there, 
the demon must come out, just as the soul leaves the body when the humidity 
that is the principle of life is lacking, or when the soul is deprived of the natural 
heat that it needs to maintain itself. That, I believe, is how the demons came 
out of the mother prioress of Loudun.

6 The Same Subject Continued; and How the Life of Possession was 

Gradually Taken from the Devil, and How His Coming-Out was a 

Sort of Death

It is a truth that merits being fathomed to the very depths: this life of posses-
sion is founded on original sin and on the remnants of it that remain to us; and 
the devil has a general right over all men, as a result of winning the victory over 
the human genus, in the disaster in the earthly paradise that happened in the 
person of Adam, leader of all men. From this first sin came a right that Satan 
has over men, so that, without the grace of Jesus Christ, he would in reality and 

278 “By the sheer insufficiency of its inner principle”
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life3�2

in effect be the “prince of the world.”279 That is what Jesus Christ calls Satan, 
because of the power that remains to him to do what he wishes in most things, 
by temptation. The original sin, remitted by the grace of Jesus Christ and trans-
mitted at baptism, left remnants in us, by the concupiscence that is one of its 
effects. This gives the demon the right to molest us, and often to possess per-
sons, as several have been secretly possessed among the infidels, and among 
those Christians for whom Our Lord grants special permission. This permis-
sion is often given when something is caused by human malevolence that, by 
the liberty that Our Lord has left in us all, comes to shape plans in order to win 
over certain persons and make them subject to the wills of the malicious, such 
as magicians, who are voluptuous men committed to the demon and who use 
him to achieve their aims. God permits this, because he leaves it up to men to 
act in accordance with their liberty. For example, a wicked man plans to kill 
someone, perhaps a great saint, perhaps a great prince. To succeed, he takes a 
pistol, loads it, then shoots at someone, as his passion or his fancy determines. 
God permits it, because men are free; he lets them do as they wish, and he 
contributes to their free acts. In like manner, magicians have dealings with the 
demon, to whom God likewise leaves some liberty. For it is God’s will to concur 
with what man wants, even if the man is a friend of the demon, who is God’s 
enemy, and even if he uses the demon, who is God’s enemy, as he would use a 
sword or a pistol, when he picks up that sort of weapon and aims it at another 
man. A magician wants to corrupt a maiden, or kill a man: he uses the demon 
with whom he is in contact, and he uses him like something he is holding in 
his hand. And by carrying this out, he gains possession of the spirits that he 
otherwise cannot manage to corrupt.

In accordance with God’s order, several similar effects are permitted. Maid-
ens found themselves possessed, because the devil wanted to corrupt them in 
order to please a wicked man280 whom he made a pact to serve, in any way the 
man wanted. God permits that. But since God is just and merciful, by the grace 
acquired by his Son Jesus Christ, he continues to help those who, by his per-
mission, fall under the power of Satan the possessor. Thus, by the malevolence 
of a voluptuous magician, God permitted devils to be employed, in order to 
contribute their powers to corrupting virgins who are consecrated to him. God 
permits the devil to tempt these virgins, but he helps them in such a way that 
if these virgins want to show their fidelity to God, everything will turn out to 
their advantage and to God’s glory. This is how it was done: the demons having 
possessed these virgins, at the magician’s command the virgins were helped 

279 Princeps hujus mundi, John 12:31–32, John 14:30, John 16:11.
280 Here, and in his allusion to a “magician,” Surin is alluding to Urbain Grandier, the main 

accuser of the mass possession and witchcraft among the nuns in Loudun.
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3�3The Same Subject Continued

by the church. Since the demon is an armed fortress, owing to his first right 
over human nature, and owing to the liberty of malicious persons that is em-
ployed in the demon’s favor, the demon causes great suffering, as he demon-
strated on this occasion. Yet he did not find great crimes in these maidens (for 
they are nuns who faithfully resist his damnable imprints). He merely found 
imperfections and some habits involving venial faults, which are remnants of 
the original sin that baptism erased but was unable to abolish. Consequently, 
the demon has the right to behave as master, although God’s goodness and 
power always keep his efforts moderated at a certain limit that he cannot ex-
ceed. Nevertheless, let us suppose that the magician is malevolent: God allows 
the devil to enter and exercise his right, attaching himself to the principles of 
evil that he finds there. Although slight, and although disproportionate to the 
evils that make mankind Satan’s slaves, such as mortal sins, magic, and other 
abominations, these principles nonetheless occupy a notable rank in God’s 
kingdom. For they are obstacles to his perfect graces, which are proportion-
ate to the state of a virgin consecrated to God. The demon stays in these flaws, 
shuts himself up in these imperfections, and boldly says: “I am at home.” But 
how so? He does it not only because God permitted him to have this fortress, 
owing to the liberty of the wicked person who took control of it, with a devil 
serving as one of the weapons he holds in his hand. He also does it because of 
Adam’s remnants: for the virgin is Adam’s daughter, and her faults, although 
slight, not being mortal sins, are nonetheless the effects of human corruption. 
With these effects, the demon comes to life. He establishes a life in which he 
shuts himself up, he is proud of it, he has the right to remain inside. Once 
inside, he behaves like a devil: he swears, he blasphemes, he does a thousand 
malicious things, he does all the evil he can, he resists the church because he 
is bold and disobedient. And thanks to some little flaws that he finds there, 
inside, and thanks to some imperfections that are even in a soul consecrated 
to God, without encroaching on the virgin’s liberty (ruining her, but contrary 
to plans, for the tether can stretch all the way to the rights and power that this 
imperfection can give her), he does, I say, many very dissolute and very inso-
lent things inside her. All of that is an effect of God’s justice. And if men do not 
enter into this secret of God’s reign, which consists as much in what he permits 
as in his direct will, they cannot understand him. God permits all that, I say, 
and he allows the devil to maintain all the remnants of original sin that there 
are, and he causes as much trouble as Marseille caused for Caesar281 or Tyre for  

281 During his civil war of 49 bce, Julius Caesar (100–44 bce) besieged the port city of 
 Massilia (today, the French city of Marseille) and captured it thanks to the construction 
of a huge tower and siege instruments.
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life3�4

Alexander.282 But to whom does he give this trouble? To the church and to its 
ministers, to the spiritual fathers who will come to deliver this soul from the 
tyranny of this insolent being. And what will these ministers283 of God do? 
They will not only use exorcisms, which are the church’s usual artillery and 
weapons against the demon, who must be besieged in his fortress; but they 
will also use the art of the spiritual life in the ordinary direction of souls, which 
cannot have its effect without the soul’s will and its rigorous cooperation.

The minister should therefore do everything he can, to win over the will of 
the soul, held captive by the demon. Having overcome the will, he will em-
ploy it, and will make it act to vanquish the inclinations that are the demon’s 
weapons. This will remove mortal sins, if there are any, in order to pull the soul 
from the internal servitude to Satan that is worse than possession. Possession 
is merely an external malevolence that must first be removed. Then, the pos-
sessed person is brought to a good confession, if the person needs it, or if it is 
a soul that does not have great sins that can make it Satan’s slave and God’s 
enemy. It is necessary to see and fathom in depth what there is of pride, sensu-
ality, ordinary passions, that create occasions for many venial sins. There may 
be some secret ambition or attachment that keeps the soul in Satan’s snares, 
and that provides him with an opportunity to establish his empire. This per-
haps will not be done in order to doom the soul, but in order to give it great and 
terrible obstacles to grace. Mankind does not value grace highly, because men 
see no manifest danger of being damned; but that ought to suffice for fearing 
the devil and fighting hard against him, who is its author, and who relies on it 
a great deal. This is contrary to perfection and to total union with God, for the 
acquisition of which, Our Lord died. For in that perfect union is the kingdom 
of God, of which Our Lord spoke so often in the Gospel, giving excellent advice 
to souls, advice that is so little valued. That is why men usually think only of 
preventing damnation. That truly is a necessary concern, but it is not the only 
one on which Our Lord sets his heart, and for which he died. Thus the great 
concern of a spiritual father in respect to a possessed person, and the great 
concern of an exorcist who wants to heal a soul entirely and take Satan’s em-
pire from it, in order to establish Jesus Christ’s empire, is not only to render the 

282 In his campaign against the Persians of 332 bce, Alexander the Great (356–323 bce) 
blockaded, besieged, and captured the Phoenician city of Tyre, thanks to the construc-
tion of a long causeway and towers.

283 Ministre, “minister”: “The person who carries out some project or activity: Demons are the 
ministers of divine vengeance. In some religious orders the superior is called the ‘father 
minister’”; daf 1694. Surin generally uses “minister” in a very general way, to denote a 
religious whose duties are carried out in the church proper. He never equates “minister” 
with a Protestant preacher.
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3�5The Same Subject Continued

soul capable of God’s grace, but also to rip from that soul everything in it that 
is harmful to Jesus Christ’s kingdom, and that can maintain there the kingdom 
of the devil, who makes a thousand efforts to doom us and to prevent us from 
being good, according to God’s heart, and in the possession of perfect good.

I must say that all directors of souls, be those souls possessed (their number 
will turn out to be quite small), or be they souls who are being guided by these 
directors, ought to work vigorously to destroy everything the demon has that 
is forceful and upright in souls, by declaring all their soul’s attachments: the 
weaknesses that enthrall them, such as vanity, a secret ambition, sensuality, 
curiosity, uselessness, an inappropriate friendship, preoccupation with one’s 
health, love of the body, and so forth. By all these things, the demon prevents 
God’s reign, and one will encounter great obstacles to all the plans one can 
make, in order to render the fortress free for God, and in order to remove the 
obstacles that impede the perfect grace of his love, in what is truly his king-
dom, which he claims to establish in souls. So, having written the history of this 
possession at Loudun, we gave it the title The Triumph of Divine Love over the 

Powers of Hell, in the Person of a Possessed Maiden.284 Because when we are di-
rectors of souls, let us plan to do God’s work in the souls he places in our hands, 
our concern being to prepare the fortress for perfect charity. In order to do that, 
it is necessary to destroy the demon’s kingdom, which opposes God’s kingdom, 
and which, with all its might, maintains in the soul the things that are contrary 
to charity: for example, the habitual imperfections that, always diminishing 
that virtue, prevent it from reigning totally in the heart. Concerned about its 
honor, the unmortified soul, which overly fears scorn and confusion, which 
always wants to be at ease and to have the upper hand in everything, which 
nourishes in itself a great deal of bile and impatience, which raises obstacles 
to interior peace, which has a thousand little plans by which it remains captive 
and loses its liberty, which has a curiosity that wants to know everything and to 
stuff itself with news and trivia, which has a sourness of spirit and a temerity 
in judging that is much too proud and too daring, which perpetually babbles, 
which has a humor that changes with great rapidity, causing it to flow like a 
torrent in its undertakings and wanting everything to yield before it, which can 
never stop inventing in order to receive whatever it thinks is its due. Although 
it does not commit great crimes, that sort of soul is full of obstacles to grace; 
and holy charity, which is sweet and humble, good-natured, and mortified, will 

284 The title page and the editorial notice (Avis de l’éditeur) of the 1829 edition (“in the Pos-
session of the Mother Prioress of the Ursulines of Loudun”) and the title page of the text 
itself (which adds “exorcised by Father Jean-Joseph Surin, of the Society of Jesus”) stray 
slightly from this title, which clearly is Surin’s own.
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life3�6

never establish its empire in that soul. The duty of a spiritual father is, there-
fore, to prepare the ways to the Lord, and this preparation consists of combat-
ing all the soul’s imperfections, in order to reach the peace and the tranquility 
on which is founded the true Jerusalem that should be built in the soul’s inte-
rior. For that, it is necessary to wage war against Satan; it is necessary to chase 
the demons away by practicing three things that were declared by one of these 
demons, through the mother’s mouth. Questioned about who had taken away 
his empire in her, and had finally made him want to leave a fortress that he had 
held so arrogantly and sustained so imperiously, he replied that there were 
three things: prayer, humiliation, penance. By practicing these three things, 
and by the exercise that gives them empire in the soul, Our Lord retook his 
right, and established his mercy in the soul.285 That is a very important truth; 
it is very appropriate to reflect upon it.

7 Reflections on This Great Truth, That a Good Will is All-Powerful, 

and That, against It, Hell is But Like a Flea, But without a Good 

Will, Hell is an Unconquerable Giant

On the basis of everything we have said, it therefore follows that, in this affair 
where it is a question of combating the demons who want to prevent our per-
fection, there is nothing that a good will cannot achieve if, owing to its desire 
to please God, a soul seeks to do what it can for his service, resisting all the evil 
that is presented in its nature, and opposing all the obstacles that the demon 
can place before it, with an interior disposition that can be called a truly good 
will. I say that a good will makes that soul so powerful that all of hell must yield 
to it. The reason for all of this is that God is the most generous, the most faith-
ful, and the most loving imaginable. He is, moreover, almighty. It is impossible 
for him not to employ his omnipotence for a soul that, relying on a lively faith, 
constructs a plan to do God’s good pleasure.286 Therefore, whatever  opposition 

285 Here, Surin moves from “the mother prioress” to the soul, another feminine word. It is not 
clear whether the final word of this sentence should be translated as “her,” the mother, or 
as “it,” the soul.

286 Bon plaisir, “good pleasure”: the notion of a ruler’s bon plaisir was a classical tag derived 
from ancient Roman law: “What pleases the prince is the law for his subjects, or as Justin-
ian’s Institutes and Digest put it, quod principi placuit, legis habet vigorem.” See Kenneth 
Pennington, The Prince and the Law, 1200–1600 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1993), 28–29. The same classical tag underlies theological discussions about the “will of 
good pleasure,” that no one can prevent, any more than one can prevent the bon plaisir of 
an absolute monarch.
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3�7Reflections On This Great Truth

may come from habits or inclinations, whatever help hell may give to a cor-
rupted nature, whatever infirmity may be in that soul, if that soul truly has a 
sincere will, along with a strong determination, and sufficient humility to put 
its trust in God alone, given the generosity that is in him, along with the good-
ness that never disdains a creature who takes refuge in him, and who wants 
to fight for him under the banners of his Son, it is impossible for God not to 
help, as he did with the mother. For that weak, sickly maiden was possessed by 
the demon, who was there like an armed fortress. She received the light and 
the imprint to give herself to God in order to serve him, with the help that the 
church gave her to prepare the soil a bit in a field overgrown with brambles 
and thorns owing to the demons’ artifice. Having placed herself under the pro-
tection of the Blessed Virgin and Saint Joseph, in a rather short time, that is 
to say, in the space of a year, she overcame all the difficulties that usually are 
encountered along the way of virtue; and by the efforts she made, and with the 
ordinary help that the church presents to all Christians, and which it counts on 
us to have, that is, obedience to a director, this maiden, I say, overcame all the 
opposition by hell, and the inventions of four powerful demons who, aided by 
magic, did what they could against her, by ruses and by violence. Despite all 
that, she found the path of virtue, and having vanquished her enemies with 
the ample help that Our Lord gave her, she enjoyed the fruits that are promised 
to souls, in order to encourage them to do good. By the experiencing prayer, by 
assiduously resisting her inclinations, and by practicing penance, she shook off 
the yoke of a frightful tyranny, and she felt the sweetness of the yoke of Jesus 
Christ and his doctrine. It so happened that, by means of this free consent 
given to grace, by her resolution to submit to obedience, and by her firm aim 
to embrace the narrow path while carrying the cross of Jesus Christ, she at-
tained liberty of conscience, the joy of the children of God, and the savor of the 
consolation of the Holy Spirit. Although she was a good and virtuous maiden, 
there nonetheless were, in her, certain small imperfections that I see in every-
one, and from which virtually no soul is exempt, other than those that lead a 
very fervent life. She emerged from all these woes, broke all these ties, and the 
dragons’ hideaway became the angels’ hideaway. I cannot say more, because 
she is still alive. I shall simply say that she enjoys such consolation and such 
peace that, as she often said to me (that was more than twenty years ago), Our 
Lord, in a single day, even in a single hour, had repaid her for all the troubles 
she had managed to endure during this demon’s tyranny. These troubles are 
so great that of all the persons I have seen in my life, regardless of the woes I 
saw in them, none came close to the ills and the calamities to which demonic 
possession reduces souls. No one can imagine it or understand it, if he has not 
seen it at close hand.
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life3�8

I say that this is a manifest proof of this truth: no matter how wretched and 
afflicted a person may be, if he has a true and sincere will to please God, and 
if, no longer wrapped up in himself, he surrenders to God’s divine providence, 
submits with true obedience to the guidance of a superior or a director, can-
didly opens his heart to that guide, and follows his advice, there is, I say, no 
evil, no imperfection, and no woe from which that person cannot emerge, 
and then achieve peace, joy, and a perfect liberty of spirit, despite the cross of 
 Jesus Christ, who will never fail him. If that person has given himself to Jesus 
Christ, to be a disciple who imitates his virtues, loves his suffering, and desires 
to render to him the glory he can expect of his creature, and if that person 
does it honestly, simply, and without artifice, or stubbornness, or anything that 
a wise and well-made spirit can reasonably fear, because God’s path, despite 
certain crosses and combats that one encounters, is so sweet and, so to speak, 
so triumphant, no truer words can be spoken on this subject than the words of 
Isaiah: Dicite justo quoniam bene.287 Tell the just person, tell the person who is 
determined to follow God’s will, and who prefers his service to everything else, 
tell him that all is well. That is to say, tell him that God will turn all his adven-
tures into good, and likewise his travails, anguishes, agonies, calamities, disas-
ters, despondencies, embarrassments, and even his failures, provided that this 
person perseveres in seeking the kingdom of God and his justice. Tell him that 
all is well, that every happiness, glory, consolation, and blessing is for that per-
son. Our Lord cannot fail him, provided he does not return to spewing things 
up, and instead finds delight in the earth and in himself.

Another thing must be weighed here, a thing that is very worthy of our re-
flections: if the soul that devotes itself to God’s service, with some desire for 
perfection, is not equipped with that good will, that is to say, if it is not totally 
determined to resist evil in every way possible, and to omit nothing that one 
believes pleasing to God; unless, I say, the will is thus disposed, not only will it 
find that it lacks the depths required to succeed in its undertaking, it also will 
be so low and so weak that paying the slightest consideration to what people 
think, or to one’s own interests, or to sensuality, will totally stop it and be an 
obstacle to its plan. So, it is no slight thing for a soul that is striving for perfec-
tion, to know of what this good will consists. This good will is sufficient for 
trampling all of hell underfoot, and destroying all the oppositions that come 
from it. This thing is such that I believe there are many persons who pass for 
being good, and who are good, but who nonetheless fall short on this, and who 
do not have that true will, having only vague desires in its place. These souls 
have lights that, in truth, are good and sufficient for everything; but souls are 

287 Is. 3:10, “Happy the just, for it will go well with them.”
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3�9Reflections On This Great Truth

cowardly, and owing to the corruption of self-love, they lack the will that con-
sists of a true determination not to omit anything that can manifestly be seen 
as necessary for contenting God, be it by surrendering oneself to obedience, 
or be it by separating oneself from all attachments. This is why so few persons 
attain perfection. They do not know what must be done, not having true ideas 
about abnegation, and about surrendering oneself into God’s hands. Or else 
they flatter themselves, believing that they have good will because of their pi-
ous sentiments. But when it comes to carrying it out, they cannot surrender 
anything. And as a great spiritual person said: Nec Deo se credere possunt, nec 

hominibus.288 These persons have a thousand false maxims or errors about vir-
tue, and they do not want to renounce them, or put themselves in the position 
of making a good beginning, as the mother did. For after having known good 
and perfection, between my hands she chose the cross of Jesus Christ, deter-
mined to do everything she might be ordered to do for the greater glory of 
God. From then on, the enemy’s weakness could be seen as total. The victories 
were frequent, and the entire affair was conducted in such a way that there is 
reason to hope that Our Lord will be content, providing that the mother’s soul, 
with the grace of divine goodness, perseveres in its plan and never parts from 
it. For deep down, there is nothing certain in this world; and enemies who 
never sleep, or who become discouraged, expect nothing, if not that the soul 
trust itself, and that, owing to good success and to the applause of creatures, 
it becomes susceptible to new attacks, and goes to sleep in an irksome repose, 
believing that everything has been done, and that one simply needs to enjoy 
things from now on. That is something to be avoided carefully, because the 
combat never finishes during this life. Omne sublime videt.289 The devil sees 
every sublimity. And he strips it from the soul that has, as a foundation, some 
presumptiveness and some vain trust in itself. Thus one must therefore always 
keep oneself humble, and distrust oneself. And this not only does not harm 
the fortunate state for which we are hoping after the travails of this life; it also 
assures and confirms the establishment of that state, all of it relying on God’s 
mercy and the shelter of his protection. Preserving this vigilance over oneself, 
with an eye that always wants to humble the self, is the high point of spiri-
tual prudence, as long as one continues to love penance. And if, when exer-
cising and experiencing divine love, one finds oneself staying faithfully with 
God, taking no liberty that is prejudicial to the first plans that grace gives for 

288 “Neither can they entrust themselves to God nor to men.”
289 Job 41:25, “He looks over all who are haughty,” or, as the Douay-Rheims Bible puts it, “that 

heaven-confronting eye.” It is obvious, however, that Surin did not have “haughtiness” in 
mind, but “sublimity.”
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life320

contenting God, for humbling the self, for taking pleasure in opprobrium and 
in the cross of Jesus Christ; and if one conserves the love of those three de-
fensive weapons against the demon, that is, prayer, humiliation, and penance, 
and does not slacken at exercising these three virtues, knowing that from the 
highest point one can fall down to the lowest, if God’s hand does not sustain us, 
which it never fails to do for the humble persons who remain small, and who 
have no greater thirst than to procure, by love for God, the greatest service to 
him, fleeing what the world loves, and keeping oneself away from its vanities, 
being little lambs of Our Lord that live in his pastures, and that are always ru-
minating on these words: Discite à me quia mitis sum et humilis corde.290

8 A Reflection that Proves This Truth: One Need Only Keep  

Obeying God, and the Good of Truly Obedient Persons  

Is Attached to that Truth

This truth manifestly follows what we spoke of in the history,291 where it was 
clear that, deep down, the superior’s will was not God’s will, for God did the 
opposite of what the superior wanted. And yet, it also appears that a religious 
must do what the superior orders, if it is not evil; for then, by his power, Our 
Lord compensates for what may be lacking in the superior’s light and strength. 
One must remember that in this heated debate with the demons, my conduct 
tended to chase them away, having first debilitated them by the soul’s coop-
eration with grace, rather than by the assiduous labor of exorcism. Although 
I placed great emphasis on the power of the church, and although I had great 
respect for the exorcisms it uses, I nonetheless believed that this indirect way 
was more powerful. Without directly addressing the demons, and almost with-
out speaking to them, one can far more easily reach the goal toward which one 
is striving, which is to chase them away by dint of converting the strengths of 
the soul and using its liberty to do interior or exterior acts that are repellant 
to the demon’s principal plan. That plan aims to cause doom by sin, especially 
when the demon undertakes to possess someone. By that, I say, one overcomes 
the demon more easily. Bit by bit, one saps him of all the life he has drained 
from the possessed person. One makes him imperceptibly lose all the strength 
he has in the principle that preserves his life; and after having gradually sapped 
the foundation of that life, one makes him die right there, forcing him to give 

290 Matt. 11:29: “Learn from me, for I am meek and humble of heart.” Readers will doubtlessly 
note that the successive “ifs” in this long paragraph do not lead to the expected “then.”

291 Triumph, chapter 11, about Father Jacquinot’s attempt to prevent Surin’s voyage to Annecy.
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32�A Reflection That Proves This Truth

up the spirit, that is to say, to separate himself from the person. But I shall 
discuss that elsewhere. What I want to demonstrate here is that, having un-
dertaken to adhere to this guidance and to finish my undertaking along that 
path, the demon, who wanted to conserve life in that fortress (this generally is 
the plan of every possessing devil), made every effort to make me give up, as 
we have seen. First he did what he could to disgust me and weary me, in such 
a manner that, in order to have peace, I was obliged to ask to be removed from 
my employment. Or, if I had the courage to remain obstinate about it, those 
who were involved in my honor or in the honor of the Society of which I was 
a member, would resolve to make me leave it, so that he, the demon, would 
simply be reduced to the common form, that is to say, to exorcisms alone. To 
this end, he moved the spirits of my parents (at the time, my father and mother 
were living in Bordeaux). Hearing that I was being prodigiously vexed by de-
mons, they compassionately did what they could to remove me from Loudun, 
and they succeeded. But before that, the demons came up with another bit of 
inventiveness, which was to make the father provincial, who had given me that 
employment, withdraw me from it, impressing upon his spirit (for demons 
have the right to act within the man’s spirit when Our Lord permits, and God 
permits many things on that subject) that my manner of going about things 
was not the good one. This father, who was an excellent religious, had formerly 
delivered a possessed nun; and since he had perhaps not followed the path 
that I was following, he was easy to convince and, as I have said, he did not 
believe that Our Lord wanted to use me in order to end that affair. This fa-
ther having this imprinted on his brain, therefore gave his complete consent 
to the idea. He planned to put someone in my place, believing it necessary for 
the good of a matter for which he had a royal order to obtain good success, 
which everyone publicly desired. He also believed that I was doing the exor-
cism carelessly, and that I was devoting myself to some spiritual inventions 
that, although good, could not be good for delivering these possessed maidens. 
Finally, he thought it necessary to deliver them by exorcism first, and that then 
they would practice prayer and would busy themselves with all the devotions. 
He likewise  believed that it was not the moment to cultivate the interior; but 
that it was necessary to give these nuns health and liberty first. Every day, peo-
ple would tell me this; but I continued my habitual practice, hoping to succeed 
at my task, as I thought I would on the basis of the motives I have discussed. 
However, few folks agreed with me, and all of them, or almost all of them, 
disapproved of my conduct, saying that I was amusing myself with spiritual 
colloquies instead of confronting the demons directly; and that the desired de-
liverance from these malevolent spirits was not a matter for a spiritual father, 
but for an exorcist who was vigilant, laborious, indefatigable, and who would 
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life322

continually keep the demon oppressed, and in that way wage a good war. And 
by dint of torments and fatigue, he assuredly would chase out the demon.

All of this, then, caused the provincial to send Father Doamlup in my 
place. At any rate, the rector of Poitiers was sent to invade my fortress and 
dispossess me. I have recounted how it happened, by God’s providence, that, 
in the presence of the said father and the said rector, with me doing the exor-
cism, the leader of the demons, at the very moment when he believed that he 
was triumphing and had the battlefield to himself, was chased away by Saint 
Joseph, and the mother was delivered. This made Father Doamlup unwilling 
to take my place, until he had notified the father provincial about this event. 
I have told how this father persisted, saying that the devil’s coming-out should 
be attributed to the presence of Father Doamlup, who was destined by God 
to deliver the mother. We have also seen how Our Lord acted so greatly by 
his providence, that during an exorcism done in the absence of this father, 
yet another of the demons came out owing to my ministry. This demon-
strated the proposition that I advanced at the beginning of this chapter, and 
on which I am now reflecting: God wanted the demon to be chased away by 
me, and thereby to authorize my guidance about working in the interior. This 
did indeed happen, because notwithstanding the blessing that God custom-
arily gives to obedience, and notwithstanding that I had done what I could 
to obey, and not having resisted anything the superior wanted, it appeared 
so clear to everyone that the provincial was mistaken, that after this second 
time, he never dared persist in his plan, and he wrote to say that I should 
continue. He himself admitted to me that he did not think that God would 
use me for that deliverance, nor that my manner of proceeding was the right 
one. Yet this was a dazzling effect that showed that this way of acting was in 
no way contrary to God’s plan. It also appeared that the father provincial was 
mistaken, and that I had no reason to accept his idea, which was to remove 
me from improving this soul, in order to tend to exorcisms, since God per-
mitted me to continue as I had begun, and since that made the entire affair 
stand out a bit, for a good effect. All the other demons having then come 
out of her body, everything finally succeeded according to the conduct that 
had been followed. It even happened that all the other exorcists took up this 
method, each working as best he could; and they had a favorable outcome, as 
I recounted in the history.

It is also certain that obeying the father provincial did not harm the affair, 
because Our Lord made such efforts that what seemed to be harmful to the af-
fair (that is, that I should quit it), contributed to the deliverance. The superiors 
having made me exorcise twice in order to give Father Doamlup the oppor-
tunity to show how able he was, the second time Our Lord provoked a way of 
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323How, In This History, Our Lord Did The Exact Opposite

preventing this father from being present at this second exorcism, which I was 
ordered to do alone; and there yet another demon came out, so that everyone 
was convinced that the father provincial was mistaken. And that is no surprise, 
for every man can make a mistake.

Believing that God wants what the superior wants is therefore an imagining; 
for this incident shows that the superior wanted me to quit, yet God wanted 
me to continue. It also appears that God wanted me to obey, for the truths of 
the faith are indubitable. But it is up to God to work wonders when he wants 
something to happen other than what the superior asserts. And if I do what the 
superior orders, God is powerful enough to find a solution for everything, and 
he will be contented if I blindly obey, giving him the care of everything, and 
turning over to him all the results of things that will never fail to be according 
to his wishes, provided that I do not interrupt, by my own will, the course of 
his divine providence.

9 How, in This History, Our Lord Did the Exact Opposite of What  

the Superior Wanted, notwithstanding that He Always Wants  

to Be Shown Obedience

In order to cover what I put in the title of this chapter, I must mention some-
thing that I discussed in the history of the possession (a work I began in 1636 
and finished in 1660, when, owing to the evils that came to me through demon-
ic obsession, I lacked the ability to write during all the intervening years, and I 
was being prevented from making all sorts of motions. I finished the history at 
last; for Our Lord suddenly gave me back the ability to write, and I continued 
and finished this history). In it I recount something that proves this truth, and 
that provides a subject for this reflection: it often can happen that, since supe-
riors are men, they make mistakes; and by their senses and their will, they order 
things that are contrary to what Our Lord actually wants, although he does not 
dispense religious from observing obedience or from carrying out superiors’ 
orders, when the thing that has been ordered involves no evil. It is the practice 
of the saints and it is the doctrine of Saint Ignatius that it is necessary to obey 
even things that have not be ordered in a good way, that is to say, things that do 
not have all the light or wisdom one might desire. This doctrine also holds that 
God will compensate for the superior’s failure, blessing the obedience of the 
person who does what is ordered, even if it is against his inclination. It further 
holds that, in order to justify this obedience, it suffices that there be no sin in 
what is ordered. Despite the fact that the superior is acting counter to God’s 
plans, God, by his power and his providence, is doing what he wants done, and 
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life324

he achieves it by springs that are unknown to us, as we recounted in the previ-
ous chapter, and in what I am about to describe.

In the history, I pointed out that men were opposed to the journey to Annecy 
in Savoy, in order to deliver the mother at the tomb of Saint François de Sales. 
Our Lord revealed to that mother that, if she made a vow to go to this tomb 
in order to render thanks to God, she would be delivered in the same place in 
Loudun. The vow having been made on September 27, she was effectively deliv-
ered on October 15, the feast of Saint Teresa, the demon Behemoth, having left 
written on her hand the holy name of Jesus and that of Saint François de  
Sales. After that, the journey to Savoy took place, with the father leaving Bor-
deaux for Toulouse, Montpellier, Avignon, and Chambéry. Now, it so happened 
that the father’s superior ordered him not to join forces with the mother. If she 
encountered him, they should do their devotions together; but if this encoun-
ter did not take place, he should return without waiting for her. The mother 
having been in Paris for a long while, the father had already made the journey 
and was at Annecy, although she had not yet left Paris. However, from time to 
time the superior would write to Father Surin and his companion, telling them 
not to wait for the mother, but to return to Bordeaux. Now, in order to show 
that God wanted them to accomplish that vow together at the saint’s tomb, he 
permitted Cardinal de Richelieu to tell the mother that he had learned that I 
had already left Bordeaux, in order to carry out the vow we had made, and that 
she must hasten, and wherever she met me, she must make me turn around 
so that I could accomplish with her the contents of the vow. Here, then, is an 
order from a person of authority, who orders the exact opposite of the father 
provincial’s order. Meanwhile, we reached Lyon, where we were informed that 
the mother had left Loudun to make the journey. Everyone thought it neces-
sary to wait for news from her; so I needed to meet her and talk to her for a 
little while. The father provincial was constantly writing to urge us to return. 
We did what we could to speed things up; but just as we were about to leave, 
an obstacle arose that made us wait until the next day. That next day, having 
eaten my noonday meal, I put on my boots in order to mount my horse. Mean-
while, unexpected news arrived: the mother had just entered the suburb called 
Fourvière. That made us decide that, since we needed to speak with her, it was 
necessary to delay our journey for one more day. Off came the boots, so that we 
could go to see her at the place where she was stopping, the convent of the In-
carnate Word. She suddenly spied me, and she said that she had been ordered 
by the eminent cardinal to take me with her to accomplish the vow we had 
made. Our superiors were informed of this. They consulted, and they decided 
that despite the father provincial’s advice, the cardinal had to be obeyed; for 
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325Reflections On This Truth

his brother,292 likewise a cardinal, was archbishop of Lyon, and a great friend 
and protector of our fathers. They thought that there was a very clear obli-
gation not to oppose his eminence’s orders, and the conclusion was: I would 
return to Annecy with the mother, and with her, I would do the devotions that 
we had vowed to do. For that, I mounted on horseback with my companion, 
Father Thomas, and no sooner were we on the road than I, who had been mute 
for eight months, and who had been unable to say a single word all the time 
when I was in Lyon, which was five weeks, replied as distinctly as ever, as soon 
as my companion began the Veni Creator. From then on, I could always speak, 
recovering bit by bit the full use of my speech. On my first journey to Annecy, 
Mother de Chantal made me swallow a dried bit of Saint François de Sales’s 
blood, after which some distinct words rose into my mouth: “Jesus Maria”; 
but then my mouth suddenly was mute, as before. The spring that opened my 
mouth was the mother’s company; so God’s will was contrary to what the supe-
rior wanted. But God wanted every diligence to be done in order to obey, and 
he wanted me to behave so as to execute willingly what he wanted. Lacking the 
power, it was necessary to be patient and recognize this truth: although God 
wants obedience, and although the will of superiors is preferred over anything 
human, wherever something has been ordered and there is no evil, one com-
mends the event to God. It will never be displeasing to a religious to do what 
his superior orders him to do, through which God will do what he wishes and 
will moderate very well the effect of his providence, without involving the vow 
we have taken to obey him out of love.

10 Reflections on This Truth: In Order to Chase Away Demons, One 

Must Use the Possessed Person’s Good Will

The most important truth in this whole matter is that when a person is pos-
sessed by the malevolent spirit (which is one of the greatest ills and travails of 
life), that person must be persuaded to put his will to good use, in order to con-
vert his spirit to God, and to practice virtue in his interior. The person thereby 
destroys the empire that Satan, and above all the world, has in us, not so much 
by exorcism (relying solely upon it, as some did in this possession at Loudun), 
as by the good will of the possessed person. That person’s will is employed to 

292 Alphonse-Louis du Plessis de Richelieu (1582–1653), the brother of Armand, Cardinal 
Richelieu, had become a Carthusian in 1606. Although he preferred the austerity of the 
charterhouse, he became archbishop of Aix in 1626, archbishop of Lyon in 1628, and car-
dinal in 1629.
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life326

rip out the defects and the principle of all evil that are in us, in order to be 
bound to grace, and by grace, with the soul’s cooperation, to resist the devil to 
the point of rendering totally unbearable the residence he has taken up in the 
person. And this is done as much by the combat undertaken against the devil, 
and against what serves him as a support in us, as by the assistance of the grace 
that is merited by using good will to make the devil move from the seat he has 
taken, and that God has permitted him to take, either by the fault of the soul 
that tolerates that possession, or by the malevolence of magicians or sorcerers. 
God defers to human liberty, which, very unjustly and perversely, goes so far as 
to maliciously place demons in persons who sometimes have given no reason 
for it. For the greater good of these persons, God often permits this, as long as 
the persons are helped, and want to use their will to vanquish the enemies of 
salvation, who have had the insolence to lodge in souls that have been conse-
crated to God by both baptism and by professing as religious.

It is an effect that appears truly strange: God permits the devil, provoked 
and employed by the most malicious men on earth, to seize in this way a per-
son who is marked as God’s by baptism, who is ornamented by grace, and who 
sometimes is even established in a holy profession, and in a state of virtue 
and holiness, as we saw in this possession at Loudun, where these good maid-
ens were not involved in any misbehavior or licentious action that would have 
made God’s providence permit it. In this, his providence is totally worthy of 
adoration, and his counsels are very profound, for they permitted a malicious 
man,293 with sly and envious plans toward another priest, the confessor of 
these maidens, a malicious man with dishonest license to corrupt and dishon-
or them; permitted him to use the wickedest art of all, the art of magic, in order 
to give authority to demons who, owing to their anger toward mankind, are 
themselves always sufficiently disposed to harm them, vex them, and possess 
them, which is something that leads to such a great disorder and unruliness, 
for example profaning God’s temple, causing persons consecrated to his ser-
vice, who are brides of Jesus Christ, owing to the vow of chastity and the inten-
tion to love only him, and at the sight of whom all hell should shudder and take 
flight; permitted these persons, I say, to be the receptacles for demons, to lose 
their liberty, and to be so much at the demons’ disposition that they seem to be 
behaving like the most licentious soldiers in a city that is being pillaged, leav-
ing nothing intact, so to speak, beyond the free choice that they cannot touch 
nor attack. Not that they do not trouble these persons and do not commit great 
insolence, lunacies, and unruliness toward them; but by all their temptations 

293 Here, too, he is alluding to Urbain Grandier and Jean Mignon, whom he portrayed in Tri-

umph, “introduction.”
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327Reflections On This Truth

and oppressions, these demons nonetheless cannot draw out from these per-
sons any act of consent for which they are truly guilty before God. It is, I say, 
a totally strange thing, that God permits this invasion and this turmoil that 
appears so scandalous to the eyes of all the faithful, and that dishonors his 
temple. It is, however, no more scandalous than other things that God per-
mits, allowing the men who profane his temples to do what they wish in lib-
erty. He allows heretics294 to crush underfoot the Blessed Sacrament, violate 
the virgins who are consecrated to him, massacre the priests, use churches as 
stables, profane altars. He has permitted idol-worshipers to do shameful things 
in churches, to prostitute virgins, and to do all the outrages to their purity and 
holiness that one can imagine. The great reason for all of that is the deference 
that God pays to man’s liberty. He permitted the Jews to crucify his Son; he 
permitted the vilest men on earth to make an attempt on the lives of the most 
holy and the most venerable. That should serve as a principle to justify divine 
providence for having permitted this, and to show that, since on the one hand 
he permits everything that liberty can set about doing, he nonetheless tempers 
this by behaving within the limits that it pleases him to place there: for the folly 
and the spite of mankind have no limits. And God keeps the demons in check 
in such a way that he watches all their plans, and prevents them from entirely 
harming the souls who trust in him, and who feel assured under his protection. 
He does not permit anything to happen to them, unless his counsel intervenes, 
in order to turn everything to their good. And when souls are faithful to him in 
a disaster as great as being possessed, if these souls are diligent about content-
ing God, and if the church helps them through its ministers, the church, as best 
it can, persuading these possessed persons, through these same ministers, to 
employ themselves seriously in things for God’s service, and to resist the devil 
with the strength of faith, as the apostle says,295 all the artifices of the infernal 
serpent, and all the fury of this roaring lion yield to grace and to the desires of a 
faithful will. So that the demon, gradually losing his strength, is constrained to 
yield to virtue; and the possessed persons, by practicing virtue instead of being 
captives of Satan, who was belaboring them, acquire the liberty of God’s chil-
dren and become, in Jesus Christ and by his grace, the mistresses of demons.

This can be seen clearly in the history of Loudun, where, as we have seen 
(and it is necessary to reflect on this), this mother prioress, who deep down 
had not, through her own fault, given the demon any just reason to be so 

294 He is alluding to Protestants and the destruction that marked the religious wars of the 
sixteenth century.

295 James 4:7, Subditi ergo estote Deo, resistite autem diabolo, et fugiet a vobis. That is: “So, sub-
mit yourselves to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.”
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life328

brash as to enter her body and use its faculties to commit several aspects of 
malevolence; this mother, I say, having turned her heart totally toward God 
by the exercise of prayer, and having little by little resisted all the inclinations 
of the flesh and of her senses, by regulating everything according to the laws 
of Christian perfection, and doing this by the instruction and the assistance 
of the minister of the church, has not only recovered her liberty, practiced all 
the most holy actions, tended to prayer and to the contemplation of divine 
things, done all the penance she wanted to do, and which the Spirit inspired in 
her, and then came to exercise all the virtues proper to her profession. But she 
passed from a habitual state of dryness and indisposition toward divine things, 
until she had no thought that might ever mark the least lack of devotion, or 
that might make her feel in her heart the least imprint of the violence of the 
demon who had possessed her, without taking from her the thought and the 
reflection about every good thing. This robbed her of affection and practice, 
when she thought about putting it to some use; and this enthralled her body in 
the same servitude, as if all the demons had been the masters. Despite all that, 
having given her will to God, and having submitted her heart to obedience, we 
saw her arrive at all the tendernesses that grace customarily gives to a heart, 
to recollection, to devotion and love, to all the good practices that the greatest 
fervor can inspire. She has all the quietude, the pleasantness, the silence, and 
all the prudence toward another person of which her soul was capable, and 
that one might have desired from anyone whomsoever, and she has reached 
that authority over the devil who, being unable to endure such a life and such 
holy practices in a person whom he was possessing, was forced to leave her 
head free for prayer. During the several months that preceded his total coming-
out, the devil would appear visibly, to her eyes, in the form of a black dog at 
her side, curled up as dogs are at their master’s feet, being unable to leave her 
totally because God was not permitting it. For he had not finished everything 
he was striving to do through her in that affair, and he also was unable to be 
inside and to act with his accustomed rage, because grace’s victory over him 
was preventing its execution. This shows the power of grace aided by a good 
will, which nothing can resist, as we showed296 in the previous chapter. And 
in the same affair at Loudon, we saw several other good maidens who did not 
behave that way, because their exorcists were taking a different path and were 
saying that it was preferable to chase away the devil, and then help the souls 
do prayer and mortification. We saw them moldering for a long time in their 

296 Here, chapter 10 of the 1829 edition ends; but the Prunair edition, 393–394, doubtlessly 
following a clue left by Cavallera, ends that chapter with the material that stretches from 
this footnote to the period at the end of the chapter.
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329That, From This A Great Truth Follows, Which Is That

enthrallment, incapable of praying and doing any penance. Not that they were 
not good maidens, but because Our Lord was waiting for them to do the neces-
sary diligence in order to obtain that benefit, and because they needed help: 
that is to say, they needed to be helped in this by their spiritual fathers. And 
we saw them in their troubles, anxious and tormented; and finally, after this 
experience that was verified in the mother prioress, who was finally delivered 
by these exercises and practices, and all these demons were chased out with 
a manifest triumph of grace, their exorcists began to act that same way. And 
the maidens used their will in the same way. And Our Lord gave such blessings 
that, once all of the maidens had been delivered, and once the demons had 
been so beaten down that the exorcists were removed by the powerful persons 
who had employed them, the maidens found themselves free and quieted; and 
now they are enjoying peace, as if they had never experienced evil, and all of 
them are so tranquil that one cannot distinguish those who were possessed 
from those who were not, all their dispositions being so even. For after the 
mother’s deliverance, Our Lord gave all the others the desire to take the road 
that she had taken, and he also gave them the same blessing.

11 That, from This a Great Truth Follows, Which is That, Even in 

Persons Who are Not Possessed, the Same Good Will Overcomes 

Everything, and One Delivers Oneself from the Demons and Their 

Snares in the Same Way

This great truth is important, not only for delivering persons possessed by de-
mons but also for all those who want to achieve their salvation or reach the 
perfection of the Christian life. For the demons’ opposition to grace in the 
persons they possess is the same as what they do in every other creature: be-
cause, as we have said elsewhere, there are three sorts of diabolical operations 
on men. One of them is general, which is temptation; the other, peculiar to a 
number of persons, is obsession; and the third, peculiar to few persons, is pos-
session. By these degrees, the demons try to reach their goal, which is to doom 
souls. They are pushed to do so by an extreme ardor and an incomprehensible 
rage toward mankind. But God, by his goodness, assists us all by his grace that, 
helped by our good will, makes us win the victory.

In order to understand this clearly and believe this truth, one must seriously 
establish one’s faith in the truth stated by Saint Peter the apostle: Fratres, sobrii 

estote, quia adversarius vester Diabolus circuit quærens quem devoret.297 That is, 

297 1 Peter 5:8, “Be sober and vigilant. Your opponent the devil is prowling around, looking for 
someone to devour.”
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life330

there is no one for whom the devil does not lay snares, and he does it in propor-
tion to what we see in the persons whom he possesses. For what is being done 
there, as if in high relief, is being practiced in all other possessed persons, in a 
more delicate way and as if in a flat painting. In possessed persons, this is seen 
in a more bearable way, which consists of grasping the right to act according 
to the dispositions that the devil finds. He puts himself into blood and into 
spirits, and he follows established habits. In those folks, he does what he can to 
bring them to evil or to enthrall them in that same evil, to the point of keeping 
them as his slaves thanks to the yeast of corrupted nature. That is what is called 
fomes peccati.298 He mingles himself so much with the principle of evil that 
is in us, that by the strength that he finds in this principle, he does his impul-
sions more or less forcefully, and he provokes us to sin. Then, having made sin 
known, he tethers the soul and keeps it a slave to habit, garroting the spirit by 
his power and by his general right over the whole region of evil. Thus the ma-
jority of men, most of them even Christians, are held by him in their inclina-
tions and in their habits contracted in a totally insensitive and imperceptible 
manner; for one never knows distinctly the devil’s operation, except when God 
permits the operation to go all the way to obsession, which is a degree between 
temptation and possession. Many persons, therefore, are secretly possessed, 
like the one I mentioned, whom Saint Vincent Ferrier discovered when, at his 
order, all the Saracens who were at his sermon were knocked over and agitated 
by the devil. A number of men were likewise enthralled by the devil, who dims 
their understanding and keeps their will engaged; and it is the doctrine of the 
Fathers and the saints that the devil operates in everything that is evil. That is 
what is known as the “devil’s snare,” in which he keeps the human genus en-
veloped, witness what Saint Anthony said: Quis evadet, et quis intendit? Solus 

humilis.299 The cords of these snares, which are very obvious to the saints, are, 
however, not felt or perceived by others, including the very persons who are 
caught in them. This is a very important and very commonplace truth among 
spiritual persons. We touched upon it, as with one finger, in that possession at 
Loudun; for we saw clearly that the possessing demon was fortified by natural 
inclinations and habits, and we met with resistance to destroying it, in propor-
tion to the strength of these inclinations and habits. About this, the teachers 

298 “Tinder for sin”: in the Summa, St. Thomas uses the expression to denote the habitual 
desire, centered in the sense appetite, for things contrary to human good. In other words, 
after the original sin, man’s appetites are a sort of tinder box, and fire can break out at any 
moment.

299 “I saw the snares that the enemy spreads out over the world and I said groaning, ‘What 
can get through from such snares?’ Then I heard a voice saying to me, ‘Humility.’” Life of 

Saint Anthony, in The Sayings of the Desert Fathers, trans. Benedicta Ward (Kalamazoo, 
MI: Cistercian Publications, 1984), 2.
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33�That, From This A Great Truth Follows, Which Is That

known as “spiritual fathers”300 say that the demon holds souls in his trotlines 
and his nets, which is the same thing that Saint Paul says: Incidunt in tentatio-

nem et in laqueum Diaboli, et desideria inutilia et nociva, quæ mergunt homines 

in interitum et perditionem.301 These cords are the desires of each person that 
conform to the demon’s inclinations, which come from the depth of concu-
piscence, avarice, or pride. These desires are like the strong glue or like the 
cords that hunters use to envelop and catch birds. The demons behave that 
way, being like hunters of men. They catch souls all the more easily, because 
souls mistrust them least. This makes neither noise nor bright light, and yet 
the demons keep men enthralled in their interiors. Now, these truths are to-
tally hidden from them: Nunc autem abscondita sunt ab oculis tuis,302 said Our 
Lord. On that, Saint Paul the apostle said that the demons are the governors 
of the world: Adversus mundi rectores tenebrarum harum.303 In the shadows 
that are common to all, the devil, like a hunter, sets his traps to deceive and to 
capture: Spiritualia nequitiæ, in cœlestibus.304 These are spiritual slynesses that 
are not apparent, and one never discovers them except in possessions or in 
obsessions, which the demon covers up so well that most men laugh at it. This 
was the case at Loudun, where most of the curious were laughing, saying that 
these were lunacies or imaginings. That is usual, for even prelates and doctors 
of theology let themselves be blinded and deceived about this. Only those who 
go to watch exorcisms with a lively faith and a clearly defined understanding 
that has been freed of affections or preoccupations can profit from it. Worldly 
persons say that devout persons are melancholics and credulous folks; the en-
tire affair therefore often becomes enveloped and hidden. How many worldly 
people have we seen, men with a great amount of spirit, who, owing to their 
vices and their self-importance, did not see the truth on that occasion? How 
many savants even, able physicians who are heretics,305 and who are proud, 
and who would make fun of the things that were the most obvious and evident 
to us? That happened because we had taken the time, and we were not stop-
ping at the surface or at appearances. The demons admitted to us that they 
did not hide themselves from us all that much, because they knew very well 

300 A spiritual father is a religious teacher, or guide, especially one instrumental in leading a 
soul to God.

301 1 Tim. 6:9, “Those who want to be rich are falling into temptation and into a trap and into 
many foolish and harmful desires, which plunge them into ruin and destruction.”

302 Luke 19:42, “But now it is hidden from your eyes.”
303 Eph. 6:12, “For our struggle is with the world rulers of this present darkness.”
304 Eph. 6:12, “With the evil spirits in the heavens.”
305 Is Surin thinking of the physician of Loudun, who was a Huguenot, and therefore a 

“heretic”?
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life332

that we were educated folks; but in order to be invisible, and to leave people in 
darkness, they would hide from persons who came with their eyes blindfolded, 
that is to say, who were committed to evil.

It was a great grace from Our Lord when the demons were forced to give sure 
marks of their presence, as was the case with Monsieur de Keriolet. Owing to 
the demons’ ruse of hiding behind our natural weaknesses and vices, it is very 
difficult to discern their traps, which are general to everyone. That is why the 
demon is called the “prince of the world,” because it is his general activity to 
deceive mankind, and because he has this admirable power to deceive. And 
so, true sages, who are enlightened by the supernatural light, have their eyes 
open to his traps, and uncover them everywhere, and not exclusively in pos-
sessed persons. Demons hide so cleverly in these persons that the majority of 
exorcists, after two years’ employment, do not discover all their artifices, and 
do not even know how to distinguish whether the devil is talking to them, or 
whether it is the person who is talking, so ambiguous is the subject of recog-
nizing the demon. For that, an exorcist needs to cling to God and remain in 
the light of prayer, in order to see the very delicate work that surpasses spider-
webs in subtlety, and that is as strong about holding spirits as it is subtle about 
fleeing and hiding from our reflections, not being noticed. In the state that 
is more common than possession, that is, the state of temptation, how much 
more difficult will it therefore be to see the ruses of the demon, that spider 
from hell, who has imperceptible nets in which he wraps people up like flies? 
These persons are wretchedly ensnarled, and are assassinated by the demon 
without noticing it, losing the life of the soul by trusting totally in the hor-
rible shadows of this life, from which only those accompanied by the light of 
heaven are safe. In order to pull oneself out of this enemy’s nets, it is therefore 
necessary to perceive these nets, and to have the strength to break them. One 
must have recourse to prayer and to obedience, and know the science of the 
spirit in order finally to see, by our acts and our inclinations, the danger of 
offending God. For diligent souls that are assisted by the Holy Spirit do not 
trust themselves and walk in fear; they have recourse to the help of the Blessed 
Virgin and the saints, and they have, at heart, the exercise of prayer, in order 
to conserve faith: In omnibus sumentes scutum fidei, in quo possitis omnia tela 

Nequissimi ignea extinguere,306 said the apostle. That is what is needed. And 
when the soul has made some progress in God’s light, and when, thanks to true 
humility, abnegation, and other virtues, the soul discovers the demon’s cords 
and comes to know what is usually hidden from it, then the soul can avoid the 

306 Eph. 6:16, “In all circumstances, hold faith as a shield, to quench all the flaming arrows of 
the evil one.”
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333There Is A Providence That Assists

evils in which most men remain wrapped up. For, according to their earthly 
inclinations, they are wrapped in the pleasures of the senses, in the love of 
temporal goods, in pride and vanity. They are like blind people trapped by that 
subtle and crafty hunter, who reveals his cords at the last moment, when one 
can no longer avoid them. That is why so many souls are lost, lacking the light 
to see the spiderweb. These souls lack the light because they do not devote 
themselves to prayer; and they cannot devote themselves to prayer, because 
their attachments and their passions are causing such turmoil in them, that 
there is no way to invoke grace in order to conquer the enemy’s ruses. There is, 
therefore, no greater prudence than the prudence prescribed for man: beware 
of Satan’s snares, and have the sagacity that the Sage calls cleverness, Intelligite 

astutiam parvuli,307 in order to behave wisely, and finally achieve the principal 
affair that there is in this world. That is, saving oneself, the greatest obstacle to 
which comes from the malevolence and the strength of the enemy of whom it 
is said: Hevam seduxit astutia sua.308 To this ruse, one opposes the prudence 
of the children of God, by which one ousts all Satan’s finesses, and one shakes 
off his cords.

12 There is a Providence that Assists Those Who Trust in It, That Helps 

Them in the Worst Cases, and that Never Fails Them

In the entire history of Loudun, and of what happened not only to the pos-
sessed nuns but also to their exorcists, it can be seen clearly that whoever 
trusts God and surrenders to his providence, finding there the sort of support 
that faith prescribes, will never be abandoned and will not succumb under the 
burden of afflictions, however great they may be. He will emerge so advan-
tageously from all the trials that God so often sends to those who serve him. 
God has extracted their good from everything; and whenever the unforeseen 
occurred, everything turned out well. This was seen so manifestly throughout 
this affair, that there is good reason to make a special remark about it. First, 
this was abundantly verified in those nuns who, on the occasion of this pos-
session, and later during all of hell’s attacks against them, fell into human in-
conveniences that were totally extreme. As a result of this evil, these poor were 
greatly abandoned and scorned, although most of them were maidens of good 
birth and social rank. Their relatives had abandoned them to the point that 
they were, so to speak, cast off by their century, having almost no bread to 

307 Prov. 8:5, “O little ones, understand subtlety,” as translated in the Douay-Rheims Bible 
(which in this instance remains closer to the Vulgate than other translations).

308 2 Cor. 11:3, “As the serpent beguiled Eve by his cunning.”
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life334

eat, being considered madwomen and deceivers who, from weakness or silli-
ness, or else from malevolence, having planned something, would feign to be 
bewitched and would willingly curse, say insolent things, and lead actresses’ 
lives. That went on for several years, and Our Lord finally gathered a good from 
it: by his providence, he made the king provide for their maintenance, and 
Monseigneur the cardinal de Richelieu issued an order to pay the exorcists’ 
upkeep. And Our Lord gave such great zeal to Monsieur de Laubardemont, the 
intendant, that the man consumed a part of his possessions on these nuns; 
for having exhausted their foundation and their pensions, these poor maidens 
were reduced to such a state that they were on the point of each withdrawing 
to her relatives’ home. Moreover, the judges of that region were against these 
maidens, and all the nuns’ administrative affairs were going to ruin, until God, 
by his providence, kindled the aid I have just mentioned; so that they were 
helped for the spiritual and for the temporal. In addition to that, grace’s protec-
tion of them appeared so evident that they remained bound together by affec-
tion, they were never willing to separate under the pretext that each would be 
more comfortable at home, and they stayed together, bound and united by a 
truly religious spirit, in order to help one another mutually in a life where the 
demons made them almost insufferable toward one another, splitting them up 
by their violence. There are so many detailed occasions when they should have 
lost patience, and when Our Lord helped them by giving them the strength to 
bind them to one another, that we would be incapable of listing them here.

It is not only concerning these nuns that the proposition appears true, that 
God turns everything to good when persons surrender to his providence; but 
it is also the case for Father Surin, who was, as I showed in the history, reduced 
to the greatest extremes, and whom almost everyone thought should not be 
exposed to such combat. This employment was obviously ruining his health, 
his reputation, and everything that causes a man to be viewed as important; 
so that these words from Psalm 126 were accomplished in him: Exinanite, exi-

nanite, usque ad fundamentum in ea.309 By reasoning deductively about the 
things that happened to him as a result of the obsession and the attacks of the 
demons, almost every one viewed him as a person who had been devastated 
in everything that is most desirable. Yet despite all that, his own sentiment is 
that nothing happened to him in all those adventures that gave him reason 
to retract any part of the proposition he had made when defying the devils, 
and on which he had built this entire undertaking: which is that, surrender-
ing himself to God and to the plan of rendering him all the service he could 
dare to render in this matter, he believed that nothing prejudicial to him could 
happen as a result of the malevolence of men and demons; and that, to the 

309 In modern Bibles, this verse is found in Ps. 127:7, “Level it, level it down to its foundations.”
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335There Is A Providence That Assists

contrary, everything he could suffer (as one has seen in detail) could only turn 
to his advantage, and that God would in reality draw out his good from every-
thing. By his experience, which has fully satisfied his heart, he is convinced and 
firmly believes that, from all these accidents and troubles, God has drawn out 
the perfect repair of his soul, which, before that, was totally overwhelmed by 
evils for which he saw no remedy and did not know where to seek a remedy 
and find one. It nonetheless happened that, after all these persecutions from 
hell, in which he almost lost his life, and after these desolations, these incred-
ible afflictions, and these supernatural pains and ailments that physicians did 
not understand, he arrived at the most perfect health, a total peace and liberty 
of spirit, the possession of an inviolable joy, and a great vigor and strength for 
working. Even currently, at sixty-five years of age, he is emerging from a very 
difficult mission, having preached daily to large assemblies and having heard 
confessions, without the least inconvenience to his health, although since his 
youth he had never been capable of anything like it. He spent twenty years 
without writing and almost without moving; and at present he writes as much 
as he wants, and he possesses so much sweetness and tranquility that, since 
the age of eight, he has never possessed greater liberty in all his natural func-
tions. And he can say that all the ailments that made him a sort of spectacle 
of miseries, and that made him almost abominable to everyone, as far as hu-
man things are concerned, are changed into a state of sweetness and into the 
possession of every natural good. Despite that broken thigh, which according 
to the physicians was supposed to be a source of pain and languor for him, 
nothing slows him down, be it in his labors, on journeys, or at liberty. He is 
emancipated from all the remedies with which medicine overwhelms this sort 
of disabled person. After all the evils that overwhelmed him for so long, he 
finds himself in possession of the greatest gentleness, peace, and agreeable-
ness he might ever have wished for; so that, just as he was the object of the 
compassion of others, inside he is full of trust and joy. And as for the time when 
the pains of death and the torrents of hell seemed to have surrounded him, 
although his desolation was totally infernal, and although he seemed to have 
reached the summit of every misfortune, there nonetheless was a providence 
of Our Lord toward him that was so special that a person who reads the second 
and third parts (which he has sealed shut so that they will not be seen during 
his lifetime), will see clearly that this promise that Our Lord gave to all those 
who hope in him, “They will not be confounded,”310 is absolutely verified in 

310 This phrase appears in Isaiah. For example, Isaiah 50:7 reads Ideo non confuses, “therefore 
I am not disgraced”; and Isaiah 54:4 reads quia non confunderis, “you shall not be put to 
shame.”
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life336

him, and that there are no words to explain sufficiently the goodness of such a 
Master, who never abandons his servants, no matter how puny they might be.

I wanted to say this, so that this reflection about such a great truth of God’s 
providence will make this proposition persist: he who trusts in God and leans 
on his protection, even if he were to fall into every evil, and even if hell had, so 
to speak, devoured and consumed him, with all that, he will take back his life 
and his strength, and he will find that the state that follows his illnesses will be 
a full triumph, as was verified in Job, and in Jesus Christ who, by the ignominy 
of the cross, has mounted up to the glory of his resurrection and to the loftiest 
fortune that any man on earth has ever had.

13 Conclusion of This Fourth Part, Which Is a Reflection on the 

Subject of Possession

It is relevant to reflect upon this, as a necessary foundation for judging this 
matter of possession, and the effects it produces in the persons who are pos-
sessed, who are far beyond what at first seems the case, and who make these 
poor souls very wretched. It is therefore necessary to know that the most im-
portant thing about possession consists of a union of the demon and the soul 
(having been notified by all the faculties and organs of the body), by which the 
demon keeps this soul enthralled, doing the operations of nature or of grace 
(for the operations of grace presume that nature is in a state where it can act) 
and doing, in these same faculties and by these same organs, all the operations 
he wishes within the extent of that soul’s capacity. For although the demon 
can, on many occasions, fortify and raise these faculties and organs above what 
they can do according to their natural capacity, this nonetheless has certain 
limits within which divine providence restrains the demon, and does not per-
mit him everything that his fancy and his malevolence might suggest to him. 
In like manner, by this providence, God also manages and tempers the demon’s 
power, and tightens it up in proportion to human nature, so that the possess-
ing demon is, so to speak, humanized in that, and is so associated with a hu-
man creature that his rage, his fury, and his slyness seem to be limited. Just 
as the sunbeam (according to the laws of optics) is moderated or broken by 
the crystal or the prism that is set against it and through which it passes, so the 
demon’s action and operation does not come to us totally raw, for they are the 
slyness, or violence, or vehemence, or power that the spirit, totally alone or to-
tally pure, could have. It even happens that through a person he possesses, the 
demon cannot manage to do what he would do if he were free and all alone, 
having only himself; because he must pass through human nature, to which, 
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337Conclusion Of This Fourth Part

by God’s providence, he communicates a part of his malevolent instinct, and 
from that same nature, he consequently receives the modifications that hu-
manity requires. The demons often complained about that, saying that their 
malevolence was limited by a maiden’s gentleness. For although the demon 
often cannot enter, unless the soul reveals something about its plan, and unless 
there is some remarkable cruelty, the soul’s natural sentiment opposes it. And 
although the demon makes the soul elude it, not only by suggestions or temp-
tations but also by an absolute empire, troubling the attention and offending 
reason, and thus taking away liberty; nonetheless, as if by a certain refraction, 
its natural ferocity becomes blunted and is, so to speak, repelled by humanity 
and by benignity, be it of nature or be it of grace. It is obliged to defer to these 
instincts, and it cannot undertake everything that its slyness may have sug-
gested to it. Now, it is impossible to say just how far this tempering goes. There 
are so many moral or physical causes that influence this, that it is impossible 
to make a ruled tablature.311 For, according to natural genius, according to the 
amount of virtue acquired, or the amount of the grace in which the soul is 
established, according to the various counsels of God and the management 
of his grace, whose secrets are inexplicable, the devil can do more, or less. It 
suffices that experience has given us this manifest knowledge; for very often 
the demon is held back and moderated in his undertakings by the person’s 
disposition. For example, if the person shows respect and consideration for 
someone, it will be more difficult for the demon to make the soul get the idea 
of doing him some outrageous injury; if he takes from the soul every glimpse 
and understanding of his plan, he will be able to do more than if he allowed 
the soul to see a little. Now, he generally wants to allow the soul to see as much 
as possible, in order to vex it and cause it more displeasure, wanting the soul to 
perceive the evil or the insolence that he does through it, and which the soul 
nonetheless cannot hold back. There is yet another malevolence: not only does 
he leave the soul’s sight totally free in order to perceive but he also so arranges 
the faculty of wanting that he only removes a certain amount of liberty, and 
puts the soul into such a state that it believes it wanted the bad thing it did, 
although it actually did not want it. The demon then bothers it with perplexi-
ties and remorse, as if the soul had consented. Thus the director of the soul, or 
the exorcist, must have the wisdom and the light to see just how much liberty 

311 Tablature, “tablature”: “The arrangement of letters or musical notes on lines, in order to 
show the melody to those who are playing instruments. One says metaphorically that a 
man ‘gives the tablature’ to another, to say that the former is more skilled than the latter. 
‘Give the tablature’ to someone also means to embarrass him, involve him in some unfor-
tunate affair”; DAF 1694.
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life338

the soul had; and on the basis of that, he must direct the conscience, which 
is unbelievably fettered and confused by that artifice of the demon, who is 
behaving in the soul as if he were the master. From this, it follows that the 
state of possession is very dangerous, the devil manipulating the soul like soft 
wax in order to give it the imprints he wishes, giving or taking away the light 
to a greater or a lesser degree, until the soul is almost unable to say whether it 
consented or not. That also happens in souls that are not possessed and cannot 
sort out scruples, because of the obscurities that are mingled with the natural 
or the supernatural light.

This, then, is the extreme pain of possessed souls that, in their interiors, are 
put into perplexities that cannot be remedied.

In addition to that, the demon can give aversions to certain things, for exam-
ple confession and Communion, and instincts so contrary to a person’s natural 
spirit, that those who are familiar with these persons do not recognize them, 
and the souls do not recognize themselves in such instincts that are totally 
contrary to their nature and to their habits, and that are also contrary to the 
grace that Our Lord can have put there. This is what causes the extreme deso-
lation and the despair; so that the demon, by his strength at making imprints 
in these souls, vexes them without remedy. For these souls cannot say whether 
they want something, nor can the persons whom they see frequently. The usual 
state of such persons is stormy; they are anguished and incredibly troubled; 
their malevolence is so unruly that, if the minister is not very attentive and ex-
perienced, he will spend entire years not knowing the springs that the demon 
is setting in play in the soul, in order to molest it or to seduce it.

One of the most important things to know, in this craft of directing the souls 
of possessed persons, is this mixture of the human spirit and the diabolical 
one. A man will have as much talent for helping souls as he will have light from 
God in prayer; otherwise, it is possible for him to spend entire years without 
learning anything about the person’s state. That happened with the mother 
prioress. Those who had been her directors before Father Surin could not tell 
when she was at liberty, and when she was not. They would view her liberty 
as a true enthrallment by Satan, and they would even mistake for grace and 
devotion what was nothing but the demon’s subtlety at concealing his game; 
for once the demon is discovered, he sees no way to establish his business. It 
is therefore highly desirable that the persons destined to assist such souls be 
totally devoted to the interior, and be guided more by God’s light than by rea-
soning. That they proceed with God rather by peace and sincerity of heart than 
by turmoil and by the group doing exorcisms. The latter certainly are blessed, 
being instituted by God, because the church very often has joined in; but they 
are less strong than the manner of proceeding, which goes in spirit to make 
the spirit act against the demons, with the help of the one who is, himself, 
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339Reflections On The Difference

totally spirit: Spiritus est Deus; et eos qui adorant eum, in spiritu et veritate opor-

tet adorare.312 This matter of possessions is a matter of skill rather than force, 
of adoration rather than action, of unction rather than science, of patience 
and vigilance rather than violence, indeed, of God rather than man. Thus man 
ought to stay close to God by his light, by his power, and by employing the 
truths and the doctrine of the Gospel.

14 Reflections on the Difference between Good Spirits and Devils

There is another fine reflection: since Our Lord has permitted demons to pos-
sess men, and since, in that possession, there are great marvels through the 
union between bad angels and our human nature, which is done and which is 
founded on hate, not love, it therefore is credible, and one can conjecture, that 
there is some sort of possession by good spirits, by which the good angels, and 
especially the Spirit of God, slip into the human spirit when it is good and is 
sanctified by grace. By this, the holy angels are united with us, to help us, not 
only by a moral liaison but also by residing in us. This obliges the holy angels 
to mingle and slip into us, and to mingle with our spirits and our faculties, 
and even to flow into our members, helping our souls to do the supernatural 
functions of grace, in order to establish supernatural good in us, to make us 
participants in it, and to communicate it to us abundantly. I therefore believe 
that this is done by good angels who, being our guardians and our protectors, 
are given to us, by God’s will and by the order of his grace, to be our very in-
timate and very familiar helpers. Flowing into us and into our interior senses, 
and penetrating our members and our blood, in a certain manner these good 
angels make themselves the possessors of the goods that act not only by their 
liberty, rectified by the grace that is lodged in them, but also by themselves.

Just as demons are malevolent principles that move, inspire, and persuade, 
but that also possess, it so happens that when they have won over the will of 
the person they are possessing, they remain inside as absolute masters, and 
they very insolently wage war against God. In like manner, when good angels 
are accepted by a good soul and are associated with it by a true piety and a 
free consent to the good to which they are aspiring, there is no doubt that they 
are, so to speak, aides and coadjutors for God’s work in us. But they are also, 
so to speak, more powerful principles than we are; for doing good in us, and 
being admitted by a liaison of grace and of holy Love, in the end they act as 
possessors, having the right to act and to make the soul act, just as if they were 

312 John 4:24, “God is Spirit, and those who worship him must worship in Spirit and truth.”
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life340

possessors. What we are saying about the angels is founded on experience that 
Our Lord sometimes permits for his servants. We know, from the Life of Pierre 
Favre,313 Saint Ignatius’s first companion, that he would beg the holy angels to 
mingle with his blood and his vital and animal spirits, and by that, to do in him 
the operations of grace for himself and for the good of souls, which was his 
employment in the apostolic ministry.

Saint Paul said this about the Spirit of God who lives in us: Propter inhab-

itantem Spiritum ejus in nobis; that he helps us: Adjuvat infirmitatem nostrum; 
that he operates, that he cries out in us: Habemus Spiritum Filii ejus clamantem, 

Abba, Pater.314 All of this refers to the operations of God and his Spirit, acting 
in us and manifestly operating in several souls; and we cannot doubt that when 
the Spirit of God has been received and has lodged in us, as it was lodged in 
his apostles, without altering or blurring our nature, it does many operations 
that are attributed to it, as to the principle, if not unique, at least helping and 
possessing our souls. I do not doubt that this assistance is sweeter and more 
intimate than the assistance that the good angels and the bad ones have in us, 
because God is in us as a being who is more natural and more intimate than 
we ourselves are; and when his grace acquaints itself in us, he is more naturally 
and more agreeably the master there than we ourselves are. He therefore is not 
only there: Dulcis Hospes animæ,315 he is also there as the principle that sus-
tains and animates our spirits, which are moved, and enlivened, and employed 
by him, as by that which is more natural and more intimate to them than they 
themselves are. What the soul is to the body, the Spirit of God is to our spir-
it. That is why Saint Paul the apostle used to say: Renovamini spiritu mentis 

vestræ.316 The Spirit of the spirit is the Spirit of God, who is uniquely given to 
us as life and as a vital root of our being; and when it is a question of holiness 
and truth, it is much more than it can be in nature, for in accordance with that 
nature, the Spirit of God is invigorating everything by its vital force. Spiritus 

intus alit, said a poet.317 When it is a question of grace, it is much more than 
nature can do. By that grace, the Spirit sustains and invigorates us; and when it 

313 Pierre Favre (1506–46), was the first of St. Ignatius of Loyola’s companions. Traveling on 
foot, this master of the Spiritual Exercises spent his life as a missionary to the German-
speaking lands, Spain, and Portugal. His final journey in 1546 was to Rome where, ex-
hausted from his labors, he died at forty. He was canonized in 2013.

314 The first two citations of the Vulgate are found in Rom. 8:11, “If the Spirit dwells in you”; 
“through his Spirit that dwells in you.” (Note how Surin repeatedly changed “you” to “us.”) 
The next citation quotes selected words from Gal. 4:6, “God sent the spirit of his Son into 
our hearts, crying out, Abba, father.”

315 This is a phrase from the Golden Sequence for Pentecost, Veni Sancte Spiritus, “The soul’s 
delightful guest.”

316 Eph. 4:23, “And be renewed in the spirit of your minds.”
317 Virgil, Aeneid, vi, 726, “The spirit nourishes within.”
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34�Reflections On The Difference

resides in us by grace, it does vital and very marvelous operations, about which 
the scripture is full. So is the history of the saints, who would do things that 
surpassed nature by a Spirit arising in them that pushed them and sustained 
them, pushing them to do wonders, as Saint Simeon Stylites318 did. It is very 
manifest that there was another spirit than his own within him, and that this 
spirit was the Spirit of God (who is the third person of the Holy Trinity), or it 
was a helping angel who was united with him in his interior, and who gave him 
substance and vigor for the many admirable things he was doing.

What is the difficulty in saying that the good angel serves for that, and that 
God destines him to help mankind? If that is so, can one not say that the holy 
angels are therefore possessors, possessing persons better than the demons do; 
and that the angels, being inside persons, give the raptures and the ecstasies 
that we see, and a thousand other grand effects? If we do not prefer to say that 
it is the Holy Spirit who does that straightaway, just as it is he who, strictly 
speaking, is Love. But be that as it may, it is always the Spirit of God, be he cre-
ated or increate. What must be noted is the difference between good spirits 
and demons. The latter lead astray, disrupt, blind, and even dismantle reason, 
taking away attentiveness and liberty; whereas good angels make things per-
fect, cultivate and lift reason from its natural baseness and, instead of trou-
bling the soul, make it belong even more to itself, and place it in a perfect use 
of its liberty, so that the nobler and more excellent the principle, the more it 
dominates and possesses, the more the soul belongs to itself, and the less it is 
offended by itself.

It was indeed an admirable thing to see Jesus Christ possessed by the Word, 
which not only was the possessor of holy Humanity but also sustained it hy-
postatically; which is more than any possession. And yet, the Word sometimes 
would speak through the mouth of Humanity, when it said: Principium qui et 

loquor vobis; and elsewhere: Antequam Abraham fieret, ego sum.319 It was not 
the man alone who was saying that, as when he said: Pater major me est;320 it 
was the Word, who would speak and make himself manifest to men, in the 
man, in a way that surpassed human virtue, and then the Word was much more 
than a possessor. Nevertheless, the demons have an imitation of that, when 
on their own behalf they reply through the person’s mouth. This never hap-
pens to the holy angels when they possess (at least not as far as we know). But 
when they made men speak about God, those men spoke and said things in 

318 Simeon Stylites (390–459), also known as Simeon the Stylite, lived for thirty-seven years 
on a small platform atop a pillar near Aleppo.

319 John 8:25, “What I told you from the beginning”; and John 8:58, “I say to you, before Abra-
ham came to be, I AM.”

320 John 14:28, “For the Father is greater than I.”
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life342

the  fullness of the Spirit of God, which could not come from them. That is con-
firmed by these words from the scripture: Non enim vos estis qui loquimini, sed 

Spiritus Patris vestri qui loquitur in vobis.321 But although they might be carried 
away and become very vehement, it was not turmoil like the turmoil caused 
by demons, because holy souls have attention and liberty. Thus they can say: “I 
never belonged to God more, nor more to myself, than when I said that.”

One will perhaps think that because of the transports by which the soul is 
pulled from its smallness, and is elevated to a state that is divine and percep-
tibly far above nature, it is troubled. Yet it has the manifest experience that 
although the corporeal part is enthralled by this operation and is reduced to 
a state of vigor, or trembling, or dilation, exceeding its natural posture, and 
although this is done because of the strong operation that the spirit receives; 
nonetheless, when Our Lord agitates the soul and makes himself dominant in 
it, and when the soul is penetrated by the strong operation of his love, it is less 
troubled than before. Because the Creator’s manner of acting, or that of the 
spirits he employs for the effects of his grace, is to leave the soul totally in its 
natural integrity, and in the fullness of its perfect being; and then, bearing the 
soul to the highest point of its liberty and its clearness of spirit, and uniting 
himself with it, he perfects it and makes it more manifestly its own. Yet at the 
same time, the soul belongs most to God and is most possessed by him, or by 
his order. This is very different from the effects of the demon who, in the full-
ness of his possession, makes the soul less its own, robbing it of reflecting upon 
itself. Unless, perhaps, temptation has reduced the soul to such malevolence 
that it unites with the demon freely, and willingly consents to what the devil 
wants. Then, perhaps, in order to bring to perfection the malevolence within 
the soul, or if the soul is good, in order to vex it still more, the demon leaves the 
soul its full attention. If that soul is malicious, he leaves it its entire liberty; and 
his final possession is therefore accomplished as it is in hell, where the demon 
dominates the soul without taking away its reflections and its attention to the 
actions of its malevolence, or to its pain and its turmoil.

15 Reflections on the Power of Saint Joseph, and on the Help Received 

by Souls Who Are Devoted to Him

The person who thinks carefully about this history and who casts his eyes on 
this possession and on the remedy for it that Our Lord gave, will see clearly the 
power of the saints in heaven, particularly the Blessed Virgin and Saint Joseph 

321 Matt. 10:20, “For it will not be you who speak but the Spirit of your Father speaking 
through you.”
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343Reflections On The Power Of Saint Joseph

her husband. The effects of Saint Joseph’s protection have been very frequent, 
from the time when the mother prioress began to find relief, up until the end, 
when it seems that this whole deliverance was the work of Saint Joseph and his 
holy Spouse. It also seems that what this Queen of Heaven did to mark her322 
power was employed to make the name and the virtue of Saint Joseph shine 
more than the powers of hell. In order, then, to know what went on during the 
course of this affair, one must note that, as soon as Father Surin had weighed 
the situation and had judged how important this matter was, for which it was 
less necessary to have bodily strength in order to cry out loudly and rant at the 
demon, than it was to have the power and help of heaven, the father resolved 
to put everything into Saint Joseph’s hands.323 He did what he could to inspire 
the possessed maiden to take him as her protector, because it seemed that Our 
Lord wanted to establish, in this century, a devotion for this great saint, by the 
pious instincts that he was giving to several persons throughout the church, to 
ask his protection. And so, having seen the numerous enemies of the moth-
er prioress, and having recognized their strength and their malevolence, he 
judged that no help should be chosen besides the help of Saint Joseph, whose 
power Saint Teresa, in Spain, had so exalted, and for whom she tried to intro-
duce a devotion. For some years, the father had also taken it to heart to pray to 
Saint Joseph when in need; and seeing how great the need was, he approached 
the saint as closely as he could, offering him this soul that was so afflicted, as 
to the bridegroom of the Mother of Mercy and the nourishing father of Mercy 
itself, incarnate in order to save us from our woes. Having therefore convinced 
the mother prioress to take this great saint as her father, he judged that there 
was no better way to have Saint Joseph’s help than to devote oneself to prayer, 
and to love the interior life that makes the soul devote itself to recollection in 
God’s presence, to reform its depth corrupted by self-love, by destroying this 
enemy through practicing the true Christian virtues, which are the mortifica-
tion of the interior and the love of penance, as much as the body is capable of 

322 In this discussion that refers to the Virgin Mary but centers on St. Joseph, Surin wrote: Ce 

que cette reine du Ciel a fait pour marquer son pouvoir, “what this queen of heaven did to 
mark [the] power” of someone. In this particular sentence, son is masculine because pou-

voir is masculine; it reveals nothing about the gender of the person wielding the power. 
In other words, this passage may refer to the Virgin’s power, but it conceivably can refer to 
Joseph’s power, for he is the subject of this chapter. This translation opts for the ambiguity 
that Surin wove into this passage: the Virgin is showing her power in order to call atten-
tion to Joseph’s powers over the powers of hell.

323 In the mid-1620s, Louis Lallemant, who was Surin’s tertianship master in 1630, had been 
trying to establish this devotion. See Lallemant, Spiritual Doctrine, esp. 8–12, 290, 308–09, 
333.
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life344

it. He did what he could to introduce this idea to this mother, and to elevate 
her spirit to the desire for divine conversation and to the love of a pure spirit, 
founded on perfect disengagement from all things, in order to cling only to 
God and love him alone. He believed that this saint was the special protector 
of souls that undertake such an affair, and who plan to reach toward God and 
unite with him by a profound peace that the soul can only acquire through 
the death of all its sentiments, uprooting them from her heart as much as pos-
sible, in order to plant there the love of Jesus Christ and of the cross, and in 
order to render him perfect service. He inculcated in her these words: Venit 

hora, et nunc est, quando veri adoratores adorabunt Patrem in spiritu et veritate. 

Spiritus est Deus, and so on.324 This entered deeply into the mother’s interior 
sense, as did the devotion for Saint Joseph. From the very beginning, the de-
mons therefore saw this devotion as a bad augur for them; and as soon as Our 
Lord showed some good effects in the father’s work, and the mother’s heart 
was beginning to be moved, the demons would say that they were feeling the 
effects that Saint Joseph was doing against them. And by that they knew that 
the father had greatly pleased this saint by offering him this soul and placing 
it under his protection.

Second, the first notable operations of grace that were done in the mother’s 
spirit, when she had resolved to give herself totally to God, manifestly came 
from Saint Joseph, as when he appeared to her in a dream and spoke distinctly 
to her, as recounted in the history. Ever since then, this saint’s protection was 
totally declared in the expulsion of the demons. To the first, who was Levia-
than, Behemoth said: “Joseph came and chased him away at the moment when 
he wanted to insult the ministers of the church”; and at the moment when 
he came out, she had an impression and an assurance in her spirit that Saint 
Joseph was present and was coming to deliver her. This was also a striking ex-
ample of his protection of Father Surin; for at the time, as we have recounted, 
he was supposed to be giving up his employment. Saint Joseph’s protection 
appeared even greater in the expulsion of the demon Balaam; for that wretch 
came out at that moment and left Joseph written on the mother’s hand. In 
addition to that, it was by the ministry of this great saint that the mother was 
twice healed miraculously, as we recounted in the history. Behemoth, who was 
chased away on October 15, the feast of Saint Teresa, was chased away owing 
to the protection of Saint Joseph, who was Teresa’s spiritual father. Finally, to 
all this we can add the miracles operated by the holy unction; on the basis of 

324 John 4:23–24, “But the hour is coming, and is now here, when true worshipers will wor-
ship the Father in Spirit and truth. God is Spirit.”
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345Final Reflection

which one must conclude that this absolutely proves Saint Joseph’s protection 
for a soul that was devoted to him. One need but read the entire history to see 
that Our Lord wants to exalt that saint’s glory. When he miraculously healed 
her, the mother saw him so close to her, and she looked at him so intensely, 
keeping the image of him in her mind, that she had a very simple painting 
made of him. The impression that has remained in her soul has always con-
soled her when she recalls it, and whenever Saint Joseph manifested himself to 
her, the admirable perfumes that accompanied his presence were so ravishing 
that there can be no doubt that they came from a place where there is no more 
corruption, where everything is in glory.

16 Final Reflection: That God’s Providence Played a Singular Role in 

This Possession, by Giving, on Every Occasion, Sufficient Proofs 

that There Were Demons, and that God and the Church Dominate 

Them

It is a thing that has been remarked upon and about which I often heard people 
talk: although this affair was a combat, and was often muddled by a thousand 
clouds, God nonetheless was so occupied with justice and providence that, al-
though spirits did not find something to satisfy them at every moment of the 
day, and to convince them that it was demons who were possessing the nuns, 
on reasonable and legitimate occasions, however, he never failed to oblige the 
demons to give some marks of their presence, thereby satisfying those who 
merited it. For Our Lord wanted it for his glory and for the good of those souls 
who were going to benefit from it. On occasions of little importance, the de-
mons often did not appear, and one did not always know why; but on occa-
sions of consequence, they never failed to satisfy, and they always found those 
possessed maidens to be innocent, and demonstrated their innocence. The 
demons also showed the authority of the church, by training light and admira-
tion upon the fact that God had permitted them to possess persons who were 
consecrated to him. When some prelate with authority, or some prince, or oth-
er persons above the common, would meet at the exorcism, God never failed to 
give effects that left these persons content. That could be seen when Monsieur 
de Nîmes came, and other bishops as well. When the father provincial of the 
Jesuits passed through Loudun, when some unusual religious or some Carthu-
sian fathers came, Our Lord permitted them to be satisfied, and he let the de-
mons obey their wishes. When Monsieur, the king’s brother, came to Loudun, 
the demons obeyed two or three times, without putting up much resistance, 
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The Experimental Science of the Things of the Other Life346

telling what he was thinking and doing what he wanted them to do. It is true 
that when worldly persons and proud and insolent spirits came, nothing hap-
pened, irrespective of their rank in society; and libertines would often take 
advantage of this, saying: “I saw nothing that I desired; it is nothing but lunacy.” 
Once, there was a prelate of authority who was disdainful about all of that, not 
owing to any great devotion on his part, but because he had no whimsy. He 
sent some rather vain and brash gentlemen, gave them notes on which he had 
written secret things, and which he had carefully sealed, with orders to pres-
ent these notes to the demon and to see what the answer would be. Nothing 
happened that was to his taste: these gentlemen remained there all day, and 
the demons did nothing but make fun of them and say silly things. This was 
reported to that prelate, who seized the opportunity to say haughtily that they 
were deceivers, mocking the exorcists’ simplicity, and ridiculing them, saying 
that they were nothing but melancholics. Our Lord often lets men do what 
they want; but for a time, his providence managed things so that sometimes 
the demons’ residence was known, but at other times it was difficult to find. 
However, nothing usually happened that did not produce some good effect; 
take the case of Monsieur de Keriolet, and others, who found their good and 
their salvation there. And so this providence, which sees everything, takes care 
of all things for mankind’s good, if they wish to use it.

Another very noteworthy effect of this divine providence should be pointed 
out: although Our Lord permitted strange things to be done by the demons, or 
by men, henchmen of hell, in order to corrupt these souls, he never permitted 
anything contrary to the will of these souls. He always obliged them to leave 
their will intact, so that no one would say that these souls had been forced to do 
evil. That is also why, since these souls were faithful, God gave them an absolute 
victory over their enemies; for although God often permits the purest and the 
holiest souls to suffer outrages and violence, to the point of being violated, Our 
Lord never permitted anything similar involving these possessed nuns. And 
although strange things happened, he nonetheless did not want their liberty 
to be assaulted, always testing things with their consent, which was never ob-
tained. Thus they remained above everything, and nothing  happened to them 
that could embarrass them, even if it was known and familiar to everyone.325

325 At this point, p. 416, chapter 16 ends in the Millon-Grenoble edition. No explanation as to 
why, in the 1829 edition, the following long paragraph appears at the end of chapter 16.
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Spiritual Poems and Selections from Other Writings

 The Spiritual Poems: An Epic

Patricia M. Ranum

On the eve of the Second World War, Étienne Catta, a priest at Nantes, came 
upon a handwritten notebook preserved in the archives of the Convent of 
the Visitation. The cover sheet read: Les poésies spirituelles du R.P. Jean Joseph 
Surin sur les divers estats de l’amour divin (The spiritual poetry of Reverend 
Father Jean-Joseph Surin on the various states of divine love). It was the manu-
script mentioned by Henri Boudon (1624–1702) in his life of Surin (1689), long 
presumed lost. In 1957, Catta published an edition of these manuscripts.1 His 

edition serves as the point of departure for this English translation of Surin’s 

poetry.

 Surin’s Spiritual Cantiques

As his transcription and the accompanying notes advanced, Catta wondered 

why Surin used the same imagery in these spiritual poems and in his cantiques 

(hymns) about divine love that could be sung to popular melodies.

Some of these cantiques were written before 1636, when illness forced Surin 

to stop work on Triumph. Initially, Surin did not intend these hymns for the 

“ordinary people” (le vulgaire) to whom he would later dedicate his published 

edition. Far from it. His autobiographical texts reveal that he wrote the can-
tiques in order to defy the demons. Expressing himself in the third person and 

recounting events of the mid-1630s, Surin noted: “He would jump and some-

times, in the vehemence of this desire, he would sing words that matched his 

emotion; but soon the devil would grab his words away from him and would 

press his chest so hard that he could no longer sing.”2

1 See Étienne Catta, La vie d’un monastère sous l’ancien Régime: La visitation Sainte-Marie de 
Nantes (1630–1792) (Paris: Vrin, 1954). Three years later, Catta finally published an edition of 
Surin’s poems, under the title Poésies spirituelles suivies des Contrats spirituels (Paris: Vrin, 
1957). (Additional information about the manuscript is provided on pp. 14–20 of that edition. 
The little notebook also contained fourteen “Spiritual Contracts” written in 1655, which Catta 
published as a sort of appendix to the poems. One of these contracts is included here.)

2 Triumph, chapter 3, a chapter written before 1636.
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Ranum348

Then, in 1663, as he looked back on the two decades when he had been con-
sidered mad, Surin mentioned his cantiques several times: “With possessing 
demons, it does not suffice to say to them: ‘Go out.’ One must do everything 
possible to anger them and molest them. That is why spiritual cantiques are 
used, and why one says things that torment them.”3

A bit later, Surin again referred to his cantiques and explained why he had 
written them: “During the entire time of my greatest suffering and despair,” he 
noted, “I composed all the songs about divine love that, having all been col-
lected, made an entire book, and are giving great consolation to good souls, 
and are giving me great strength by writing them.” The gesture did not please 
everyone: “Some persons were not very compassionate toward me, thinking 
that, since I had gotten the idea of composing, and since I was singing, it was 
impossible for me not to love God and to be content.”4

Somewhat later, he recalled the angel musician who, for “more than eight 
years,” had come to him and who “gave me a spirit of hymns. Thus I always had 
some song on my worktable, and all these songs greatly helped divine love.”5

The cantiques, then, date back to the mid-1630s, the 1640s, and the 1650s. 
Many of the mystical images that Surin later wove into his Spiritual Poetry had 
already put in their appearance in these cantiques. Similar imagery does not, 
however, mean that the songs and the poems are more or less contemporaries. 
Indeed, we shall see that the Spiritual Poetry can scarcely have been written 
before the final months of 1662. In short, although they paint similar pictures, 
the cantiques and the poems were created in very different contexts, times, and 
places.

 Surin’s Spiritual Poetry

Catta’s subject was not the cantiques, but the Spiritual Poetry. He therefore re-
turned to Surin’s manuscript. He began to fixate on the literary style: he thought 
the verse mediocre, so he began ridiculing it. Before long, roughly half his foot-
notes were focusing on either the clumsiness of Surin’s wording or the surpris-
ing brilliance of some of his verbal images.6 The other half of Catta’s footnotes 
proposed either verses from the scriptures that possibly shaped  Surin’s images, 

3 Science, part 1, chapter 1.
4 Science, part 2, chapter 11.
5 Science, part 3, chapter 8.
6 The meaning of many lines is unclear, and the punctuation of the original often does not add 

clarity. Nonetheless, the word-pictures that Surin paints are powerful, especially the ones 
that appear to be based on his visions.
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349The Spiritual Poems: An Epic

or else interpretations for some of Surin’s theological allusions. Some of these 
remarks have been incorporated into this translation, followed by “(Catta).”

When the editor of a manuscript makes fun of the text he is editing, read-
ers are not likely to spend much time on that particular text. On the other 
hand, a positive approach can shine a totally new light on a text that initially  
seems mediocre and of scant interest. For example, suppose, as a first step, that  
we agree to ignore the clumsiness of Surin’s poetry. Suppose, in addition, that we  
focus on what the Jesuit was trying to say and how he set about saying it. In-
deed, suppose we delve into Jean-Joseph Surin’s “interior,” look more closely at 
his “soul,” and attempt to decipher the message he is sending to us across the 
centuries. What would his rather clumsy verse tell us?

 A Spiritual Epic

As I scrutinized the fifteen poems published by Catta, it became clear that 
the imagery of the poems reflects the “views” that Surin recounts so vividly 
in Triumph and Science: lightning bolts, thunder, fires, flames, brilliant lights, 
venomous serpents, ships tossed on stormy seas, scorn heaped upon him by 
his Jesuit brethren, and so forth. Those images clearly represent yet another 
attempt by Surin to explain the unexplainable. In short, his spiritual poems are 
an overlooked facet of a corpus of works devoted to the triumph of divine love, 
that is, union with Jesus Christ.

As my work advanced, images and formulations began to converge, blend, 
from one poem to the next. In the fifteen poems, allegorical characters emerge 
briefly from the shadows in one poem, only to become the principal charac-
ter in another poem. It soon became clear: the Poésies spirituelles is not a col-
lection of separate poems, it is a literary work. A long preface dedicated to 
Jesus Christ is followed by fourteen distinct panels, each portraying one facet 
of divine love. Together, these fifteen poems form an epic that recounts Surin’s 
struggle to emerge from two decades of mental and physical anguish and fi-
nally achieve union with triumphant Love (Jesus Christ).

Surin’s autobiographical works provide only a few clues to the dating of this 
epic. He emerged from his incapacitating illness in the fall of 1655. By the sum-
mer of 1663, Surin was well enough to begin writing Science, which he probably 
finished by early 1664. He died in April 1665. In other words, the Spiritual Poetry 
can only have been written between late 1655 and the spring of 1665.

Woven into one of the poems is another clue, a quite precise clue to dat-
ing the entire group of poems. “Triumphant Love” refers to the great carou-
sel (“tournament”) organized at Versailles in June 1662 for Louis xiv, the “Sun 
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King” (r.1643–1715). (The poem mentions the sun twice, and the royal court 
once.) The Jesuits in Bordeaux had clearly acquired either a copy of the Gazette 
de France,7 or else a handwritten newsletter that described the event. Given 
the inevitable delays in transmitting private mail, it seems safe to propose that, 
at the earliest, either the Gazette de France or the newsletter reached Bordeaux 
by the fall of 1662, when Surin was busy planning Science, writing it in his head, 
and then putting it on paper, as had become his custom. Did he work simul-
taneously on Science and on the fifteen long poems of his epic? Perhaps. It is, 
however, prudent to propose that the poems post-date Science by a year or 
more. They therefore appear to be Surin’s last work.8

We tend to picture Surin living in a near-isolation for almost two decades, 
confined to a bed situated in a locked room in the infirmary of one Jesuit house 
or another: Saintes, Saint-Macaire, Bordeaux. We clearly are mistaken. In 1655, 
as he began to emerge from his long illness, he came into contact with the 
world outside, or as he put it, he could now view the world from a “window.” 
Since he could not write at first, he was like someone “who had been in a dark 
and frightful chamber and for whom the window was opened.” But now he 
could see a lovely landscape. He continued:

I chose the latter comparison because it seems to me that I was not actu-
ally taken out of prison then, but that, the light having returned, I was 
seeing new objects, and the daylight was consoling me, having had only 
night as my portion for I know not how many years.9

7 For news about the carousel, see Christophe Levantal, ed., Louis xiv: Chronographie d’un 
règne (Gollion: Infolio, 2009), 1:215n1656. Levantal notes that this was the first time that the 
emblem of the sun and the king’s motto Nec pluribus impar (literally, “Sufficing [alone] for 
everything” or, more freely, “Everything is possible for him”) appeared together at a public 
event. The Gazette for June 10 and June 16, 1662 (nos. 67 and 68) refers to the carousel. Levan-
tal does not mention a separate description published as an annex to the Gazette.

8 Catta points out that Surin’s hand appears sporadically throughout the Spiritual Poetry and 
that the final poem seems to be entirely in Surin’s hand (p. 157). In other words, he was well 
enough to contribute physically to the chore of carefully copying out a corpus of quite long 
poems. However, one of Catta’s datings based on handwriting is dubious. Having noted that 
Surin’s hand appears for the first time in the fifth poem, “Languishing Love,” Catta proposes 
that this poem dates from late 1657 or 1658, that is, shortly after Surin regained his ability 
to write. In other words, he proposes that this poem is the text to which Surin refers in his 
account of his healing (Science, part 2, chapter 16). The allusion to the carousel of June 1662 
casts doubt on that hypothesis.

9 Science, part 2, chapter 13.
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He tells us that various persons would come and take dictation. Others pre-
sumably read aloud to him. Did someone read to him from one of the epic 
poems that were in fashion during the 1650s?

 A Decade of Epics

“What is an epic?” asked J.B. Hainsworth.10 His answer will come later in this 
introduction. For the moment, we need only recall that “Homer” was credited 
with writing two epics: The Iliad, The Odyssey; and that he was followed by 
Virgil (d.19 bce), author of The Aeneid. These works became models for a spe-
cial literary genre: the epic. The genre slumbered during the Middle Ages, but 
it revived during the Renaissance: Torquato Tasso’s (1544–95) Gerusalemme 
liberata (1581) and John Milton’s (1608–74) Paradise Lost (1667) are epics.

In France, by contrast, the epic slumbered a bit longer, that is, until the 
1650s. During the first four decades of the seventeenth century, the latest craze 
was verse tragedies like those being written by young Jesuit-trained Pierre Cor-
neille (1606–84). By the 1650s, the all-consuming matter of writing rules for 
tragedy, obeying those rules when writing one’s play, and criticizing any rival 
who failed to follow those rules to the letter, had been “definitively settled.” 
The epic now “received all the enthusiasm and the undivided attention of the 
writers. Seven major poems came out in seven years,”11 that is, between 1651 
and 1657.12

That does not mean that poets and would-be poets ceased writing epics on 
December 31, 1657. As R.A. Sayce observed: “The Biblical epic was above all the 
product of a provincial literature.” It was, he continued, a short-lived fashion 
that soon died out in Paris, but “lingered on where people were naturally less 

10 J.B. Hainsworth, The Idea of Epic (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991), see esp. 
1–10 where Hainsworth presents a broad tableau of the epic as a genre. Although this little 
book has only 150 pages of text, it is a gem, a revelation for studying the epic.

11 Published in 1653: Marc-Antoine Girard de Saint-Amant, Moyse sauvé (a “heroic idyll”): 
Pierre Le Moyne, Saint Louys; to which Le Moyne added his Traité du poëme épique in 1658; 
in 1654: Antoine Godeau, archbishop of Vence, Saint-Paul in 1654: Georges de Brébeuf, La 
Pharsale (a translation of Lucan); 1656: Jean Chapelain, La Pucelle (a “heroic poem”); in 
1657: Jean Desmarets de Saint-Sorlin, Clovis (dedicated to Louis xiv); and in 1659: Georges 
de Scudéry, Alaric (dedicated to Christina of Sweden [r.1632–54]).

12 Archimede Marni, Allegory in the French Heroic Poem of the Seventeenth Century (Princ-
eton: Princeton University Press, 1936), 77. See esp. 77–90, which are very helpful on liter-
ary rules and allegory.
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sensitive to changes in critical opinion and taste.”13 It is noteworthy that ep-
ics (not necessarily “biblical” ones) persisted longest in Normandy and in the 
South. That Bordeaux is in the South of France suggests that in 1663 or 1664, 
Surin did not consider his spiritual poems to be outmoded.

It is virtually certain that Surin was delving into the contemporary epic of at 
least one other Jesuit: Pierre Le Moyne (1602–71), whose Saint Louys was pub-
lished in 1653 and republished in 1658. For his “Mystical Prologue Addressed to 
Jesus Christ,” Surin borrowed a half-line from Saint Louys that had reportedly 
made some of Le Moyne’s readers chuckle: “And the gates of day” (Et les portes 
du jour). Did Surin mean this as a compliment? Did he realize that he was quot-
ing words that could cut like a two-edged sword?14 Be that as it may, if he was 
seeking inspiration from Le Moyne’s epic, he probably was also working his 
way through Le Moyne’s wordy discussion of how to write an epic poem: Traité 
du poème épique (Treatise on the epic poem), which had been appended to the 
1658 edition of Saint Louys.

Around that time, we find Surin turning the poets and the deities of antiq-
uity around in his mind. He quotes from Virgil’s Aeneid in a chapter of Science 
that probably was written in late 1663 or early 1664.15 Even more intriguing 
are Surin’s observations about whether a pagan god can enlighten a Christian. 
Surin explained his quandary: “I could not stop thinking about what I had once 
read by a poet [Pierre de Ronsard] who does not say it in a very devout manner 
but whose words express what was going on in me at the time, and what goes 
on every day.” Focusing on the pagan gods and the muses who populate the 
landscapes of classical epics, and who would populate his own epic, Surin con-
tinued: “The poet invited Jupiter, who was speaking to the muses and who was 
telling them about possessing virtue over them, and was talking about the po-
ets imagined in their mysteries.” At that point, Surin’s quandary was resolved. If 
he wanted to write a Christian epic, he had to find a way to work antiquity and 
paganism into it. This was his solution:

13 R.A. [Richard Anthony] Sayce, The French Biblical Epic in the Seventeenth Century (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1955), 247–54. This remark is part of Sayce’s brief conclusion. Seven de-
cades have not dimmed the brilliance of this book. It remains an indispensable guide for 
all students of the French epic.

14 See Pierre Le Moyne, Saint Louys (1658), book 12, 383. The poetic line in question paints 
the following very baroque image: “However, night falls, and goes back into the earth. Her 
damp, black veil folds and tightens: And the gates of day, open to the sun, repaint them-
selves with lacquer and vermillion.”

15 Science, part 4, chapter 14.
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This [Ronsard’s poem] was written in order to explain what pagan poetic 
virtue did. And we want to speak about what the Divine Spirit does in 
similar operations, and to fathom what this poet says. He was a Christian, 
but he nonetheless was a great libertine, and very able to express these 
divine operations. His spirit was enlightened, he uses the most beautiful 
words possible, and he outdid himself in that petition, where he speaks 
about the spirit of the poets who, in many ways, are illustrations of what 
Our Lord’s spirit does in souls.16

 What is an Epic?

This brings us back to Hainsworth’s question that served as the point of de-
parture for this rapid excursion into French epics of the 1650s and 1660s. Mir-
roring the definitions of writers since Aristotle, Hainsworth answered his own 
question: an epic is a narration in poetic meter. It is a poem, a “heroic” poem 
that imitates noble action. It is a “great and perfect narration in the loftiest 
verse with the aim of giving profit through delight.” Whatever it may be, he 
continues, “it has a certain form” that it inherited from its predecessors. (From 
the sixteenth century and well into the 1660s, Virgil’s Aeneid was the preferred 
model.17)

The “lofty verse” to which Hainsworth alludes is in large part determined 
by the so-called “Alexandrine” line, a long, stately line that had become vir-
tually obligatory in French verse tragedies and in epics. An Alexandrine line 
consists of six opening syllables, followed by a midline break (“caesura”) that is 
no longer than a comma, and then by six more syllables that lead to the rhyme 
that signals the end of the poetic line. The overall effect is a bit like a seesaw: 
six-syllable question, pivot at the caesura, and six more syllables that answer 
the question. Le Moyne’s line from Saint Louys is an Alexandrine: Et les por-tes 
du Jour// ou-ver-tes au So-leil///. Here, the twelve syllables have been separated 
by spaces, hyphens, or slashes that mark the end of a word group. The midline 

16 Ibid., part 3, chapter 2. The lesson derived from Ronsard apparently led to a cryptic allu-
sion to “divine poets”: “Love, who will believe you capable of becoming drunk? Your wine, 
come from Heaven, charmed the prophets, Won over the saints; and the divine poets 
Often found themselves filled by Love’s liquor, And appeared on the earth in your accom-
plished gifts”; Spiritual Poetry, “Intoxicating Love.” Note that these “divine poets” are not 
normally on earth, though they can “appear” there. See Jean Seznec, The Survival of the 
Pagan Gods, trans. Barbara F. Sessions (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1953).

17 For Virgil’s Aeneid as a model, see David Maskell, The Historical Epic in France, 1500–1700 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1973), 17–25, 29–31.
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break is followed by two slashes; and the final rhyming syllable is followed by 
three slashes. It is virtually impossible to translate Alexandrines into English 
and still remain close to the message being conveyed by the poem. The solu-
tion that worked best for Surin’s verse proved to be blank verse that follows 
his text as closely as possible, and that creates the impression of two rather 
long groups of syllables on each side of a mid-line caesura. Translated in this 
way into English, Le Moyne’s line becomes: “And the gates of Day// open to 
the Sun///.” The half-lines have only five syllables each, not six, but the brief 
pause in mid-verse is perceptible and plays the role of a caesura. Sometimes, 
however, one half-line has only four syllables while another has seven, and so 
forth. Interestingly enough, virtually none of Surin’s lines produced the iambic-
pentameter verse so characteristic of Shakespeare.

The “form” to which Hainsworth alluded was only slightly more flexible than 
the Alexandrine. Most of the epic-writers of the 1650s and 1660s conformed 
to a general model patterned after Homer’s and Virgil’s epics. First came the 
“proposition,” that is, a statement about the theme of the poem or the acts 
of the hero. (Surin’s “Mystical Prologue” is in reality the proposition.) Closely 
connected to the proposition is the “invocation,” that is, the poet’s appeal to a 
god or a noble patron. (Each of Surin’s poems begins with an invocation.) Then 
come the different “books,” “poems,” or “songs” that make up the narrative. The 
number varied: Jean Chapelain’s (1595–1674) epic about Joan of Arc was made 
up of twenty-four “songs”; Jean Desmarets de Saint-Sorlin’s (1595–1676) Clovis 
required twenty-six “books.”18 (Having only fourteen “poems,” Surin’s Spiritual 
Poetry would have been considered quite brief.) Most epics reflect the chro-
nology of the events being depicted. For example, an epic can begin with a 
crisis and move chronologically toward its solution.19 (That is what Surin’s 
model does: poem by poem, the Soul moves away from the crisis caused by 
self-interest and finds its way to the solution—union with God.)

 A Few Poetic Devices

The predictable structure of the French epic is ornamented with a vari-
ety of quite predictable poetic devices that fall into several main categories: 

18 For a detailed look at the Christian epic, see Hugh Gaston Hall, Richelieu’s Desmarets and 
the Century of Louis xiv (Oxford: Clarendon, 1990), 286–309.

19 See especially Maskell, Historical Epic in France, 196–97; Sayce, French Biblical Epic, 
196–209.
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 metaphors, personifications, allegories.20 These devices permit the poet to lik-
en a person or an object to something else, or to give someone a pseudonym, a 
sort of nickname. It would be possible to provide rules for distinguishing one 
poetic device from another, but it suffices here to quote some of these orna-
ments, as we find them in Surin. “The Lover” is another name for “the Soul” that 
seeks union with Jesus; “The Bridegroom” too is a name for Jesus; “the Bride” is 
another name for “the Soul” when it is seeking to unite with the Bridegroom. 
And so forth. The “names” of these personifications have been capitalized in 
this translation to distinguish the personification from a simple noun, which 
does not begin with a capital: that is, “love” denotes the affection felt for some-
one, but “Love” is the name of a being, Jesus Christ. In Surin’s epic, as in the 
epics of his contemporaries, Love (Jesus), God, the Soul, and the Lover flit back 
and forth, sometimes so quickly that it is difficult to identify the specific “he” or 
“it” to which a pronoun refers.21

In Surin’s day, writers sometimes wove Greek words into their verse, trying 
to make the text seem more historical, more authentic. The result has been 
described as “at once grotesque and marvelous.”22 With considerable ingenu-
ity, Surin tucks Greek (and sometimes Latin) words into his verse: Empyrean, 
Enceladus, comet, censor, epithalamium, sun-dogs (parhelion), krater, elec-
trum, and so forth.

The “marvelous” (le merveilleux), that is, the supernatural, is a key element 
in epics. The “marvelous” includes everything that runs counter to the natural. 
The “marvelous” often takes the form of a person who intervenes in the action 
of the poem; but in Surin’s case, where virtually everything is supernatural, the 
“marvelous” tends to be made up of lightning bolts, fires, torches, crucibles, 
and things that melt or blend before one’s eyes. Many of these images seem 
be based on Surin’s visions, as described in Science. Related to the “marvelous” 
was the issue of whether classical deities had a place in a Christian epic. Surin’s 
reply, as we saw above, was in the affirmative. In his epic, Venus and Cupid 
therefore run through the streets. On one occasion, Love is replaced by Cupid; 
another time, Love appears with his eyes covered by Cupid’s blindfold.23

20 Spending time with Marni’s Allegory in the French Heroic Poem is a far more profitable 
way to learn about allegory, metaphor, and personification; see esp. his “General Introduc-
tion,” 3–19.

21 Your translator hopes she has correctly identified the antecedents of these imprecisely 
employed pronouns. Matching a character or an object to a pronoun often called to mind 
the ball of yarn that Theseus followed in order to find his way out of the labyrinth.

22 Sayce, French Biblical Epic, 213–14.
23 Ibid., 9, 12, 22; Maskell, Historical Epic, 184–91. Maskell can serve as a general guide to 

the epic in Surin’s day; see esp. 10–12. For Cupid, see Charles Dempsey, Inventing the 
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Each poem in Surin’s epic begins with an “invocation,” that is, an appeal to 
a god or a “muse.” The “Mystical Prologue” that opens the cycle is addressed to 
Jesus; all the other poems are addressed to Love (that is, to Jesus).24 In three 
invocations, Surin identifies the speaker as “I” (“I sing of the arrows from heav-
en”; “Permit me to sing of them today”; “Let me then, dying, sing”). In another 
invocation, he uses the plural: “we” (“We sing of the gardens of glory”). That the 
poet “sings” should come as no surprise, because that is how the opening line 
of Virgil’s Aeneid begins: “I sing of arms and the man,” Arma virumque cano.25 
In other words, when Surin wrote: “I sing of the arrows of Heaven,” he was imi-
tating Virgil’s “I sing of arms and the man.”

 The Fifteen Chronological Panels of Surin’s Epic

The poetic devices that permit us to recognize an epic have not brought us 
much closer to the soul of Jean-Joseph Surin. To communicate with his soul, 
one must spread out the fifteen poems, like the panels of an ornamented 
screen, or a painted fan.

The goal of an epic was to edify the reader, that is, improve him by instruct-
ing him morally or intellectually, incline him toward virtue, and wean him 
from vice. Viewed as a whole, an epic should act on the morals of the individ-
ual reader.26 That is exactly what Surin wanted his epic to do. It restates many 
of the points that had helped him back in the 1630s, during his guidance of the 
prioress of Loudun. “In a short time,” the Jesuit noted, “she traveled along the 
three ways of the interior and spiritual life: purgation, illumination, union.”27 
That is, she followed, in chronological order, the three successive paths that led 
to union with Jesus Christ.

Surin’s epic follows this same chronology. In the “proposition,” he tells Jesus 
Christ about his troubles, foreshadowing things that will appear in the four-
teen poems that follow. These fourteen poems subdivide into three unequal 
groups: Purgation, Illumination, and Union.

 Renaissance Putto (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2015). Not unlike 
Surin’s character, Love, Cupid is symbolized by the arrow and the torch, because love 
wounds and inflames the heart. Sometimes he is shown with a blindfold and is described 
as being “blind”; but he is not actually sightless, merely blinkered and arbitrary.

24 Sayce, French Biblical Epic, 23.
25 Ibid., 196–97.
26 Ibid., 8–9.
27 Triumph, chapter 3.
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Purgation is the stage during which desires and affections must be purged, 
and the disorder caused by sin must be set right: a disordered soul cannot per-
ceive or appreciate the glory and beauty of God. “Purifying Love,” “Illuminating 
Love,” “Operating Love,” and “Languishing Love” therefore focus on the elimi-
nation of self-love and self-interest, and on rejecting the “creatures” that nour-
ish self-love.28 The remnants of old sins are continually being “uprooted” and 
passions are being subjugated. In addition, the Soul also must confront the 
venomous vipers of Original Sin. By the time the Soul has reached the final 
poem of this group, it is approaching collapse and feels so “squeezed” that it is 
not sure that it can go on.

The Soul finally begins to move through Illumination. Its passions are better 
controlled, and mortification and austerity are subjugating evil inclinations. 
The Soul is more enlightened about spiritual things; but it constantly experi-
ences aridities, difficulties, trials, some of them more painful than in the past. 
As if reflecting these difficulties, the Soul’s surroundings are now quite terri-
fying (“Lightning-Bolt Love,” “Wounding Love,” “Reigning Love,” Intoxicating 
Love,” and “Burning Love”). Yet painful step by painful step, the Soul draws near 
to the marriage bed.

At last, the Soul reaches Union: “Uniting Love,” “Crucifying Love,” Transform-
ing Love,” “Triumphant Love,” and “Consuming Love.” That is, having largely 
been purged of passions and desires, the Soul is fixed chiefly on God, is united 
with Jesus by love. The road, however, is uneven: after so much effort, one does 
not expect to encounter something that is “crucifying.”29 The Soul having at 
last merged with Love, and the thorn having changed to a rose, the body dries 
up and becomes one with Jesus.30

28 For creatures and self-interest, see Surin’s tertianship master, Louis Lallemant, Spiritual 
Doctrine, 49, 55, 173n5. Interestingly enough, these pages are part of the first of Lallemant’s 
seven principles. (We probably should not be surprised that Lallemant’s seventh principle 
discusses the prayer appropriate for those who have achieved union with Jesus.)

29 It is, of course, possible that “Crucifying Love” was moved from its original place. Or that 
Surin is evoking an especially painful experience that literally set him back.

30 This sketch of the Soul’s journey as depicted by Surin does not attempt to solve an in-
triguing puzzle. His first two poems, “Purifying Love” and “Illuminating Love,” have Latin 
translations. So does “Transforming Love,” which is part of the final group. That is not 
surprising in itself, for Jesuits were Latinists. It is nonetheless curious that, around 1663, 
up in Paris, Jean Chapelain, who had been working for decades on his epic about Joan of 
Arc (La Pucelle), was supervising the Latin translations being done by Antoine Paulet, a 
priest from Albi. Paulet had been at work on these translations since around 1659, but 
now he was falling behind. In 1669, the existing translations were published, and further 
translations were abandoned. Did Surin know about the Paulet venture? Or is it a mere 
coincidence? Georges Collas, Jean Chapelain: Un poète protecteur des lettres au XVIIe siècle 
(Geneva: Slatkin Reprints, 1970), 274–76.
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358 Surin

 Mystical Prologue Addressed to Jesus Christ

Overwhelmed by work, weary of the suffering
By which the deceitful mask of vain delights
Abusing my spirit, beats down my heart,
Filled with pain and emptied of virtue,
Surrounded by waves that wash through my life,
Caused by the woes that keep it enslaved,
Lord, to save myself from the reefs of death
I happily appear in your harbor.
The wondrous appeal of your graces,
The desire to follow you by walking in your traces,
To have you as my Master and to claim you as my king,
Obligates me to love you and to pledge you my faith:
But the great languor of my afflicted soul,
The regret that comes to it for evils committed,
The weightiness of the torment that keeps it engaged,
The insolent battalion of its proud enemies,
Makes my soul place its every hope in you,
And aspire to bind itself to the core of its suffering.
Like the vine that, creeping along the full length
Of a great fallen elm, clings to its trunk
And, with its twisted tendrils that enlace everything,
With sticky sap embraces it tightly;
In that same way, my poor spirit, breathing only you,
Conquered by your love so powerful and mild,
Leaves my body below, and elevating itself, bends,
And by a noble effort binds itself to your heart,
Until it enjoys the long awaited good
Of adhering to its God, who keeps it suspended.
There my spirit draws its strength, its great advantage,
There it enters into the heart of the excellent work
Of the humanized Word, Son of Eternal Day,
Who begets him before dawn in his paternal bosom.
By his goodness, he is made like men,
Companion in their ills, pitying their fate,
And, more astounding yet, despite a rival,31

31 That is, despite man’s self-love (Catta).
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359Spiritual Poems

He wants to unite with man in conjugal love.32
For that, man enters into his delights,
Searches through his treasures, is healed of his vices,
Worming his way into him by the open channels33
By which the blood shed for the universe comes to us.
That is how Man slips into the depths of his essence,
And joyfully plumbing his good,
By these fortunate hollows, the wounds of his body,
He sees the most secret springs of his love.
These are his kilns, these are his mines,
The secret storehouse of the purest lights.
These are his torches, and the gates of day.
The most sacred deposits are stored in this place.
Here God keeps, for his lovers, his most pleasant savors,
His most delicious dishes, his most desirable goods;
Not merely to make one contemplate
The great rarities he wants to assemble there,
But also to let his riches be enjoyed to the full,
So that Man, being won by his caresses,
May feast at last on the manna from heaven,
Taste its sweetness, savor its honey,
Take it into his substance, touch it himself,
And flow gently into this Lord whom he loves.
Just as one sees an excellent craftsman
Arrange several threads stretched on the loom:
The interwoven thread that he skillfully passes
Through clumsy uprights, guided by his shuttle,
Pell-mell and tightly intermingled with gold,
Unites in the whole work where his hand placed it.
Just so does the human heart, with all its strength,
Seek to please its God: won over by his lure,
The heart slides into God and, flexible to the spirit
That subjugated it when Love surprised it,
Enters into God’s goods and into all his fibers,
Which embracing Love makes still more free,
By a holy interlacing, done by such a hand,

32 The mystic marriage, that is, the transforming union that is the most elevated of the mys-
tical states.

33 Christ’s wounds (Catta).
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360 Surin

It becomes one spirit with its sovereign.
Then, as if drowned in a profound sea,
Seeing the goods of the other world coming to it,
Almost reassured, and far distant from the night
Which the unfortunate fate of this century produces,
Finding his wine crater,34 with an admirable touch
He savors Love’s holy life on his divine couch,
And deprived of the good of all human support,
Begins to be a single thing with Love.
The flame that then flows in his entrails
Comes from the place that has never seen mourning.
God himself, who lights this flame in his ready bosom,
Lodges the flame in this heart, repaired by love.
He makes Man ardent, Man who, from the sparks
Of this precious fire, feels new graces.
His whole body is burning, his soul is like a brazier,
This celestial pyre holds Man entirely.
All the saints, assembled, with their God conspire
To maintain the fires that purify souls.
Not only do the saints procure this happiness,
The entire world too produces grandeur.
Love fills everything, Love supplies weapons,
Throughout the universe, he has sown his charms;
Everyone tosses firebrands, everyone shoots arrows,
The lowliest bodies and the most perfect ones.
What then will the Spirit do in this encounter?
What will poor Man say, to whom Love reveals himself?
Love who touches him, wounds him, and makes him suffer
His innocent martyrdom? Since he wants to offer himself,
Since dazzling Love comes to wage war with him,
Defeats him everywhere, pursues him, squeezes35 him,

34 From Science, part 4, chapter 14, we know that Surin was reading Virgil’s Aeneid (book 6, 
line 726). Here, we come upon the word krater (which Surin spells crateur), that is, a large 
mixing bowl often used for wine. A krater plays an important role in the story of Rhoetus 
in book 9, lines 344–50 of the Aeneid. Sayce, French Biblical Epic in the Seventeenth Cen-
tury, 213, notes that French poets sometimes larded their verse with Greek words, to lend 
it an air of authenticity.

35 Is Surin suggesting that the “squeezing” that began to trouble him at Loudun was done by 
Love? By Love who “belabors” him? Speaking in a mixture of first and third person, Surin 
wrote: “Within himself, he was already feeling an effect of squeezing that I am about to 
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361Spiritual Poems

And with manifest and powerful equipage
Seeks him everywhere and wounds his heart?
What will this lovely heart do in so many battles?
Turning toward a bridegroom: “O God who belabors me,”
He says, “Since you must be the victor,
Place your entire camp in the middle of my heart.”
Only in the good pleasure of the one who is striking him
Does he find rest, in this worrying he slips away,
He is everywhere, pierced by a thousand darts,
There Love peacefully plants his banners.
Just as gold boils in the kiln,
And having bubbled on the coals,
Finally rests and gently flows
Into prepared molds, and there reshapes itself;
Just as the artisan wishes, diligently seeking
To make his skill equal to his knowledge;
Just so, by the heat of a too-active Love,
The heart, so attentive to Jesus Christ,
Melting, hastily runs to where grace calls it,
And in its holy will makes itself one with grace,
Adjusts to its pleasure and, following step by step
The law of its Lord, finds its charms there.
There is its rest, there in abundance
It feels true good filling its hopes.
When, after labors, a most happy wedding36
Gives the perfect heart a savory love,
Satiates its desires with the purest delights,
And consoles the spirit purged of every vice.
The foretaste of the pleasure received in Heaven
Makes its fate favorable and its days precious.
What remains for it? If not that this Soul, so rich,
Is never more miserly toward its neighbor,37
It burns with love, and bearing a thousand arrows,
It sighs for its God, full of his charms;
Waiting to hold him in its arms in glory,

describe, and a total incapacity to act and take satisfaction in all sorts of bodily motions”; 
Science, part 2, chapter 3.

36 The wedding of the Soul and Jesus the Bridegroom (who is also called Love).
37 Does Surin mean that the soul, possessed by God’s love, is generous to its neighbor? That 

its love for God is poured out to others? (Catta).
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362 Surin

Content in death, possessing victory,
Having produced a thousand children for Jesus,38
Its heart is satisfied and its vows triumphant.

[1]

Purifying Love

Thrown up in holiness by a fine fire, the Soul
Bears Love’s arrow in the depths of its thoughts,
And seeks the sweet embrace of its God
To soothe its suffering while banished.39
As it approaches the royal couch
Of the Lamb, who awaits it as its loyal Bride,
It sings of Love’s deeds and his formidable combats,
And of the ills that make the Soul sigh here below.
Oh dear Love, as the Soul starts off on your road
And wants to talk about it, let Earth listen.

When, from the depths of his grandeur, God caused to emerge
Water, land, and sky, and their vast roundness,
The fruit of his unconstrained Love,
Power40 became happily pregnant.
Then, when Power had pulled the world from her flank,
She was careful to place everything according to its rank.
Love, worming his way into every part
Of this great universe that he had arranged,
By a secret instinct, as strong as it was benign,
Joined each member to its neighbor.
Through war, Love wanted to ally
The high and the low, Heaven and Earth,
And by charming attractions, to make subsist
The contrasting efforts of the various elements.
For Love, nothing is empty, nothing impenetrable,

38 Surin appears to be alluding to Jesuits. Compare this with Lallemant, Spiritual Doctrine, 
66–67: “Thus it is as Savior that Jesus Christ took the Society [of Jesus] into his service. […] 
We, the children of Saint Ignatius, should view ourselves as belonging to the Savior, being 
his householders and devoted to serving him. […] The model of perfection that we ought 
to imitate, as children of that holy patriarch [Ignatius] […].”

39 Does this allusion to “banishment” refer to Surin’s years of mental illness and the exclu-
sion that resulted?

40 Puissance, “power,” is a feminine word, hence its pregnancy.
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363Spiritual Poems

Love’s arrow cannot be avoided;
He softens the proudest animal hearts,
He subdues humans, he charms the birds,
And the assembled schools of wandering fish
By Love’s emotions couple in their turn.
Through him, God watches over all, consoles, nourishes,
And heals the sadness of somber spirits,
Everywhere, on land and in the waters,
He makes nature fertile by his powerful attractions.
Over everything, Pure Love stands ambitiously,
To assign a graceful glance to Man.
He loves mankind, and although Man’s nature is so base,
Love seeks him in the mud and embraces him tightly,
And though Love’s plans are so flamboyant,41
He displays all his treasures in his bosom;
Sharing with him his admirable throne,
Making nature exquisite by his favor,
The Bride of his Word,42 and into his hands he places
Both the eternal scepter and the fate of mankind.
Here, Jesus Christ alone can please him.
Being exempt from crime, like his Mother,
He alone, uniquely, has mounted the throne
That gleams with the rays of his divinity.
He alone can wear the diadem
That marks the power of supreme grandeur;
The remaining mortals, languishing, stricken,
Dirty, horrible, impotent, and empty of virtue,
Bear a deadly poison in their veins,
The hereditary crime as well as its punishment.
They are all unhappy, each bears the heavy burden
Of his own deeds and the other’s sins.
However, Love, sublime in his courage,
Repairs his work by rare effects,
Offers help, and has foreseen that
In the end they will be provided with his grace

41 Throughout these poems, Love is symbolized by a flame or a torch, emblem of his “ardor” 
(from the Latin, ardere, “to burn”).

42 Surin seems to be saying that God makes human nature adorable, not in itself, since it is 
a created nature, but in the Person of the Word to which nature is united and which, in a 
sense, nature married via the incarnation (Catta).
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364 Surin

And will bear the inviolable image of Jesus,
And his beautiful features marked on their faces.
Having led them out by his powerful attractions,
Love sets them on the path to a fine victory,
Then comes to crown them richly with glory,
Warns them, helps them, stirs their spirits,
Attracts them to do good, and gives them the reward.

But because this execrable venom43 has in fact
Reached the depths of wretched mankind,
Has fully penetrated his stricken sense,
Has strongly anchored itself in the deepest place,
Leaving nothing whole, nothing pure, nothing free,
Neither body, nor heart, nor blood, member, artery, fiber,
The vile stench of horrible sin
Having nastily sullied all of man’s sap,
Love, full of pity, undertaking it himself,
Does his best to heal Man by an extreme remedy,
In order to exterminate the contagious ill
That makes Man forever odious to his God.
Employing to this end incredible adroitness,
Love mingles gentleness and wisdom;
A subtle artisan, he successfully deceives
The person he wants as a courtier.
He flatters him, engages him, wants him to surrender
With naught to lean on but the support Love gives him;
Then, having dexterously caught the person in his hands,
He thinks only of the good of seeing the person relieved.
Love begins: at first, he drags the person roughly,
And letting loose his scourges into the depths of his Soul,
Without mercy and with redoubled blows,
He wounds Man’s members and overwhelms his senses.
And since this punishment is ordered for the person’s own good,
By pardoning him nothing, he finally pardons him;44
His angry justice makes him feel its weight,
Makes him succumb under the rigor of the lashes.
Thus does one often see a viper

43 The venom of original sin (Catta).
44 That is, in order to pardon the person’s sins, he does not spare scourging him (Catta).
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365Spiritual Poems

Twist under the whiplashes when the severe hand
Of an adroit enemy, with redoubled blows,
Strikes it on every side in order to purify it;
Its whole body intertwines with the gauntlet,
The viper can keep neither posture nor place;
With wavy folds it strives to avoid
The hand it hopes finally to conquer.45
But always in vain, for the iron tool that pins it down
Forces it to endure this terrible war
Until, at each end, the venom attached to it,
Being prudently cut off with a knife,
The serpent who dies in anger is changed
Into a precious balm, a salutary unguent.46
Thus does ardent Love, from jealous zeal,47
Exercise his friend by striking him angrily,
And make him endure a powerful ordeal.
The astonished Lover is desolated, downfallen,
He cries out, he begs, he wants to change his state;48
The physician, without pausing, without slackening,
By his painful jabs torments him, enrages him,
Even causes him to suffer in the extreme,
To make him the object of his rare kindness;
So important is it that, to change one’s life,
Love’s implacable ardor must produce an effect,
And, fighting with him over his repose,
He rips away the ill hidden in his bones.

But that is not all. Love wants more,
This ordeal is but an apprenticeship for the future;

45 The next seven lines are in Surin’s hand (Catta).
46 Many medications of the time contained viper venom. A viper was thought to have ven-

om in both its head and its tail. See also Marie de Rabutin-Chantal, marquise de Sévigné 
(1626–96), who is famed for her letters to her daughter. In this instance, she recounts how 
one made a bouillon with vipers: “One takes the viper, cuts off its head and tail; one cuts it 
open, one skins it, and it keeps squirming: for one hour, two hours you can see it squirm-
ing. We compared that abundance of spirits, so difficult to calm down, to old passions.” 
October 20, 1679, Lettres, ed. Gérard-Gailly (Paris: Gallimard, 1960), 2:480.

47 Here, the copyist relieves Surin (Catta).
48 Surin’s meaning is not clear. He may simply be referring to a sick state versus a healthy 

one. Or he may be referring to the “state of his soul,” his état d’âme. As the soul moves 
toward perfection, it passes through a succession of “states,” some painful, some pleasant.
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366 Surin

Travails will henceforth be even more stinging,
Deeper, sharper, and the blows harder.
Here, then, is the Lover, reduced to frightful ills
That will make him utter more piteous cries.49
It is Hell unchained, it is Heaven furious;
God himself comes armed, to fill him with terror,
Love dresses up, disguising himself as a Judge.50
He takes from the patient all hope of refuge.
He accuses, he criticizes, he sentences to misfortune:
He plunges the spirit into infernal horror and keeps it there.
The poor unfortunate falls into an abyss
Where he sees naught but suffering and crime.
Poor, feeble, astonished, thunderstruck, full of bile,
Relegated to the night and rejected by Heaven,
The Almighty’s ire continually presses him;
At her breast, Death herself nurses him51 and Fury fattens him:
Without a sigh, without a word, and deprived of the light
That formerly came to him from Love’s torch,
An eternal night, seizing the Lover’s eyelids,
Makes him feel his way, deprived of light.
Banished from prayer and chased from the temples,52
He no longer approaches the altar, as in the past,
Sent away, though a child, from this beloved table
That once gave him such delectable food.
“Earth to me is brass, and the sky to me is iron,”
Says he. “I am henceforth the victim of Hell.”
They laugh at him, they jeer, everyone scorns him,
The child treats him as a game, the adult approves,
The learned, the ignorant, the wise, and the senseless,
Each congratulates himself for having offended him.53

49 This entire line is in Surin’s handwriting, replacing “That can only be compared to being 
punished by devils.” He clearly is recalling his experiences at Loudun. See Catta, ed., 64n11.

50 “Judge” is capitalized in the manuscript. Does this suggest that Jesus the Lover momen-
tarily becomes the Jesus of the last judgment, a fearful image that Surin saw in his visions? 
(See Science, part 2, chapters 7 and 9.)

51 The image is less far-fetched than it might seem: “death” (la mort) is a feminine word.
52 These ten lines appear to allude to Surin’s illness, the ridicule heaped on him, and his ex-

clusion from the duties of a Jesuit priest (Science, part 2, chapters 4 and 11). For example, 
he was not allowed to say Mass, and he was excluded from meetings that professed fathers 
were normally allowed to attend.

53 Surin recounts the harsh treatment he underwent during his illness. For example, one of 
his brethren, although good-natured, would strike him in the face (ibid., part 2, chapter 7).  
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367Spiritual Poems

Thus does Pure Love, in his dear vengeance,
Purge his friend’s heart through suffering,
And chase from its depths the inveterate evil
Of intimate Self-Love, and purify him of it.54
Thus does a friend chosen from a thousand,
Great in experience and having a skilled hand,
Take a poor fellow afflicted with a bladder stone55
That has long made him moan from terrible torments.
To the readied stake he ties him tightly,
Lays out and unfolds his frightful instruments.
The transfixed sick man, seeing this apparatus,
Believes he will not live to see another day.
The friend probes, cuts, slices, opens, rips;
In a short time, he makes him suffer a long martyrdom.
Through a terrible wound, his open body is seen,
Strength and vigor are lost with the blood.
And then into his entrails this daring heart plunges
The iron, at the risk of attending a funeral;
And, probing around inside, encounters the enemy,
Whom he will not settle for half-conquering.
He grabs the stone in his fist, and the strong pincer too,
Attacking the sick man overzealously,
To the cries of a plaintive heart, he grabs the hard stone.
With that same spirit, Love, most pitying,
In order to heal his friend of an incurable misfortune,

The more savant among them were even less kind: “These doctors, arid and dry like rocks 
[…] would collide with all their weight” against “those supernatural operations and ex-
periences, mocking the words of the Gospel. […] One must be very patient with them,” 
quoted by Catta, 66n1.

54 Surin equates the struggle against Self-Love with a declaration of war: “I will not let it 
escape until it is dead, especially since I identify it as my capital enemy, […] with which 
I will not make peace, nor compromise.” He called Self-Love the “root of all perdition”; 
and he asserted that he would willingly become the “trumpeter of his Majesty, in order to 
go through the world preaching in favor of that holy battle against Self-Love,” quoted by 
Catta, 66n1.

55 This surgery was described by Ambroise Paré (c.1510–90) in the 1580s. Over the following 
decades, persons suffering from bladder stones would endure this excruciating procedure 
(which often resulted in death), in order to relieve the constant agony of their condition. 
The famed French viol player, Marin Marais (1656–1728), wrote a piece called “Tableau de 
l’opération de la taille” [Depiction of the cutting operation; 1725], in which he depicted 
the several stages of an operation to remove a bladder calculus. It is believed that Marais 
himself had undergone this procedure a few years earlier.
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368 Surin

Ties him up, works over him, makes him sigh,
And endure torments to the death,
In order to draw out that inner mischief
That comes from Self-Love; and by a sublime gift,
He purges, teaches, and heals the beloved’s heart
Which, through these travails, he wants consumed by Love.

[2]

Illuminating Love

The precious travails, the desirable anguish
Encountered, Love, along the admirable road;
The celestial anger, and this august night
That produces a fine day after so many perils;
If you at least permit me to sing of them today,
They will be conversations with your charming Muse.
Be you therefore favorable to me, and with a courteous glance
Animate my spirit and reinforce my voice.

After great combats, the Soul being exhausted,
Full of ills, and watered with tears,
Despite the efforts of incredible care,
Seeing that its end is still far off,
Exposed to God alone, without art or study,
As a remedy for its worries, the Soul chooses
To utter loud cries to Eternal Love,
Begging rest for its criminal heart,
Lifting its eyes to Heaven, imploring its light,
It sends its ardent prayer to Love.
Love, who wants to be conquered by our vows,
Suddenly enters the Soul’s heart and spits flames,
The light is an infallible companion.
It promptly reaches into the deepest bones,
It is mild, it is pure, and by its purity
It torments the eye that its clarity defeats.
Man, in his dissembling and coarse nature,
Cannot tolerate the brilliance of this light.
He succumbs, he moans, no longer able to bear
That illustrious sun, when he encounters it;
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Serving such a mistress,56 great is the burden
Of carrying the wounding ray of the great God.
Light can endure nothing lowly,
Nothing black, nothing narrow; the heart is lethargic,
Feeling its power small in comparison.
When splendid Daylight visits him,
Nature suffers when grace assaults it,
It permits naught but the great and the high;
When the immense Word dilates in its depths,
A weak vessel bursts into pieces.
When grace comes with its pure beams,
We, who are small, make an attempt at first;
Man would like to have such a beautiful thing,
But he lacks a depth large enough for it.
He fears, he takes delight, he trembles, he rejoices.
When grace dazzles him with its beauty,
He behaves like an owl who hides in the night.
Daylight at once contents him and angers him.
But because Love, when he is called,
Has never desisted, never recoiled,
He takes Man, fractious, fleeing, and timid,
And by a movement as gentle as it is rapid,
Drags him along, forcing him to love
The good that enthralls him and must charm him.
Love carries him off, abducts him, presses him by his grace,
Strikes, softens, frightens, and threatens him,
Makes him rise stiffly to new things,
Joining tears and travail to laughter;
Of his dear apprentice, he elevates the ideas
That are strongly guided toward great plans.

When that light enters man’s reason,
The eternal Censor57 comes over the horizon.

56 “Light,” la lumière, is a feminine word, hence “mistress.”
57 The censor (in Latin, censor, and in Surin’s French, censeur) was an official in ancient 

Rome who was responsible for maintaining the census, supervising public morality, and 
overseeing certain aspects of government finances. Here, the Censor is God, a bright light 
that rises like the sun. Surin is yet again adding antique savor, but this time it is Roman, 
not Greek.
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He begins to show innumerable ills
That his bright torch makes perceptible.
The secrets of the darkest dungeons are revealed.
The obverse and the reverse of the medal are shown together,
Everything is apparent, everything shines, and nothing hides,
Upon entering, the light makes everything visible.
To satisfy God, the Soul carries out its tasks,
The most secret vices are hurled into recesses;
They appear, totally naked, in their enormous ugliness;
To Jesus Christ’s eyes, everything seems deformed,
Everything is dirty, frightful, and can no longer be viewed
Without tempting the view by a cruel despair.
That is the effect of a Love that is truly dreadful,
And whom the light makes so formidable.
But since Love is generous and benign in everything,
He wants to see just how deep is the venom
Of infamous Self-Love: he enters its cavern,
Pursues it with alacrity into its innermost hollow,
Where this unfortunate king, shut up in a dungeon,
Rolls in filth and dares not say a word,
Unless he is in the beam of light that appears
When he thinks of speaking softly from his gutter.
But Love, the enemy, penetrating into the depth,
Astonishes him, horrifies him, chains him upon entering;
Then, with a lightning bolt from Heaven, always unconquerable,
Love strikes him, dizzies him, defeats him, overwhelms him.

Just as a plowman, during the cold season,
Finds in the grass a sleepy serpent,
Curled into its folds, and mournfully twisting itself;
In its eyes alone a glowing fire appears.
As soon as it is discovered, it hastens to hide,
And to seek the shadows by a track it knows,
But in vain; for soon a diligent hand
Strikes it with the hoe and, as it twists,
Hits it again and again, bloodies it, wounds it.
The man satisfies his spirit by mistreating the snake,
And he presents its hanging cadaver to passersby,
Shepherds with their flock hurry to see it.
Thus does Pure Love, fastening itself to Self-Love,
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Tear it forcibly from its dark depth,
The more Self-Love flees and hurries away,
Trembling at Love’s lightning, which it avoids,
Love follows it leap by leap across the rolling abysses,
Casting it to the bottom by deceit and fear.
Invincible Love, glowing in his lights
And making Self-Love close its timid eyelids,
Vouches for it, in its flight, and with a conquering ray,
Opens it from end to end and pierces its heart,
Which simultaneously spews out blood and foam.
The venom it vomited into its den catches fire
But quickly goes out; in the same way, in its black prison,
The snake loses all its venom as well as its life.
From this combat, the angel58 carries the body away,
So that no part of it will ever soil Man,
And laying its cadaver on the cross in broad daylight,
Places it as a trophy to Eternal Love.

Thus, by the power of that great lady,
Beautiful Light and her gentle flame,
Grace conquers a mortal enemy
Whom Love has surprised asleep.
Love’s reign begins, and under his power,
Man remains totally obedient,
For his fine instincts and his charming attractions,
He soon is ranked among the faithful Lovers.
Then, once and for all, this illustrious princess
Rules over her subject and trains him like a child;
Her penetrating eye, which notes every fault,
Sees both top and bottom, is interested in everything,
Obliges him to listen. If the Lover tries to escape,
God comes like an avenger who cannot be deceived,
Who keeps him respectful, and his guardian angel
Punishes him wisely. The angel looks at him often,
Informs him of his duty; and Love, inside,
Harsh and unceasing, and with burning arrows,
Presses him and forces him to yield remorsefully,
When he wants to take a road against the angel’s wishes.

58 Catta proposes that the angel is Love himself, whom man must keep pure in his soul.
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By the light, the angel guides him, instructs him in everything,
Probes him, examines him, searches for him when he flees;
The angel enlightens him about the organization of this fine world,
Moving over all the places of land and water,
Love makes him savant in everything, hides nothing from him,
Wants to direct him to the true good.

In this manner, a generous monarch
Gives an infallible mark of his grandeur,
When he takes in a child from a village,
Long raised to coarse manners;
If the child’s soul is enriched by a good nature,
He wants to cultivate the child for a new life,
Puts him into the hands of a wise tutor,
Who elevates his heart toward great things,
He shapes his spirit, lifts his courage;
The finest virtues are his apprenticeship.
Soon he polishes him to the manners of the court,
So that he can be near the king night and day.
With great effort, he adheres to this conduct
Until his youth is guided to this good.
The rustic is anguished, and at almost every moment
He is chastised by those piercing looks.
Thus does Pure Love, acting upon a man
In order to heal the sin of the first apple,
Train him, constrain him, form him, complete him,
And lighting everything, he fills him with his goods.

[3]

Operating Love

Incomparable worker, rich in your work,
Sublime in your plans, and great in your courage,
Whose adroit hand never ceases operating,
And cannot remain lazily idle;
Make us see, dear Love, your diligent grace,
The pleasant projects that your Spirit invents;
Sing to us today of the marvelous springs
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That your rare virtue can produce outside.59
Love, always active, always indefatigable,
Make known to humans your inimitable art,
How secret it is in its perfections,
How diverse in its inventions.

In his workshop, this divine Artisan keeps
A hundred diverse works to which his power applies;
He has a thousand kilns lighted by his fires,
To keep his Lovers in animated work.
One strikes with a hammer, the other wields pliers,
Each, to serve God, works faithfully;
One brings bellows to quicken the brazier,
Another has his ax in hand, a third is ready to saw.
Each keeps his soul attentive to his craft,
Day and night the master keeps them enthralled to holy labor;
Unable to tolerate undeserved rest,
He wants his servants to be valiant and fit.
Love firmly trains them to labor.
In the fields, one holds a plow-blade or a harrow;
In the morning, he goes out to do his duty,
His legitimate labor occupies him until evening;
He cultivates the soil where his lord employs him,
To do what pleases him is his sole joy.
For that, he endures the heat of the day,
It suffices to be in Love’s pay.
Another worker covertly makes a delicate object,
And the same Love is praising him for its sweet appeal,
Then very subtly, like an embroiderer,
He orders him to embroider on a heart.
These workers, attached to the labors assigned them,
Do exactly what Love orders.
He is constantly acting in their spirits,
Keeps their plans united to the Almighty;
So that from his grace they borrow their strength,

59 Exterior versus interior, that is, a Jesuit’s action for the good of his neighbor as contrasted 
with contemplation. It is in one’s exterior that one serves one’s neighbor.
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And their entire motivation is to please him,
Just as, in a large building, one sees
That the master architect is always directing
A great number of workers. Each one, having his task,
Carefully applies himself wherever his duty calls him.
One carries mortar, another polishes wood,
Another carves stone, and all obey the laws
Of one individual who, with a glance, sets them all to work.
His ardor keeps them far from idle leisure.
Thus does Active Love put all his people to work,
He stirs them up by compliments,
He prescribes in detail what must be done,
He makes them relish it, makes them understand clearly;
His industrious skill guides every project.
If someone thinks about himself,60 Love pursues him,
To counterbalance the weight of nature,
Which always wants to lead the creature downward.
This weight, whose fervor is ever on the decline,
Rips out the vigor of our feeble spirits,
Finds itself combating the lively thought
That causes the Soul to rush forcefully toward its God.
This memory of God, who is loved uniquely
Sets the heart in motion when it wearies,
Stiffens the tendons, swells the arteries,
Helps spirits by sincere desires.
Love, with a strong voice and a vigorous tone,
Without resorting to blows and without using fear,
Exerts the constraint of divine pleasure alone.
Fortifying hearts with this very pure motive,
He makes us the conquerors of all weighty ills,
No one can bear the yoke of his empire,
Except the one who, fervently, sighs near his God.
This Love, who furnishes a thousand different projects
Makes the ring of the universe seem small.

What ambition does for great monarchs,
When they display so many marks of their valor,
In order to follow the instincts of a pointless heat,
Love does by his divine ardor.

60 That is, if someone is motivated by self-interest.
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Alexander, urged on by the spirit of war,
Could not limit his heart to the circle of the earth;
Nothing could content his generosity,
The entire world troubled his liberty.
Caesar, his soul attacked by the same spirit,
Could not stop in the vastest enclosure
That contained the seas and the lands;
He thought himself greater than all the universe.
Love does far more: he makes the Soul livelier,
His instinct is loftier, his force more active.
Xavier, in his spirit, is more impetuous,
His employments less limited and far more fruitful,
His heart vaster, his course more admirable,
His exploits more divine, their end more desirable,
Rarer are the effects of his vivacity,
Approaching far closer to divinity.
What a comparison with the terrible pride
Of the blinded hearts so invincible to his heart!
The formers’ strength changes into harshness,
And Xavier’s strength marks saintliness.
Their grandeur is but pride, luxurious display, insolence,
Xavier’s grandeur comes from God and marks God’s power.
It has the characteristics of an infinite power
That wants, in the eyes of all, to appear united with his own.
He has in him the character of a very great God,
Everything bears the imprint of a marvelous mystery.
He is accompanied by the wonders of Heaven;
The others have merely pomposity, sourness, bile.
They have only the vapors that emerge from the earth.
In the end, a stinging misfortune spears them.
But our truly courageous ones, governed by Love,
Beaten down at times, triumph in their turn,
Nothing can stop the effect of a victory
That makes them reap a perfect glory.
Xavier, far more fortunate than were the Caesars,
Like Saint Paul, reigned among hazards61
Active, victorious, always unconquerable,

61 See 2 Cor. 11:26, “On frequent journeys, in dangers from rivers, dangers from robbers, dan-
gers from my own race, dangers from Gentiles, dangers in the city, dangers in the wilder-
ness, dangers, at sea, dangers among false brothers,” and so forth.
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He found in crosses a most delectable good,
Sustained by the support of his divine Spirit,
Occupied day and night with serving Jesus Christ.
The flame ignited in the midst of a great temple
Is a lively example of that invincible heart;
When the collapsing roof was about to fall in,
The flame won out, burst forth still more,
Enveloping beneath it the mass that was burdening it,
Braving what was stifling it, the fire is more agreeable;
The greater the burden oppressing the fire,
The more the fire seems to want to be stirred up.
In like manner, the sublime courage of the great Xavier,
By an ardor coming from his innermost depth,
Keeps multiplying his lofty actions,
And appears far stronger than in its functions.
A single one of our heroes does more beautiful things
Than a hundred worldly persons crowned with roses;
Having been crowned with laurels,
One sees them later, given over to vices.
Our saints are innocent, victorious in themselves.
The world reveres them and their Lord loves them.
Love, who instructs them, is not effeminate,
His fire, his voluptuousness, are not envenomed.
He is pure, he is lofty; with Omphale,62 Hercules’s
Soul becomes too weak and his virtue too pale.
Alexander proves to be Bacchus’s slave.63
Cleopatra overcomes Caesar’s fine deeds;
Rage and pleasure shared his glory,
An infamous mildness wilted his memory.
All our heroes are saints, all are disinterested.
Filthy passions have not wounded them,
Heaven blesses them and showers them with delights,
But does not let them slumber in the languor of vices,

62 Legend had it that Omphale ascended to the throne of her late husband, King Tmolus. 
She redeemed Hercules, who had been sold into slavery, and forced him to do women’s 
work: he even wore women’s clothing and held a basket of wool while Omphale and her 
maidens did their spinning. By contrast, Omphale would wear the skin of the Nemean 
Lion and carry Heracles’s olive-wood club.

63 Alexander the Great (356–23 bce) was said to have died of alcohol poisoning. The confla-
gration at Persepolis purportedly resulted from a drunken orgy.
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And does not diminish the great vigor
That keeps their noble hearts at work,
Unless they are planning something new.
Their good involves seeking marvelous tasks,
Their work is their concern for seeking new ones.
Xavier, unable to satisfy his heart,
Seeks a new climate by changing the hemisphere.
Paul, having done a thousand tasks in Greece,
Goes to Rome to assume diverse employs.
He sees both Europe and Asia in chains;
His soul, having been seized by great heat,
Even in prison, he undertakes a thousand good things.
One cannot enthrall Love by bonds,
When he is chained, even then he operates.
Ignatius64 once turned prisons into a classroom.
Thus does fire, hidden in mines,
Often seek the pathway out;
Unable to bear the weight of the land,
Within the mine’s flanks, the fire is constricted.
Love cannot bear imprisonment,
Which can keep his movement captive
Until his fire, rising into its sphere,
Can be satisfied by an eternal repose.

[4]

Languishing Love

He whom Love inspires can scarcely talk,65
And must obey the laws of Love’s terrible empire.
When Love assails him with his powerful arrows,
He suffers languors that make him swoon.
Love, do not fail to give me your strength.
May I never be divorced from you.
Take my heart in your hand, I can do nothing without you:
In my weakness, be ever with me.

64 St. Ignatius the Martyr, also known as Ignatius of Antioch (c.35–c.107), wrote incompa-
rable letters to the churches while a prisoner.

65 An allusion to his decades of mutism?
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When Love with his hand makes a wound
In the Lover’s heart, the pain the Lover endures
Makes him suffer an ill that keeps him languishing.66
A feverish ardor, seizing him everywhere,
Keeps the power of his whole spirit in collapse.
For a while, he does not try to plan a thing,
He remains inactive, bound in all his senses.
As long as Love belabors him, and his blows are powerful,
The Lover’s strength is strictly forbidden,
His vigor is suspended, and the holy visits
Of the Bridegroom, which always used to please him,
Now tend only to strive to wound him.
Then the dear Lover makes no more conquests,
His soul no longer feels the lively festivities
That used to make his spirit triumphant.
He is as if ill, he is like a child
Who can meditate neither on grandeurs nor on victories.
All the great things one reads in the lives of saints
Cannot come close to him; his heart is exhausted.
In the depth of his sense, he is very calm;67
Nothing victorious presents itself to him.
Under God’s will, his soul is very content.
But since his Lord treats his rigorously,
Making his senses suffer and belaboring his heart,
He cannot become interested in war plans.

66 “It is a certain wound of love that, with no visible exterior sign, pierces the soul and keeps 
the heart continually languishing for God and sighing for him. It is a wound, for the soul 
is struck with a sore that puts it into the anguish of love”; Surin, Science, part 3, chapter 14. 
Compare this with the teachings of Surin’s tertianship instructor, Louis Lallemant: “The 
first operation of Jesus Christ in the supernatural state is to hurt the soul with a sweet and 
agreeable wound, which makes the soul sick and as if languishing from love. And just as 
sick persons lose their appetite and their relish for food, their color, and their plumpness, 
so the soul that has received this wound of divine love loses its relish and its affection for 
creatures. It takes on another interior constitution. Its appetites and its desires can no 
longer be centered on the things of the earth, and no longer have movement, other than 
to go seek their center and their repose in Jesus Christ. Sighs burst forth from time to time. 
A secret languor slowly consumes the body. There is no support or consolation, save in the 
unique object one loves. But only God’s hand can make that sort of wound in the souls of 
his holy lovers.” Spiritual Doctrine, 213.

67 From this line to the end of this poem, everything is Surin’s hand (Catta).
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He seems overwhelmed by Love, which squeezes68 him.
He has felt the effect of Love’s fine arsenal.
He seeks to be peacefully in the hospital,
Where celestial Love, favorable to his own people,
Shows the wounded a most pitying heart.
He is there for a while, as pain
Beats him down and torments him, removing his vigor.
One hears only cries and moaning voices,
The words of Love, languishing laments.
One can go no farther, one can run no more,
One can no longer serve, one thinks one is dying.
The heart, in that state, dreams only of its suffering;
The Soul is full of anguish and torment.
One moans, one gets worse, and powerful Love
Takes pleasure at seeing his friend languish.
It is one of his exploits, one of his joys,
To see his agreeable prey clasped in his hands,
Those frustrated lovers, those pleading warriors,
Those great victors begging at his feet.
Into these exploits, he puts much of his pomp;
He treats them as he wishes, beats them, deceives them,
He triumphs over hearts that are submissive to him,
He treats them as captives, sometimes as enemies.
He makes them sigh for enjoyment,
Then he plunges them into a desire for great suffering,
Makes impetuous Heaven move,
And then, dear hearts, he shows affection for his neighbor,
The Spirit of God toys with them and by these diversities
Places his creature higher than nature.
To have them thus, totally submissive,
And to make himself their lord and king in everything,
He keeps them languishing, he makes them weak,
He seems to be abandoning them here below.
But he often keeps them closest to him,
Safe from Self-Love and reliance on men;
Destroyed in the eyes of mortals, but powerful in grace;
They are thrown outside, yet inside he embraces them.
Their languor does not come from neglect,

68 Here, again, Love “squeezes” Surin.
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But from the total desire to love more ardently,
Which causes their spirits to suffer extreme pain,
And to rise to the grandeurs of supreme beauty.
The more they sink down into this languor,
The more strength they have in their hearts.
Their suffering during this breakdown
Comes from the weight of the great good they enjoy.
Their hearts, which seem to be dying, feel a vital sprout
That, even in its languor, confers an irresistible power
To lay Hell low, which in its artifices
Trembles at the terrible sight of these divine tortures.
Its whole combat is in vain, its efforts superfluous,
Against this bastion of a heart that cannot go on.
The more afflicted it is, the more impressive it is.
The excess of Love makes it inspire terror.
Though it is cut down by that excess,
In itself it feels totally full of virtue.
When a flower appears to be most languishing,
Bending its corolla low, it is all the more ravishing.
It is then that its rarest beauties are noticed,
So are the marvelous details concealed in its depths.
Its perfume goes deep down, its sweetnesses are hidden,
To be seen when the flower has relaxed its force.
Thus are these brave ones afflicted before God,
Who nonetheless sometimes wants them relieved.
Come, angels of Heaven, help these sick ones,
Pour forth your perfumes, Oh celestial brigades,
Come from paradise, you favorable saints,
Give reinforcement to the hearts sickened by Pure Love.
Let the divine balm, let the amber in its essence
Come to moderate its great violence,
Calm the ills that Love has caused;
These are the happy ills of the most perfect saints.

Oh, daughters of Zion, bring your apples,69
To comfort these admirable men,
The fruits of Pure Love, picked in his gardens,

69 “Strengthen me with raisin cakes, refresh me with apples, for I am sick with love”; Song of 
Songs 2:5.
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Are the loveable remedy for divine ills.
It is not travail, it is a recompense.
Come, die here, mortals who do not love,
Come, obtain life by this happy death,
Come, see Love’s holy death throes;
Come, see your suffering ended by this death.
If you have goods, it is by dying;
Love enriches you by making you a martyr.
If you disregard these precious deaths,
These losses of your delicious goods,
Revered, at the least, in such favorites,
Feared in Hell, and greatly cherished by God:
Revere what a carnal heart cannot understand.
Let your heart at last be more tender toward God;
See what the flesh cannot experience,
And what the pure spirit, leaving the flesh, can find.

[5]

Lightning-Bolt Love

The lightning bolts feared by human weakness,
Powerful in their effects and great in their nobility,
Are the image of the blows that Love can make,
When he wants to establish his residence in hearts.
Fires sent from Heaven, which God in his glory
Prepares as the grand effects of a rare victory,
Gleam by your flashes and, with a powerful bolt,70
Devastate my whole heart and steal it for God.
Love, launch your fires, glow in my soul,
Let everything yield to the ardor of your divine flame.

God, who makes everything tremble and by his grandeur
Knows how to conquer the rigidity of proud spirits,
His power is boundless, his anger terrible
When criminal Man dares displease him.
God makes Heaven echo with noisy thunder,71

70 Carreau, “bolt”: an arrow with a lozenge-shaped tip that caused a large wound.
71 Surin frequently alludes to lighting. Here are two examples among many: “I myself had 

a despair in my soul as if heaven had thrown lightning bolts at me, as when a damned 
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And makes lightning and thunderous fires gleam.
Suddenly bringing a horrible tempest,
They crush the wicked and obstinate one’s head.72
And so, in his strong and prodigious love,
He reserves for his own people weapons in the heavens,
That in his secret mysteries have, by his favor,
Totally contrary effects for the good of the elect.
This Love, who surprises by unexpected arrows,
Comes to attack those whom he has destined
For his rare benefits, and by coups de grâce
He happily hits them, wounds them, lays them low.
Thus Paul, furious with those who observed his law,73
Far from his Love, enemy of his faith,
In the field at Damascus felt Love’s power,
Reduced by that blow to obedience.
God awaits him as he passes, and at midday,
Jesus, garbed in the armor of his ardent love,
Seizes him, envelopes him, and, shining with light,
Astonishes his warrior virtue with his cross,
Astride his leaping and heady horse
That gnaws the bit of its foaming bridle.
Having made his thunder growl in the air,
By an unexpected blow Jesus knocked Paul to the ground.
Surrounded by fire, spread out at his feet.
From his lofty pride, Paul descended to his lowest,
He realized his wretchedness, and his extreme peril,
Dazzled by the brightness of supreme beauty,
Ruined in the goods of his deceptive being,
Delighted by the fires of Heaven, moved by their splendor,
Lost inside himself, he takes on a new life,
To which the ray from Heaven strongly calls him.
This most fortunate blow changes him intimately,
Makes him submissive to God, makes him God’s Lover,

 person comes out of hell; All his majesty, without a touch of goodness, was before my 
eyes, and the demons, his mercenary swordsmen, were also there; and in that state, light-
ning would be launched against me, sometimes by the Blessed Virgin, sometimes by the 
saints, who would appear to me in such a dreadful manner, that nothing we know in this 
life can express it fully.” Science, part 2, chapters 5 and 7.

72 Self-Love (Catta).
73 The law of the Gospels (Catta).
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Destroys him for the flesh, founds him on the abundance
Of the eternal treasures he enjoys. It is
A fortunate blow that overwhelms his senses,
His spirit is conquered by the powerful attractions
Of the Sovereign Being whose strength subjugates him,
And who, by sublime grace, surmounts his troubles.
This divine lightning produces that effect.
Once the human being has been totally defeated,
In what he has that is low, abject, wretched,
He is lifted to the happiness of an admirable state.
From there, his new heart appears more vigorous,
It views the deceptive world with a generous eye.
The Spirit who comes from God flows in his entrails,
On his blinded eyes it leaves scales,
Waiting to see clearly when a divine Sun
Will come to visit him with a lovely awakening,
Bearing the most brilliant graces of fair objects,
And winning his love by its charming sweetness.
Then Saul, who has become Paul, burning inside,
Having crushed the proud serpent of Hell,
Feels only fire, breathes only flames,
Turns totally to conquering souls,
Speaks only of God, preaches only the cross,
And the goods of the Savior immolated on the tree;
He goes throughout the universe, teaching the science
Of a God who died from love, he touches the consciences
Of obstinate sinners, makes the wicked tremble,
Struck by lightning from the sky, he goes to strike the world.
Although the flesh cries out, and Hell rumbles,
Everything yields to his spirit, everything knows his power;
Each person, listening, does his duty.
Trembling, one reveres the invincible power
Of an apostle in whom God makes his own grandeur visible.
Such are the effects of this divine lightning;
Just as his companions seemed overcome with wine,
When the celestial Spirit filled them with his force,74
He, by that powerful blow, and by the gentle beginning,

74 As they left the Upper Room on Pentecost: “But others said, scoffing: ‘They have had too 
much new wine’”; Acts 2:13.
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Is transported by Jesus his Lord
To the marvelous effects to which Love has lifted him.

Several others, too, by a similar effect,
Favored by a fate desirable to mortals,
Fortunately changed by Love’s blows,
And ravaged inside by the fire from Heaven,
Before the eyes of the universe exploding in miracles,
Did unequaled works for Jesus Christ.
Who does not know how great, and how marvelous,
Was the toppling of that proud prince,
William of Poitou,75 whose rebel soul
Seemed to want to pick a quarrel with his God,
Amidst the effort of his obstinate heart,
Being against the church and its mutinied head;
Bernard, the divine man, leaving the monastery,
Comes to oppose him during the sacred mystery.
By casting his flaming look upon him.
He assaults him, knocks him over, and God by his power
Seconding his effort, leaves him unresisting.
That proud lion then falls to the pavement,
And like a possessed person who has long resisted,
Receives the blow from God, who subdues his courage,
Curbs his insolence, and thwarts his rage;
And by a blow from Love that he did not deserve,
He becomes Love’s dear captive, conquered by his goodness.
The fire from the heavens, descending to his breast,
Caused such a change through its divine virtue,
That the cruelest wolf, becoming a lamb,
Supple like a child whom one keeps in a cradle,

75 William X of Poitou (1099–1137), duke of Aquitaine, called “the Saint.” This alludes to a 
schism that had thrown his duchy into chaos: William was stubbornly supporting the 
antipope Anacletus ii (d.1138), rather than Pope Innocent ii (r.1130–43). In 1134, Bernard 
of Clairvaux (1090–1153) left the cloister and tried to convince William to abandon his 
foolish resistance to Innocent’s election. Bernard was celebrating Mass. William, who by 
this time has been excommunicated, was forced to wait outside the church. Suddenly, 
Bernard laid the wafer of the Host on the paten, turned, and holding it high advanced 
with it to the door, his eyes flashing and his countenance all on fire. Unable to bear it, the 
terrified duke fell on his face, foaming at the mouth like an epileptic, and abandoned the 
schism. He thereafter lived a holy life.
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Forms ardent desires for penitence,
Chooses an austere life and, in his repentance,
From the same corselet with which, brave warrior,
He used to defend his body, and from the same baldric,
He made the harsh instruments of his punishment.
Pure Love led him to that by his strength,
In his fervor nailing the iron to his back,
Never removing it while working or resting,
Garbed in his body armor, and with his helmet on his head,
He awaited the day of the eternal feast.
Thus, slave to Love for his entire life,
Without flinching, his life flowed on to his last day,
Showing us Love’s power in his grace,
Who with his fire can melt icy hearts,
And who shoots his bolt and, by its racket,
Makes rebellious Man yield, shattering everything to pieces.

Not only do those whose hardened audacity
Resists Holy Love have their souls softened
By these powerful blows, and by hearts that are calm.
Hearts that belong to Love, tamed in everything,
Often experience a similar lightning-strike,
Which, hitting them, reduces their hearts to powder.
Who does not know the fires about which the daughter of the Carmel76
Moaned under the laws of the eternal Bridegroom?
Neri77 was of that number, and the Genoese lady78 too,

76 Teresa of Ávila: “I saw in [the angel’s] hand a long spear of gold, and at the iron’s point 
there seemed to be a little fire. He appeared to me to be thrusting it at times into my  
heart, and to pierce my very entrails; when he drew it out, he seemed to draw them out also,  
and to leave me all on fire with a great love of God. The pain was so great, that it made 
me moan; and yet so surpassing was the sweetness of this excessive pain, that I could not 
wish to be rid of it. The soul is satisfied now with nothing less than God.” Life of St. Teresa 
of Ávila, chapter 29.

77 Filippo Romolo Neri (1515–95), known as the “Apostle of Rome.” Shortly before Pentecost 
in 1544, while he was praying in the catacombs, a globe of fire manifested itself to him, 
seeming to enter his mouth and lodge in his breast; the ribs encasing his heart were bro-
ken. He had received a kind of stigmata from the Holy Spirit.

78 Caterina Fieschi Adorno (1447–1510), also known as Catherine of Genoa, was an Italian 
mystic, admired for her work among the sick and the poor and remembered for her writ-
ings describing both these actions and her mystical experiences. St. Catherine is espe-
cially remembered for her treatise on purgatory: Fire of Love. God, she wrote, gives the 
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And she whose body is revered at Pontoise,79
Ignatius at Manresa,80 and his dearest children81
Whom grace made triumphant over Hell;
Xavier82 above all, who on the island of Maure,
In that distant country where Dawn is born,
Where the subterranean fires make the mountains burst,
A wild and harsh land where demons reign,
In these frightful places and terrifying wildernesses
Being enclosed in order to confront devils,
The amorous lightning came to assail him,
And at almost every moment, made him swoon.
Blinding his eyes by a flood of tears,
Under Love’s blows he laid down his weapons,
Crying: “I can no longer bear these efforts,
So much sweetness makes me die a thousand times.”
Astonished, the ground trembled beneath his feet;
His soul was abandoned to great perils.
In his confusion about diverse accidents,
Transported by joy, in the most distressing reverses,
Being wounded by Love, and lightning-struck by glory,
At the foot of the crucifix he sang of his victory,
That was his employment, that was his happy fate,
Until the triumphant moment of an admirable death.

Oh, brave champions whom God himself chose
When he seized you for that blessed state;
You whom favorable Love plunges into his abysses,

soul a “burning love” that draws it to him. Unceasingly, he draws the soul to himself and 
“breathes fire into it.”

79 Widowed young Barbe-Jeanne Avrillot, known as Mme Acarie (1566–1618), turned to reli-
gion and received the stigmata. She later became a Carmelite lay sister and was known in 
religion as Marie of the Incarnation.

80 In his so-called autobiography, St. Ignatius of Loyola recounted how, at Manresa, he sat 
down for a while facing the Cardoner River. He became aware of a “higher light,” which 
showed him how God had created the universe.

A variety of visions followed, many of them involving light. For example, he frequently 
saw a great lighted sphere “a little larger than the sun,” which he interpreted as being Jesus 
Christ.

81 That is, the Jesuits.
82 St. Francis Xavier, Jesuit. He is known as the Apostle to the Indies. He died alone on 

Shangchuan Island, in sight of China.
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And whom he later turns into his fortunate victims;
You live while dying, and you die every day,
Exposed without respite to the arrows of a thousand loves.
Live as many times as his fire caresses you,
Die as many times as his lightning wounds you.
Live as many times as his dear memory
Provokes your spirit to want to unite with him.
Die as many times as his infinite strength
Grants his visit to your banished soul.

[6]

Wounding Love

With a great heart and a strong breath I sing
Of the arrows from Heaven and the God who carries them,
The God who gives life by wounding with his arrows,
Who saves by war and gives us peace.
Love, who comes armed in the midst of battles
And makes hearts live among funerals,
Warm my spirit to the shining of your darts,
And animate me by the sight of your fine banners.

In the palace of the great God, up there in the Empyrean,83
Is Love’s seat and his gilded house.
In the finest quarter, he keeps his arsenal,
At the summit his torch resembles a beacon,
His weapons are spread out in good order,
Hanging shields, and winged arrows
Placed in quivers enriched with fine gold.
Pikes by the thousands, and lances too.
He is pleased with the powerful machines stored there,
A thousand globes of fire, a thousand divine flames,
To topple the fortresses and the walls under attack.
When he aims all his cannons at them,

83 The Empyrean is the place in the highest heaven that, according to ancient cosmologies, 
was supposed to be occupied by the element of fire. The Empyrean was synonymous with 
the firmament, and in Christian literature it was the dwelling-place of God and of the 
blessed, celestial beings who are so divine that they are made of pure light. The concept 
is Greek, and the etymology of the word itself Greek: empyros. Surin uses the word several 
times, doubtlessly to give an antique flavor to his epic.
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With an effort he captures them, enters the breaches.
Tears down, knocks over, besieges hearts,
Forcibly carries hearts off and fills them with terror.
In a separate place, he stores fine arms
Which adorn his followers during these alarms.
When False Love,84 wretched and carnal,
Thinks of waging war against Eternal Love,
He has woven horsehair fabrics, terrifying body armor,
Ironclad belts, spiked armbands,
Powerful corselets to ward off the graces,
Spiny breastplates of chainmail, woven with triple knots.
When Cupid85 insolently comes,
Love supplies his warriors with that sort of defense.
With this equipment, he arms his soldiers
And reassures them in the midst of combat.
He even has whips made of braided cords
With which he pursues Cupid through the streets.
When Cupid is captured in battle, and when, from a spacious tower,
His audacious crime is punished before the eyes of all,
If he falls into the hands of some chaste troop,
It is then that the vast curtain wall is attacked,
It is then that, receiving a hail of blows,
Cupid feels the anger of more innocent hearts.
He is overwhelmed by whips, before his mother’s86 eyes,
She tears out her hair, she despairs,
Cupid moans, is afflicted, and, moving across the land,
He fills the air with cries at every crossroad.
Such, Love, are the combats of these great captains.
They have often inflicted such suffering.
Anthony, and Bernard, and after them,
Ignatius, and their children, tasted the fruits.87
These saints had experience with this sort of armor,

84 That is, Cupid, who like Eternal Love shoots arrows at his victims.
85 That is, the “false Love” to whom Surin alluded a few lines earlier.
86 Venus, Cupid’s mother. This is a noteworthy example of how French epics wove classical 

deities into the devotional tale they were telling. In this segment, Surin repeatedly calls 
him Cupidon, “Cupid.”

87 St. Anthony (c.251–356) is credited with founding Christian monasticism. St. Bernard of 
Clairvaux founded the Cistercian Order. The “children” of the above three saints are the 
generations of religious who demonstrated their love by entering these orders.
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And the art of using it was their great science.

Above all, certain javelins are prized,
That pierce hearts and penetrate bones.
Their tips are pure gold, they cut quickly,
They resemble the ardent summit of a flame.
They have little wings, and when Fervent Love
Causes them to fly, they go faster than the wind.
When one of them wounds a delicious heart,88
And when Love honors a saint with a precious death,
He takes one of these darts, and with its sharp tip
Pierces the saint and sets him on fire, withering his entire body
Until, languidly, he ends his life.
Soon this is followed by glory in Heaven.
Thus died Francis,89 whom a powerful seraphim
Wounded with a burning arrow of Pure, Divine Love,
Making openings in five places on his body
That conform to your holy wound,
Jesus, Prince of Love, marvelous conqueror
Who wounds all the more because his love is great.
Francis, that hero, stretched on the ground as if dead,
Having felt the effect of the amorous war,
Pierced through, fainting, allows blood to flow
From his injured members and, besotted with love,
He dies, and that beautiful Soul, consumed in the holy fire
That comes from five openings, sinks into God.
Like the balm tree, slit with a knife that,
Rips its skin with one delicate cut,
Although it cannot feel this injury,
It nonetheless pours out tears that tint its bark.
And it gives to its lord, who treats it strictly,

88 Compare this with: “In winter, near Christmas, [Surin] unexpectedly felt a wound in his 
heart, just as if he had been struck. This blow was really by divine love, with as much 
gentleness as strength. It was so strong and so penetrating that he thought he would die 
from it […]”; quoted by Catta, 105n4.

89 St. Francis of Assisi received the stigmata during an ecstatic vision. One of his Franciscan 
friars, who was with him at the time, stated that “suddenly he saw a vision of a seraph, a 
six-winged angel on a cross. This angel gave him the gift of the five wounds of Christ.” The 
demons at Loudun asserted that “St. Francis was one of their greatest enemies” (quoted 
by Catta, 105n4).
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The precious treasure of a rich liquor;
Just so did the great Francis, whom Love sacrificed,
Allow both his blood and his life to flow for Love.
Teresa too died by a similar fate:
Another seraphim made her suffer unto death.
When a lovely arrow with a gilded tip was,
With similar effect, shot into her heart,
Piercing her through and through; and falling,
That virgin succumbed to Love’s powerful arrow,
Yielded to its great efforts and, laying down her weapons,
Wounded, she shed tears instead of blood.
Just so do flowers, placed in an oven
And propped against a sheet of lead, distill their water;
The fire beneath them evaporates all their sap
Into droplets that resemble the tears of Dawn.
Teresa, in the same way, having the ardent fires
That a holy wound created inside her,
And that formed a brazier in the secret of her soul.
When a flaming dart enters her deeply,
From her eyes flow the gift that Love
Gives his dear Spouse when courting her.

In the same way, Love, several saints, lost in your abysses,
Became your fortunate victims.
Augustine,90 one of the first of these Lovers,
Was struck by a large, sharp, and savory arrow;
And with a number of marvelously sharp darts
Bernard was struck down in a similar way.
Neri,91 the famous Lover, was also knocked over.
Displaying his weak soul and his pierced heart,
His chest pants and presents a rib
That Thunder-Bolt Love, one Pentecost day,
Caused to emerge, when the fire within
Sought to burst forth, and for which an armed Love,

90 St. Augustine (354–430), bishop of Hippo, Confessions, book 8, 1.
91 On the vigil of Pentecost in 1544, Neri was praying in the catacombs of St. Sebastian on the 

Appian Way. There, he had a vision of the Holy Spirit in the form of a ball of fire. The fire 
entered his mouth and descended to his heart, causing it to expand to twice its normal 
size, breaking two ribs in the process.
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In its prison struggling against its living flesh,
Broke the impediment to its ardent heat.
Gonzaga92 and Stanisław,93 two illustrious warriors,
Young and brave, were seen first;
The latter showed his heart as hot as a glowing coal,
He seemed henceforth to be living in an inferno.
They poured water on him to put out the flames,
But it was a fire that water could not extinguish.
The ardor that came to him from a sublime arrow
Caused this interior fervor in his heart.
What will I say about you, Xavier, divine man?94
Love often pushed you into a garden
To refresh your heart, which a celestial flame
Was putting in peril of a most manifest death.
“Oh! That’s enough, Love, That’s enough!
What? Do you want to consume all my broken members?
Why so much sweetness? Why so much light
That reflects the sun’s rays on me?
There is too little labor, but enough goods.”
These words, spoken to Love in your dear interviews
Showed clearly the arrows that had wounded your soul,
Shooting such a thought toward Heaven.
What shall I say about you, Oh courageous ones of the Carmel?
Assiduous courtiers of Eternal Love!
Angels garbed in habits, marvelous recluses.
Who inhabit deserted places and whose divine mysteries,
So often ruminated upon, have made you the prey of Love,
Who out in the fields, with his cutting blows,
Wounds you a thousand times, and who, in his hollowed-out rocks,
Makes you endure his amorous fevers.
He has often carried you into his holy house.
But to relieve you from your beloved suffering,
Yet never procure a cure for you,

92 St. Luigi Gonzaga (1568–91), entered the Jesuit novitiate in Rome in 1585, after more than 
five years of opposition from his parents. He died shortly before his twenty-third birthday.

93 St. Stanisław Kostka (1550–68) died at eighteen, while still a novice. He was so violently as-
sailed by love for Jesus that he was obliged to apply cold compresses to his breast in order 
to temper the violence of the love he felt.

94 The next thirty-odd lines are in Surin’s hand (Catta). The incident has not been identified.
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The more it hurts, the healthier it makes you,
For, just as Love maintains a fine arsenal in heaven,
Above the earth he also maintains his hospital,
Where those wounded by his divine weapons
Are kept and treated. One sees only tears there,
One hears only sighs, laments, languors,
Broken words, amorous severity.
There gentle Love, greatly pitying his own people,
Charms away incurable suffering with his unguents.
There, these happy Lovers, controlled by God alone,
Revered by Heaven, despised by the world,
Labor, day and night, languish while sighing,
Until the happy day finally arrives
That ends their lives, but not their love.

Oh valorous warriors, great strong souls,
Whom a vital Love comforts while he is wounding you,
Never can the cowardly arrows of an odious Love
Affect the candor of your souls;
The divine arrows that alone rain down on you,
Discharge into your hearts their favorable blows,
While God abundantly pours himself into you,
And by a thousand deaths, shows you his grandeur.
Disdaining the attractions of this carnal world,
Prepare yourselves for the goods of Eternal Love;
While your peace is fighting so hard against evil,
Never will an assault by Hell repel you.
Remember that Heaven’s delights one day
Will make you forget all of earth’s bile.
But only the divine arrows, which rain down on you,
Discharge in your hearts their favorable blows,
While God abundantly pours himself inside you,
And by a thousand deaths, demonstrates his grandeur to you.
Disdaining the attractions of this carnal world,
Prepare yourselves for the goods of Eternal Love;
While your peace is fighting evil so fiercely
That never will an assault by Hell repel you.
Remember that one day Heaven’s delights
Will make you forget all of earth’s bile.
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[7]

Reigning Love

In great peace, Love reigns in the Empyrean,
His kingdom can be seen there, lasting eternally.
Let us speak of his power, which he shows here below,
Reigning over spirits conquered by his charms.
Love, show your goods, sing to us of the riches,
With which you fill hearts while caressing them.
Make us see the grandeur that ennobles Man,
When your kingdom is established among us.

Love seeks to reign like a powerful monarch;
Blessed is the subject who bears his mark,
Who experiences the sweetness of his loveable laws,
Remains forever a slave to his rights.
At the beginning, his rigor is extreme,
He cannot bear someone who loves himself,95
He wants all love to be for the sovereign,
Against False Love96 he shows a heart of bronze;
He gives him neither respite nor truce.
With a delicious wine he deluges his subjects,
Charms them gently by his powerful attractions.
First, he lets his arrows fly against them,
Unpredictably makes a thousand breaches in their hearts,
So that, in a thousand places, by their gaping wounds,
They receive the King of the Universe in their home,
So that the great king may lodge in his house;
Love is his archer, he gives him an opening;
In the human heart, he makes many wounds,
To make Man free, he forces open his prison.
By a thousand scalding blows, he opens his bosom,
To make Man’s soul live afterward in liberty,
And to arrange everything by force, as his desire sees fit,
And then to reign in the place of his choosing.
Adorable Tyrant, in order to have a slave

95 That is, Self-Love, who was causing trouble in the first few poems.
96 Surin apparently is referring to Cupid, who in “Wounding Love” is called “False Love.”
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For a time, he defies the one he wants to love,
Makes him succumb under harsh blows
That he nonetheless makes very savory.
By a thousand javelins, a languorous martyrdom
Establishes in his heart the good of his empire.
This martyred heart finally yields
To the empire of Love, who takes possession of it.
Thus, having been declared king, from this conquered soul
Who lies cut down at his feet,
He takes the tiller of his new state,
And lays the foundations for a loveable labor.
Upon this sweet labor, he builds his empire,
Mortifying the senses, he has what he desires.
To dominate the spirit, he subdues the body;
Man is the dear object of his rare favors.
Oh, victorious King, to save us, you wound us,
You are more present when you abandon us;
And making us suffer, you reign in our hearts,
Over all human ills you make us victorious.

At first he reigns in this way,
And when he has made our souls totally dead,
By a vital spark from this celestial brazier,
He enters the heart and burns it entirely.
The triumphant fire dilates in the senses,
He shines in a thousand flashings, he burns, he explodes,
Everything yields to his power, and his conflagrations
Give precious emotions to conquered hearts,
One sees only ardor, one sees only flames.
When the stern arrows, coming from all sides,
Have broken all the ramparts of the besieged heart.
This is how Love makes souls submissive:
In that wounded heart, a fever develops,
In the injured members a most unusual fire is lighted.
Its principal effect is serenity,
Which comes from a holy face of admirable beauty,
The face of Jesus,97 whose divine aggression

97 Surin repeatedly describes Jesus, the judge, as terrifying: “Jesus Christ as the just judge, 
whose severity was being depicted to my soul in a way so dreadful,” and “views of the 
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Makes the body languish and the soul be saintly.
This Jesus, radiating in fine lightning flashes
Makes felt his power and the clear effects
Of this new reign, where the subdued soul,
By a thousand acquired goods, has felt his grandeur.
The effect of this reign is to love incessantly,
To burn night and day, to have in one’s torment
More peace, more good, more glory in its suffering
Than all the worldly people have when their souls are full
Of the dearest pastimes given on the finest days,
Which the world can give in their foolish love.
Crucifying Love is gentler when weeping
Than the flattering world is in its loveliest charms.
What then will Love do, in his rare pleasures,
When he wants to satisfy the most chaste desires,
When, with a fine, serene eye, he contents our soul
When he causes us to burn in his very pure flame?
His armor, which has nothing deceptive,
Removes from our spirits whatever causes fear.
One no longer fears death, nor the cruel tortures
Of odious Hell, nor the combats of the vices.
Thanks to a caressing and very pure fire
One can find nothing unpleasant or harsh.
For the future and for the present hour,
The Soul remains peaceful and content.
These are the first words uttered by Love,98
When he enters a heart to establish his sojourn:
Peace be to you, dear Lover, who are now my dependent,
War is far from you, peace is your recompense.
Deep down, this lighted brazier can henceforth
Allow only sweet rest, ills are superfluous.
If one of those ills that the earth dreads
Comes hurtling against your ramparts, I do not doubt
That my divine ardor will chase it far away;

authority and the severe majesty of the Almighty that I sensed in that state. And I can say 
that I have spent entire nights as if I were already damned and in hell, seeing Jesus Christ 
on his throne very close to me, his gaze the most unbearable that can be described, order-
ing punishment for me” (Science, part 2, chapter 7).

98 For the rest of the poem, Love speaks to the Lover.
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Near you, I no longer feel any worries.
The peace that is forever established within your borders
Cannot see its strength diminished by cares.
A most perfect calm reigns in your country
And, not daring to approach, remains far behind;
At the sight of my fire, the dazzled demons
Dare not break down your heart’s barricade.

After the peace, the satiating goods,
All the treasures of Heaven, the ravishing pleasures,
The pure shooting pains that joy can cause
Should always be your peace and your prey.
If you knew what God can do,
When he wants to establish his love in a place,
When he acts as a God, unfurling his caresses,
When the Almighty displays his riches,
He does what the heart is incapable of imagining:
Man can have these same goods from God,
Can make himself feared, preparing his delights.
Overwhelming pleasures become tortures,
When the satiated heart succumbs under the burden
Of the goodness that God pours into his perfect friends.
I want to give them to you, if I can reign in you,
In the expanse around me, and if you strive
Not to love, or to receive a law
Other than what my sweet empire reinforces in you.
My manner of reigning is always to do good,
To pull the human heart from the depths of its wretchedness,
To elevate it to Heaven, and while still in this mortal place,
To make it drunk with the sweetness of an eternal beverage.

I want to make the most wretched man opulent,
To shower him at present with every desirable good,
Even while permitting all the fleeting ills
That I will always return to him as foreign;
That is how much Love’s fire, which makes man’s soul happy,
Distances all misfortune from his loving flame.
I am not one who satisfies only halfway,
I know how to fill the heart, I am a perfect friend,
Very rich, very happy, very powerful, and very wise,
To my Lover, I am the unique portion.
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I enter with the weaponry of my perfections,
I mingle with him in his functions.
I make my grandeur so perceptible to his spirit,
That he savors the good, even when incomprehensible.
I make him the vessel of my immensity,
I lodge all my majesty in his depths.
He clutches it, holds it, makes it his own,
Both the majesty of today and that of the most distant past.
With my Spirit, I puff up his generous plans,
I make him the companion of angels and saints.
My divine attributes will be the nourishment
That sustains him; with my very pure flesh99
I daily am a marvelous feast for him.
My pleasure is his goal, his fate, and his destiny.
Inside, I am a most faithful host to him,
At every moment my luster makes his soul more beautiful.
I talk incessantly in the midst of his heart,
The mere sound of my voice keeps him vigorous.
Inside, my doctrine makes his fullness.
My personal discourse fills his solitude.
My arrows, piercing him, discard everything human,
From the depths of his spirit the old yeast is removed.
After that, nothing can contradict my reign,
My goodness nourishes it, my word teaches it.
Love is the emperor of those whom God cherishes.
Love gently heals them of all their ills.
He accomplishes in them the good of his guidance,
Their souls, by his laws, are instructed in a saintly way.
By his fortunate counsels, he governs their fate,
Finally, by his efforts he gives them death.”

[8]

Intoxicating Love

Glorious companion of lofty Wisdom,
Who can bear nothing in his heart that wounds her,
Love, who will believe you capable of becoming drunk?
Your wine, come from Heaven, charmed the prophets,

99 Together, these two lines depict the “feast” of the Eucharist (Catta).
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Won over the saints, and the divine poets
Often found themselves filled by Love’s liquor,
And appeared on the earth in your accomplished gifts.
Give me the warmth of your holy madness,
May it never be abolished from my sense,
So that being inebriated by your sweet fury,
I follow the instincts of your divine ardor.

Love, having wed Wisdom100 in Heaven
And having joined his incredible dexterity to her passions,
Wills that, should his ardor force him to go out,
He can never separate from her.
He wants her as a companion to all his witticisms,
Wants those witticisms to be accompanied by her sweetness;
When she goes walking, he wants her to be recognized by his retinue,
How great is his conduct, how sovereign his strength.
He impetuously shows his extreme favor.
He often seems beside himself;
And his daring efforts, so very moving,
Send into ecstasy the fine hearts he intoxicates.
He urges them on to barely restrained grandeurs,
And when their souls recover from these excesses,
Wisdom says what a heart cannot conceive of,
What the ear does not hear, and what the eye cannot see.101
Savoring what one cannot humanly understand
And which surpasses our spirits’ understanding,
Love lifts spirits so high that one cannot reach them,
Unless willing to be deprived of every created good.
For the human common sense pursues it, running;
Entering into the true good, it gets lost at its source,
Constrained to remain far beneath it.
In its feeble effort, it remains without support.
Love’s strength has no limits,
In its impetuousness it avoids all disorder.

100 Sagesse, “Wisdom,” is a feminine word, hence “her” marriage to Love. For Wisdom and 
folly, see Lallemant, Spiritual Doctrine, 131–37.

101 Compare with: “What the eye has not seen, and the ear has not heard, and what has not 
entered the human heart, what God has prepared for those who love him”; 1 Cor. 2:9.
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Yet Love appears to senseless, worldly people,
In him the world sees its order turned upside-down.
All the natural sense seems earthly,
It confines itself to lowly human interest.
It cannot climb higher than nature.
Love in its grandeurs cannot endure it.
If Divine Love recounts his exploits,
The ignorant, worldly person cannot take it in:
He reduces his view to his own horizon.
He measures his words by his feeble reasoning.
If he says something that goes beyond his grasp,
His strength is surpassed by fine words.
When man, following Love, begins to elevate himself,
The world thinks that wine is making him dreamy,
The wine of Heaven, that marvelous beverage
That reinforces the spirit and lifts courage.
It pushes farther ahead than man can understand,
Man can think only of the lofty and the great,
His heart, limited by its smallness,
Believes that Ardent Love is deprived of Wisdom;
But Wisdom could never abandon him,
She devoutly wanted to pledge him her faith.
So he received her as a faithful companion.
Ever since, she has participated in every good he achieves.
The worldly person condemns him, does not understand him,
Cannot savor his divine charms,
Thinks Love is mad when he recounts marvels,
Closes his ears to his best remarks.
But when man, intoxicated by Divine Love,
Is instructed in his language and in the atmosphere of the court,
Without further concern for the ways of the world,
Man seeks profound Wisdom from God alone.
He treads on everything, and in a daring combat
He shocks the sentiments of this giddy world.
Not deferring to its excessively profane laws,
He prefers the humblest sheds to palaces,
Takes on the holy fury of the courtiers of Heaven;
The sweetnesses of earth he considers bile,
Which are vulgarly called delights.
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400 Surin

In a more perfect sense, he calls them tortures.
Their good he deems evil, their evil he believes good.
Sublime grandeurs are nothing to him,
He launches his oracles against human common sense.
To authorize him, God often works miracles.
Thus his way of proceeding is but an inversion
Of what worldly people love most dearly.
When a saint wants to speak, the world thinks him drunk;
He proves to be a savant without the help of a book.
In his fervor, he finds abundantly
Enough to leave hearts full of astonishment.
The man thus disposed no longer knows anyone.
To the furors of Love, he surrenders contentedly,
He treats his friends as strangers.
They have become savages for a while.
Alexius102 having drunk from his divine cup,
Filled with a wine so heady, in the midst of the troop,
Divine Love knew how to change him.
To his dearest relatives, he appears to be a stranger.
He appears indifferent when he sees his father.
He is like a rock before his mother’s tears;
His weeping spouse cannot move him.
This world has too little power to shake him,
Intoxicated by Love, whose fire possesses him,
He feels that his spirit has nothing that will yield;
He does not discern what is put before him,
He is unmoved about himself or about anyone else.
His thoughts are elsewhere, when Love pierces him,
If he encounters an obstacle, he pushes it away and topples it,

102 St. Alexius (d.430 ce) was the only son of a noble Roman couple. On his wedding-night, 
by God’s special inspiration, he secretly left Rome. Journeying to Edessa, in the far eastern 
corner of the Roman Empire, he gave away everything he had brought with him and lived 
on alms. His father’s servants gave him alms, not recognizing him. After seventeen years, 
he once again sought obscurity by flight. Contrary winds drove his ship to Rome. No one 
there recognized him, not even his parents, who had sought him in vain. He begged for 
shelter in his father’s palace, and for the scraps from his table as food. He spent seventeen 
years that way, bearing patiently the mockery and ill-usage of his own slaves, and witness-
ing daily the inconsolable grief of his wife and parents. After his death, they learned who 
he was, from a paper written in his own hand. Surin appears to have relied on a version of 
the saint’s life where he drank from a cup of wine and was changed.
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Accepting the judgment of wretched carnal persons,
Such a heart should be placed among criminals.
The divine beverage reassures him,
Bears his hope all the way to Heaven.
Nothing in the present century can touch the person
Who seeks Jesus Christ and who loves him alone.
All the rest, to his mind, seems but garbage.
When he lifts his eyes higher than nature
Nothing wins this young Roman’s heart.
Forgetful of himself and of all human beings,
He fills his memory with a single divine object.
God alone does he see, he wants only God’s glory.
He is among God’s people, he dwells in God’s house,
Having for them neither strength nor reason.
The liquor he drank has gone to his head,
And gives him a new way of reasoning about Jesus.
He receives new sentiments from other eyes,
His heart has other tastes and other emotions.
What shall we say about those who, from obedience,
Seem to have lost human understanding?
One person abducts his son, to toss him into the water.
Another treats a lion as if it were a lamb.
Who makes these changes? It is Love in his strength.
When he seizes their hearts, won by his lures,
When in his abundance he has fully satiated them,
Against the people’s common sense they appear moved.
In Love, Fury seems to be the mistress,
And gives holy Wisdom the slip.
Yet she keeps a hold on the tiller,
And on occasion furnishes her labor,
To the world alone she hides her ways,
As she likewise hides the grandeur of her joys.
Her good is for the heart that can scorn everything,
In it she wants to exhaust her treasures.

[9]

Burning Love

While we sing of the gardens of glory,
Far more delicious than the world might believe,
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The celestial torches and the loveable arrows
From which come lofty Wisdom’s attractions;
Let earth be quiet and let Man, silently,
Listen to my words, and let his heart think about them.
And since I am supplying so much wood103 for your fires,
You, Love, add your breath to the accents of my voice.

Suddenly, the rays of the prime beauty104
Cast into the Soul an excess of light.
Collecting into a single point all the warmth it has,
It makes a brazier in the center of the Soul’s heart.
The flame has reached the already-conquered flesh,
And beneath the feet of Love, so often beaten down,
It goes before the Spirit that the Soul seeks to grasp,
And plunging its ravishing arrows into the deepest region,
Ravages all the senses, takes over the powers,
Removes the strong resistance to all evil,
Invades reason, heats spirits,
Renders the entire body submissive and the members surprised,
Leaving in the arteries no blood, nothing
That is not steeped in its sincere ardors;
It finally places a brightly lit fire in the heart
And causes an inflamed love to reign in Man.
Inside is a Vesuvius, or that mountain in Sicily105
That is more fertile in flames than in harvests;
Where Enceladus106 is said to be lying stretched out
All the way down into my roots.
Jesus, this fabled giant is the illustrious image
Of your Lover, and of the fire he endures;
It is said that, wrapped in his depths, he conserves
An incredible mass of the harshest coals.
They think he is lying prone in the wide-open countryside,

103 Surin is alluding to his “wooden” verse.
104 La beauté première, “the prime beauty,” is a poetic term for the sun.
105 Mount Etna.
106 In Greek mythology, Enceladus (Enkélados) was a giant with one hundred arms who 

waged war against the gods. Thunder-struck by Jupiter, he was buried beneath Mount 
Etna. He was said to cause earthquakes and volcanic eruptions. Here is yet another per-
sonage (and two volcanos) whose presence could be perceived as adding authenticity to 
Surin’s epic.
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Bearing on his stomach a great mountain
That is nothing but an oven of burning firebrands
Which he spits from his mouth, pouring out over the plain
Rivers of fire, like a fountain.
In great gushes, he pours out wide rivers,
Burning torrents, and melted stones
That come in great abundance from inside
And, pushed outside, flow copiously.
In that same way, Jesus, the man filled with your love,
When you have taken up residence in him,
Is stretched out at your feet during divine spectacles,
Contemplating at leisure your grandeurs, your miracles,
And the infinite number of your perfections,
Your words, your labors, your crosses, your actions,
Assisted by the powerful help of grace,
Thrilled by so many goods, he embraces you inside,
Burns, cries out, catches fire, and, lost within you,
And carried away by a very powerful and very sweet love,
Pulls from it the abundance stored in his heart,
The imagined marvel of all these great objects.
From that great storehouse of locked-away firebrands
He spews out animated words in flashes
That, coming from his heart, like sparks,
Set the world afire with new flames,
Filling cities with their great fervor,
And by their discourse stirring a most holy ardor.
As when a shepherd beats out a spark that,
Repeatedly thrown out from his little fire
Onto a bit of dry wood and, spreading to the bushes,
Moves to the broom plants and then to the harvest.
Immediately, a great fire, lighting up the countryside,
Reveals the fields ablaze and the earth smoking,
Trees, forest, houses, the villages all around,
Even in the dark of night seem to be in the daylight.
Thus does the divine Spirit, entering the breast,
Of a fervent orator, kindle divine ardor there;
His words, piercing like flaming arrows,
Cause people to be lighted by what he says.
Everything burns without delay, and fields and cities
Are consumed by these useful flames;
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One soon sees, changed into braziers,
Great nations and entire kingdoms.

What a marvel, too, that from such a source
Such rare effects can take their course;
Since so many effects of flames and ardor
Come to burn that Lover’s heart.
Brilliant seraphim, innumerable cohorts
Come from that great heart to surround the gates,
The flying squadrons107 of the blessed spirits
Concentrate all their forces to make him fall in love.
They conspire together on this very plan
And make it ardent, just as they desire.
All serve the Bridegroom who, with his own hand,
Shoots several projectiles at the breast
Of that happy Lover, from which grow boundlessly
The flames whose effect astonishes nature.
The Bridegroom tosses from Heaven a thousand thunderbolts,
That fly through the air like undulating lightning
And strike the heart that wants only the glory
Of the Lord, who makes it the goal of his victory.
Love itself, equipped like a valiant archer,
His fine bow in his hands, ready to be let loose,
His quiver full of a hundred burning arrows,
Reinforcing the efforts of a hundred ardent cannonballs,
Takes this lover as a target and strikes without respite,
Sending all his firebrands into the depth of his bones.
And his sharpened darts, fired both day and night,
And felt in his flesh, which they are burning,
Not ceasing to shoot until he has painted,
In him, a marvelous portrait of that very same Love.
Moreover, everything seen in Heaven and on the earth
Everything that the universe encompasses in its grandeur,
The elephant as well as the gnat,
The little field flower and the great dome of Heaven,
High up and low down, everything serves Love as raw material

107 Escadron volant, “flying squadron”: in the seventeenth century, the squadrone volante re-
ferred to the cardinals who, during papal conclaves, retained their independence from 
the French and the Spanish parties.
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And as weapons, for his warrior force,
Each of these objects makes enough torches
To make the heart glow with new fires,
All of it makes fuel for the great fire
That Love wants to set. With his daring hand
He searches everywhere to find it, and avidly gathers it,
To supply more than is needed for his conflagration.
Thus, from so many places, so many mingled beauties
Are accumulated there, to make a great pyre.

But what must be admired most here
Is that the highest point to which one can aspire,
That beautiful marriage bed, where the Bridegroom reposes,
And where the majesty of God himself is enclosed,
Is inside this great fire, inside this vast brazier
That is larger than the entire world.
There the divine Marriage is consummated
Between the Soul and its God; there the Soul commits itself
To him forever, and there, even more loftily,
The Soul unites with him in a holy embrace.
The most exact virtue turns this into the epithalamium.108
These are Heaven’s goods to enrich that Soul;
But alas! What are we saying? Muse, do not talk so much,
It is a heavenly secret that should be concealed.

[10]

Uniting Love

In the intimate kiln, a work is needed
That will warm the courage of the greatest heroes.
When burned Love, setting fire to the heart
Of the Soul and of its God, makes them but one in ardor,
Come, let us beat the moaning anvil with a hammer.
Let us work fine gold into a strong chain,
And you, Love, lend your breath, light the kilns,
And make us part of your noble labors.

108 Epithalamium, Epithalame (in Greek: epithalamion). In ancient Greece, a poem was writ-
ten specifically for the bride on the way to her marital chamber.
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406 Surin

Love, you serious worker, when God shaped the world,
In his deep grotto he wanted to renew
The fire that had extinguished original sin,
When Man was, by him, detached from his God,
Bumping into a rock, he caused a spark
That kindled a new flame in the universe.
Then, from fine gold and pure diamonds, he made
A tie to unite one Lover to the other.
Man, joined to God in an admirable embrace,
Contracted forever a holy alliance.109
Not content to see them thus coupled,
Love, wanting to see them come together better,
The one intimate inside the other,110 and by a strong mixture
That no accident can mistake for another,
Inseparably, like melted metals,
He wanted to have them merged into one.
Just as one sees, in art or in nature,
Precious metals that subtly blend
Into a single image, when on both sides
They are by chance, or by choice, pulled together;
Gold, copper, and silver, all mingled into one mass,
Can often be found in a single cup.
Two pointed stakes that, by the ardor of a victorious fire,
Adjust to one another so well, in their intimate fibers,
That one can see sublime objects being shaped.
This was seen when Corinth burned,111
Where from diverse places the heat brought together
Gold and base metal; the devouring flame,
In the rich palaces and the burning temples,
Caused them to flow, right and left, in precious streamlets,
The vile vessels and the images of the gods,
The brazen columns, the beautiful architraves,
Made them run along the pavement into cellars.

109 The promise of a Redeemer, the Son of God made man.
110 Surin tells of seeing Jesus inside himself: “I would manifestly see, in my body, the body of 

Jesus Christ, more than my own body, and not at all my own body, for both in form and 
color everything seemed more divine than human”; Science, part 3, chapter 12.

111 An allusion to the terrible conflagration at Corinth under Lucius Mummius during the 
conflict between the Roman Republic and Corinth and its allies in the Achaean League in 
146 bce.
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407Spiritual Poems

The bulk of these metals, collected in a high area
Like a torrent sped up by a storm
That rolls like a precipice and damages the road,
Made a sea below that soon congealed,
Just as the Corinthian alloy,
So renowned in ancient times,
Is neither silver nor gold but admirable electrum,112
Once so desirable in the universe.
That yellowish metal was preferred to gold,
It charmed the eyes of so many mortals.
Then an alloy was made of copper and gold
That represented very well the divine Marriage
Of Man and his God, when an ardent Love
Makes them melt and keeps them in the selfsame place.
Love wants them to intermingle intimately,
He is the one who does it, his power assembles them;
He lights the fire, flowing inside it,
He keeps the fire active, and keeps its coals glowing,
To make a single object. As in the mystery of
Jesus the God-man,113 one sees what the perfect
Union of two disparate things can do;
When the Creator, to save the universe,
Undertook to elevate lowly nature
To the throne of God. The Word embraces the God-man,
Of these two assembled things, his power makes but one,
They are conjoined by a shared kiss,
Two substances, living in the same hypostasis,
By a new plan114 made God ecstatic.
His grandeur, penetrating the flesh on all sides,
In its depths and in its separate members,
Leaving no void and nothing impenetrable.
God is perfectly capable of everything,
The Word enters in, takes over the heart,
Lodges there, hiding, and like a liquor

112 Electrum: an alloy that is four-fifths gold and one-fifth silver. The ancients used it for jew-
elry. Here, for yet another touch of authenticity, Surin uses a word with a Greek root: 
“electrum”: électre (in Greek: ēlektron, that is, “yellow amber”).

113 Surin uses Lallemant’s term, Homme-Dieu. See Lallemant, Spiritual Doctrine, 187–95.
114 That is, Redemption succeeds Creation (Catta).
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408 Surin

That, boiling outside, surrounds the entire body,
Brims over, and gives itself
To everything it encounters, and, seizing the whole,
Absorbs it while fulfilling it from end to end,
Inside, outside, above, below, the entire mass,
And the body, and the spirit make room for their God,
Who slides into all these places, making everything precious,
Be it the least little hair, or be it the depth of the soul,
To turn it into the King of Earth and of the Heavens.
Anointed of his God, he changes totally into flames
Everything is his, everything is great, everything is full of beauty,
Majesty bursts forth everywhere.
In this marvelous fact, the living image appears
(Although it is of different workmanship),
Showing what Love does when, uniting Man with
God his Lord, he sets about seizing him.
Man, opening himself everywhere, into the intimacy
Of his blazing heart receives sublime Love,
Hides him in his secret place, then lets him pour forth
Up to the surface and, as on a pyre
Where the flame sparkles everywhere
And penetrates inside with its subtle tongues,
Leaves nothing empty, masters the outside,
Then reigns in the very depths and, with great effort,
Renders itself all-powerful over its subject;
Just so does the dominant force of Love
Make Man melt and remain mingled
With the Almighty in his flowing heart.
What Jesus Christ finds by nature
The Lover has by favor:115 Love, by burning as you do,
Your art wisely does what grandeur does,
Imitating your power, using its ardor,
Then a new life is formed in the Soul,
When, in God, it is seized by Love.
It is like a new God expressed in Man,
Whom Jesus keeps animated by his pure love.
Inside a mortal body, he makes himself knowable,
By his virtues he is venerable in another’s body.

115 That is, by grace: the sanctifying grace of baptism as compared with the grace of union in 
Christ (Catta).
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409Spiritual Poems

As with God, everything is brilliant here,
Everywhere a divine fire shows its sparks,
God, lodging in the flesh, appears there at all hours,
And by his unction consecrates his dwelling.

Just as in the past, by a strange fate,
A fly met its death in amber,116
And its unusual tomb was so precious
That it attracted a curious soul;
The accident that caught the fly in this rich death
Forever gave it this marvelous appeal:
For, being by chance caught in the gum,
The fly, who could not be more than a year old,
Became in a short time a new being,
Solider, stronger, more whole, more beautiful,
Always conserving the same substance,
A prize accompanied by eternal constancy.
Just so does Man, sustained by Jesus his Lover,
And consumed in him by his Divine Love
Enveloped by God in a celestial amber,117
In a new state loses all that remains of him,
All that is low and coarse, in order to receive from Jesus
A far loftier being, a more sublime support;
And, becoming larger, changed by his beginning,
He is totally filled with vigor and strength.
Steeped inside in the sap of his love,
Man is forever consecrated to his Lover,
Transformed in Jesus, revived in his glory,
He is victorious over all his enemies.
Nothing can oppose such a grand effect,
When Man surrenders to God, God takes him at once.
Jesus possesses him with a heart that loves him,
Lavishes his grace on him, fills him with himself,
Praying with him and suffering, and speaking,
They go together so well, they intermingle so well,
They produce the same effects by one and the same principle.118

116 Surin has gone full circle from the amber-colored electrum (electron, “amber”) mentioned 
earlier in this poem, to real amber.

117 That is, sanctifying grace (Catta).
118 Jesus himself, acting in the soul by his divine spirit (Catta).
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410 Surin

That happy state in which Man participates,
That triumphant state causes this great Love
To give him a foretaste of the eternal sojourn.
The Man-god, binding himself to his faithful Lover
Takes over the Lover’s body, which, no longer rebellious,
Lets itself be governed by the divine Spirit,
It no longer is abject Man, it is Jesus Christ,
To whom Man is subject, a willing slave
Of the one who keeps him, whom alone he wishes to please.
He is submissive to the wishes of God, who rules him.
The law in his heart is very mild and favorable.
He is being guided by God, in him God acts alone.
The law was written long ago;119 and making himself delectable,
God presses him, warns him, makes him see everywhere
The delicious elements of his just duty.
His spirit willingly takes such a road,
For God has conquered him, Hell is routed.
Without trouble, without study, as the Almighty wishes,
He obeys the waves of this torrent.

Let him go happily to where this law leads him:
Let him walk through the places where power draws him,
Charmed in his desires by Pure Love,
Let him remain sunken in divine pleasures.
Bound by Love’s knots and held in tight embraces,
Let him suffer incessantly Love’s loving ravages.
Free in his bonds, and in sweet peace,
With liberty that never ends,
He is surrounded by goods without number and measure,
Which cause his days to flow along, higher than nature.

[11]

Crucifying Love

Victorious Love, how great your power!
How cruel is the pain in which your fire ravishes me!

119 This law was written by virtue of the charity infused in the soul at the time of baptism; but 
this power to love had not yet overcome the obstacles that prevented it from blossoming 
through a domination that is as fortunate as it is sovereign (Catta).

<i>Into the Dark Night and Back: the Mystical Writings of Jean-Joseph Surin</i>, edited by Moshe Sluhovsky, BRILL, 2018.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=5634155.
Created from uaz on 2019-07-20 19:55:08.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

8.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



411Spiritual Poems

Your games are in your crosses,120 and your divine ardor
Takes satisfaction in lodging torments in the heart.
Love, sweet but too strong for feeble nature,
Which cannot withstand the sublime torture;
Merely thinking about it makes me despair,
Let me then, dying, sing of your exploits.

Love, ambitious, ardent, insurmountable,
In its great projects is unbearable to the heart.
When Love pursues his Lover’s good,
When he dares to undertake anything and fears nothing,
He bears his thoughts infinitely high,
And fear of evil has never lowered them.
His ardor is continually directed at his plans
Until he has put God himself in his hands,
And since the cross, rejected by mortals,
Serves to favor the painful climb,
He uses it as a ladder and, without noting
That Self-Love’s rampart must be beaten down,
That Self-Love must be made indigent, and stripped of everything,
That thorns must be attacked, and roses abandoned;
Love embraces it and, not fearing that harsh torment,
Scorning every obstacle, he brings his Lover there.
To the sad pole, his power calls him;
There, labor after labor, he hoards its rigor
And, keeping his Lover attached to its wood,
Never permits him to be torn from it,
As long as the pain of it consumes his soul,
And as long as he is ablaze with its divine flame.
Poor and totally lost, victim of scorn,
Stripped of all goods, surprised by disgrace,
Abandoned by all, without support, without refuge,
Accused by his own folks,121 found guilty by his Judge,122
Without resources amid the blackest accidents,

120 For crosses, see Lallemant, Spiritual Doctrine, 306–7.
121 This seems to refer to his mistreatment at the hands of his Jesuit brethren, evoked in “Pu-

rifying Love” and recounted in Science, part 2, chapter 7.
122 See Science, part 2, chapter 9: “Jesus Christ appeared to me manifestly, in the air, and I saw 

that his torso, his face, his garment, and his mantle were red, and his face was so angry 
that no strength of spirit can bear it. It seems to me seriously that he will appear like that  
at the hour of my death, to pronounce my sentence at the special judgment of the wicked.”
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412 Surin

In his weakness, left to obvious ills,
Spectacle of pity, reproach, and misery,
Blamed, even, by the good and forced to remain silent,123
He is alone, the target of Love’s fury,
Love seeks to deprive him of glory and of life.
Never will his fury be content,
Until the Lover is overwhelmed by the evil that torments him.
Love does not know how to limit his effects,
Whatever he is willing to give has its limits.
When he wants to crown, his good is immeasurable;
When he wants to afflict, he cuts down nature.
Terrible executor of his unusual plans,
Lofty in his counsels to humans,
He is great when he makes his providence act,
Which, in its great springs, surprises our science.
It is in this grandeur that Love causes
The crucified heart to suffer when it wishes to offer itself.
When Love wants to strip something away, it is devastating;
With great insults, he carries off Honor,
He tramples on Glory, he reduces to nothing
The person who appeared great to everyone,
That man full of honor, great in renown,
Is the man whose virtue he causes to be defamed.
That man, so powerful and so full of treasures,
Is the man who was chased outside,
And put on the paving as if covered with shame,
In the presence of those he considered of no account.
Love dealt this blow, these are his exploits;
If he cherishes a Christian, he puts him on the cross.
He makes him his plaything, he shows him no esteem.
He will be convicted of having committed the crime,
Although before God his heart is innocent.
If he lives in abundance and is recognized as powerful,
Love will display him in the public square like Job,
Who, on his dung heap, resembles a carcass.
And Love grabs for himself the games of proud, worldly people
Who disagreeably disdain his fate a thousand-fold
These, Oh pure Love, are the great adventures

123 Mute for two decades, Surin viewed it as a test forced upon him by God.
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That your counsel decrees for your creatures.
Oh unknown counsel, marvelous and profound,
Who thwarts the wisdom of prudent men.
Love’s wisdom conducts itself that way,
Love alone knows the wisdom that guides the Soul,
That deigns to reside in very few spirits.
To the most secret springs of impenetrable Love,
When God placed his Son on the baneful pole,
He gave everyone his manifest counsel;
But it nonetheless remained unknown,
Since no mortal wants to die totally naked.124
Only he whom Love has made his victim
And whom he has, by favor, drowned in his abyss,
Can know his secret. He therefore takes his Lover,
Nails him to the pole, treats him roughly,
Arranges a totally horrible death for him,
The mere memory of it destroys him, overwhelms him.
He tests the Lover, takes from him the support
Of all human help and all interviews,
No one sees him anymore, no one approaches him,
No friend, no supporter, no consoler,
He must be treated like his Redeemer.
The stinging pains embrace him,
The cruel insults of mortal ravages;
Leaning on the nails, he can at most
Remain propped up by his own torment.
In this very great torture, he tries to move
But he cannot.125 The infernal malevolence
Causes a throbbing pain, pursues him, tortures him,

He resists Hell, but he does it as a dying man.
Finally, he is in the throes of death, and in his agony
He sees that his pain will not end soon.
He has a great deal of strength, to endure
A cruel martyrdom that must last a long time.

124 That is, naked like Christ on the cross (Catta).
125 These lines almost certainly allude to his years of near-paralysis and pain: “And so, his 

head being weakened, he eventually was no longer able to walk, or stand, or act in order to 
dress himself, or undress himself. He finally reached such a state that he could no longer 
move, not even to put a bit of food in his mouth”; Science, part 2, chapter 7.
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Yet he does not die. Love gives him strength;
Love makes a great separation between him and his heart.
In the excess of his suffering, he says: “I cannot go on”;
His lament is useless, his cries superfluous.
He complains to his God: “My soul is abandoned.
My senses are oppressed by a violent battle.”
He thinks he sees another world and he is leaving this one.
So extreme is his pain and so benumbed his spirit,
That he dies, but he does not die; he returns to life.
In the moment that follows, he finds life rapturous.
He moves, and hurts himself; he seeks to soothe
His ill, which he greatly aggravated by moving.

In this state, the extreme must
Come and declare itself, and the Lover
With a final blow, pitiless, merciless,
Must relegate him to the district of his hardened senses;
And there make him see the infernal Gehenna126
And show him in passing the greatness of their suffering,
Who will say what this Lover is then reduced to saying:
“I will, if my God will lead me there.”127
If the final order of an omnipotent God
Pronounces this bitter sentence over my head;
Provided my spirit remains submissive to him
I will consent to it despite my enemies.
Love receives this message and replies;
And pays more attention to the Lover than ever,
Embraces him and blesses him far more intimately.
The Lover dies in his arms and quietly departs;
By this agreement, this beloved soul
Finds itself in the grandeur of consummated love.

126 Géhenne, “Gehenna,” that is, strong suffering; Gehenna was initially where apostate Isra-
elites and followers of various Canaanite gods sacrificed their children by fire. This place 
associated with great suffering was therefore considered cursed. In Jewish Rabbinic litera-
ture, and Christian and Islamic scripture, Gehenna is a destination for the wicked.

127 Compare this line with Science, part 2, chapter 12: “I heard: ‘Yes, that is possible.’ These 
words, uttered in my interior, gave life to my soul and resuscitated it, so that it did an op-
eration of tenderness and love in a manner so powerful that I cannot possibly express it.” 
I heard: ‘Yes, that is possible.’ These words, uttered in my interior, gave life to my soul and 
resuscitated it, so that it did an operation of tenderness and love in a manner so powerful 
that I cannot possibly express it.”
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[12]

Transforming Love

Love, the fruit so desired from the Divine Marriage
Is the subject to which your fury commits me,
That admirable effect of the beautiful nuptial bed,
Which joins the Soul to its God with a cordial desire;
That august portrait of the Blessed Trinity
Is the only beauty that affects my soul.
Be, then, for us, the author of that uncommon painting,
Sharpen your pencil, pick up your paintbrush;
Act so that nature, charmed by such an object,
Remains forever lighted by your fires.

When the human spirit, with a holy embrace,
Fervently joins itself to the sovereign Lover,
By the divine Spirit it conceives, in itself,
Jesus the King of Heaven, Son of the Supreme Being,
Who does not abandon his eternal principle,
Which produces him in his paternal breast,
By a new Council, to which Love summons him,
He takes on a new life in a mortal body;
And hiding his marvelous plan within it,
He mingles the Being of grace with the human being.128
The all-powerful Word, in God the first term,129
Is the admirable seedling of this divine effect,130
The fruit that is produced,131 from the very beginning
Resembles Jesus Christ, and grows.
God’s word serves as its nourishment,132
Grace supplies its loftiest crop;
Virtue continually is its commonest meal,

128 That is, the soul becomes divine, thanks to sanctifying grace. The two natures are united 
in the person of the Incarnate Word (Catta).

129 “Divine procession” refers to the origin of one divine person from another, through the 
communication of the numerically one divine essence.

130 The Incarnate Word is the meritorious and exemplary cause of the adoption of the chil-
dren of God (Catta).

131 With Jesus living in the soul, man has been made Christian, that is to say, another Christ 
(Catta).

132 Compare with Matt. 4:4, “One does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes 
forth from the mouth of God” (cited by Catta).
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The celestial banquet133 is its most charming attraction.
The blood of Jesus Christ is its milk and its life.
Its whole reinforcement is the divine wafer,
To be born, such a child does not go outside,134
He remains a secret, hidden in the body,
Taking his whole being from his mother’s breast,
As the Word in Heaven does from his Father’s bosom.
In everything, he imitates Jesus Christ;
God, by his pure attractions, elevates him to his grandeur.
He decorates his infancy with the noblest virtues,
Animating it with a spirit worthy of his birth.
To stand against the power of Hell,
Grace gives him the colors of the original,
The features that Jesus Christ bears in his person.135
These are the qualities that God himself gives him.
He bears his heart high, and in all his projects,
He is busy with the greatest objects.
He scorns the world and himself;
To see his Master honored is the sole good he loves.
He is humble toward all, good-natured, submissive,
Father of the afflicted, lenient toward his enemies,
Controlling his appetites, he keeps his senses bridled,
And in all his plans, God is his guide.
By obedience, he overcomes the demons;
Just as, a friend of the cross, he cherishes affronts.

Having long lived in this way,
Having rendered the spirit powerful and nature dead,
He is borne to the highest height
To which man can rise, following the Redeemer.
Jesus Christ enters into him, no longer in his appearance
But in his substance and in sublime nature;
By a strange effect, not as in the past136
But coming down from the summit of paradise,

133 The Eucharist (Catta).
134 Compare with “inside” and “at home” in Lallemant, Spiritual Doctrine, 301.
135 The virtues of the illuminative way. Compare with Rom. 8:29: “For those he foreknew he 

also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, so that he might be the first-
born among many brothers” (Catta).

136 When in the course of his mortal life Jesus allowed himself to be seen on earth (Catta).
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In a new fashion, higher and stronger,
By Love’s ardor, as by a moving fire,
He presents himself and comes from outside,
Invades him, seizes him, lodges in his body;
Penetrating him everywhere, flows in his veins,
Makes his members holier and his powers fuller;
Establishes himself in his heart, taking his rest there,
Slides intimately into the very depth of those bones;
He builds his palace there with a perceptible power
That makes his majesty radiantly visible.
After this great effect, one sees the change
That Jesus makes in him, transforming him;
Chasing out the old Adam137 and destroying the remnants,
By a very manifest imprint of the self
He remains marked in his lineaments,
And is pictured in all his emotions.
Just as one sees wax burning
When the heat of the fire makes its gum flow,
Receives in its heat the prepared signet
And captures the initials engraved on the gilded metal.
The gum burns, and this metal suddenly kisses it,
It quickly cools its violent ardor,
And then in its bosom the vestige is found
Of everything that the stylus has engraved into the gold:
The wax now bears forever an unchanging image.
Even though the image was only presented for an instant.
Thus it is with Jesus Christ’s adorable power,
Seeing Man heated with the desire to have him,
He makes his imprint in a moment, coming from the Empyrean,138
And he leaves a portrait that will last forever.
The image, resembling the person who made it,
Shows his power and his perfect love.

From then on, one sees in Man both Jesus and his life;
Man’s heart no longer desires anything mortal,
Nothing can stop his elevations,

137 In Christian theology, “the old Adam” (also called “the old man”) refers to sinful and unre-
generate human nature.

138 This Greek word returns for a final time.
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418 Surin

Nor the marvelous course of his perfections.
Thus Man no longer acts, it is this celestial host
Who chases away every baneful accident,
Hell having been conquered, everything seems larger
Than what Man knows and what the heart understands,
Jesus does everything in him, helps him with everything;
His happiness changes thorns into roses.
Serving such a Lord, his goods are abundant.
With such a Doctor talking to his interior,
Evil never comes to knock at his door,
And in all his labors God himself is his escort.
Jesus, in the past, came to share his suffering,
What he did of yore, he does today.
The renewal of his sacred mysteries
Imprints salutary effects upon that Lover,
He is resuscitated anew in his heart,
He dies there, he is placed in a sort of tomb.
He sparkles with grandeur and glory;
At home, he retraces his life and his history.
What his Father gives him, he pours into this heart.
He makes him the victor over all his enemies.
If ever three suns139 are seen in the clouds,
He recognizes that marvel here.
The first strikes a brilliant cloud,
Which gives its brilliance to the other,
And reflecting this same image,
It imprints that illustrious picture in its depths.
Thus does the great Sun, in eternity,
Cast immense clarity upon its Word;
The Word in Jesus Christ reflects the savory flame
In the soul of his faithful Lover.
It casts its rays and its greatest attractions,
Puts its treasures there, shoots its arrows,
The divine attributes appear with grace
In the man full of Love, as in a mirror;
And all the remarkable goods that are found in God

139 Sun dogs. In the 1640s, this phenomenon was given a Greek name: parelion, that is, “mock 
sun.” In other words, Surin is evoking a Greek term, but refrains from actually employing 
the term.
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419Spiritual Poems

Are later expressed in this place.
God’s eternity, joined to his immense being,
His infinite repose, his gentleness, his clemency,
His invincible power and his just rigor:
Everything at once is marked inside this heart.
With the hidden goods of divine persons,
One sees that they are wise, powerful, and good:
The Father in his grandeurs, the Son in his beauty,
The Spirit in its fine fires, full of majesty,
All these goods lodged in Man’s heart
When God transformed him in that same splendor,
Which has been purged of the evil of the first apple.
Man participates in his lofty grandeur.
He possesses all the divine treasures in his heart,
When he remedies the sins of the past.

What remains? If he has companions,
Let him win a few and let him make them good;
Let him, by the powerful attraction of a holy life,
Lead them to Jesus, and associate them with himself.
Just as the magnet, by a secret power,
Pulls the iron to itself and exerts attraction,
And just as the iron attracted by its energetic force
Covertly does the same to other bits of iron,
The Father does the same, binding himself to Jesus Christ,
Jesus causes his Spirit to flow over his Lover;
The Lover, being won over, then wins others,
As the holy apostles used to do.
It is a linking of the most chosen hearts,
Placed in Heaven by grace, which Love has seized.

[13]

Triumphant Love

Love, in his conduct, as valiant as he is wise,
Appears before our eyes in his lofty array;
He whose mildness makes him seem like a child
Presents himself today as a triumphant king.
Shining in his grandeur, magnificent in his pomp,
Not like the royal court whose luster deceives us,
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420 Surin

He comes to show us his eternal power;
To entertain his own, he organizes a tournament140
Where the eminent brilliance of his glory is seen,
Winning a total victory over all our hearts.

The haughty luxury of the proud Romans
Who confronted nature and charmed humans,
In its greatest excess is nothing but the prefiguration
of what Love does, and the feeble painting
Of what he reveals in his grand display,
Which surpasses in beauty the luster of the sun.
A multitude of his enrichments parade by,
Which the emperors, when they wanted to excel,
Had been able to collect in precious furniture
Whose exquisite workmanship dazzled the eyes.
Everything that the fury of their extreme pride,
Abetted by the power of their supreme grandeur,
Could accumulate to heighten their honor.
Everything that the universe could assemble there,
Seems a mere nothing compared with the power
That Love shows us in his rejoicing.
On the day he chose to make us appear handsome,
When one sees the sun yield to Love’s torch,
When one sees him marvelous in his entourage,
Opulent in his goods, august in his conduct,
Wisely mingling pomp and mildness,
Order and abundance, joy and ardor.
In this, his triumph is totally admirable.
Without confusion, the astonishing mass
Of pleasures, beauties, treasures, greatness,

140 A carousel, that is, a “tournament” during which the principal males of the royal court, 
splendidly dressed and mounted on horseback, tried to slip their lance through the open-
ing in a ring. Is this a clue to the dating? In early June 1662, young Louis xiv, already 
known as the “Sun King,” participated in a carousel, in a costume trimmed with splendid 
plumes and gold fringes and embroidery. See Orest Ranum, “Islands and the Self in a 
Ludovician Fête,” in Sun King: The Ascendency of French Culture during the Reign of Louis 
xiv, ed. David Lee Rubin (Washington, DC: Folger Books, 1992), 17–34. The details pro-
vided by these lines of poetry make it possible to assert that this particular poem could 
not have been written before the summer of 1662, and (allowing time for the Gazette to 
make its way south) probably no earlier than late 1662 or early 1663.
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421Spiritual Poems

Seem to come together to satisfy hearts;
Seeing there the many prodigious men,
The happy host of captured slaves,
The saints, the captive kings, the greatest prisoners,
The crowd of martyrs following in his train,
The plunder, the chariots, the rich fabrics,
The weapons, the paintings, the debris, the trophies,
Everything that might delight our spirits,
Everything that might content our hearts.
In their excessive crowd, one sees symmetry;
Goods are diligently mingled,
Everything is great, beautiful, exquisite, divine,
No end to all these great objects is in sight.
The spirit is smothered in the opulence,
And charmed by the designs that are so skillful.
Cleverness and beauty are there equally.
The storehouses are full of great ornaments,
Everything gleams, is showy, is bathed in light,
One can see charms and warrior virtue,
The more delicate goods and the most moving ones,
The more secret pleasures and the most appealing ones,
Peace with effort, silence, and war.
Harmonious sounds mixed with thunder,
Laughter with tears, weapons, and games,
The most burning ills, the most pompous goods,
The more brilliant sound of noisy trumpets,
The more charming tones of lutes and pipes;
Even in the extreme, everything has its place,
The earth is in the sky, the flesh is with God.

Come now! Show us, Love, the fruits of your victory,
Show us the handsome equipment of your glory,
I consider it quits for the rest, show your captives,
Let’s see your conquered people, show your fugitives,
Forcibly brought back under your divine empire,
When your Spirit convinces them to heed your laws.
Show us, dear Love, your most precious gain.
I am eager to see that one object.
Ah! Let me see great nobles! Let me see monarchs!
So many young spirits, following your banners,
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422 Surin

Are submissive to your force and are wounded by your darts!
My eyes lose their acuity from following them all,
I especially admire those who, hidden in the shadows,
Concealed in the state that mortals scorn,
Have found the treasures of your eternal goods.
There I admire Paulinus,141 solitary Arsenius,142
Alexius, unrecognized even at his father’s house,
Distanced from the world amid the worldly,
William duke of Guyenne143 chained by your hands,
Carloman,144 Kazimierz,145 Henry the flower of France,146
Louis147 whom obedient Sicily,
Recognizes as the son of its king, and so many conquered people,
Who all appear beaten down by your exploits.
Following your chariot, they scorn the world,
The illustrious defeated ones and the fertile host
That those who founded the most sacred orders
Have produced on earth, and who are revered
All the more because they lived in a somber century,
And because somberness made them purer.

Pass, brave defeated ones, pass before my eyes,
Let us see what Love has that is most glorious.

141 St. Paulinus of Nola (c.354–431), born into a senatorial family at Bordeaux (Surin’s home 
city), distributed his fortune to the poor and, with his wife, retired to the small town of 
Nola, in order to live near the tomb of St. Felix.

142 St. Arsenius the Great (350–445), known for his righteousness and wisdom, turned his 
back on the lavish life he was living in the emperor’s palace. He became one of the solitary 
“fathers of the desert.”

143 William is earlier identified as the duke of Poitou (Catta).
144 Carloman (710–54), the “mayor of the palace,” was the son of Charles Martel (c.686–741), 

a Frankish leader who, as “mayor of the palace,” was the de facto ruler of Francia. Carlo-
man abdicated his vast heritage to his brother Pepin the Short (714–68), who ruled as king 
of France from 751 until his death (his son Charlemagne [742–815] became Holy Roman 
emperor in 800), and withdrew to Monte Cassino, where he spent the rest of his life in 
meditation and prayer.

145 St. Kazimierz, prince of Poland and grand-duke of Lithuania (1458–84), refused the Hun-
garian throne when he realized that his claims were unjust.

146 The identity of this “Henry, flower of France” is uncertain. Surin may have been referring 
to Henry ii, Holy Roman emperor (972–1024, r.1014–24), whose mother was French. Henry 
stressed service to the church and promoted monastic reform. He was canonized in 1146.

147 St. Louis, bishop of Toulouse (1274–97), renounced the French crown in order to become 
a Franciscan.
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423Spiritual Poems

They all march in formation. Each on his face
Shows his strength and his courage.
I see them by the thousands; they pass before me.
But with them I see, Ah! What do I see?
Love, what do I see? My Muse withdraws,
I do not understand it, and I cannot recount it:
I see God himself in Heaven, being placed in your fetters,
I see the conqueror who confronted Hell,
Who redeemed the world and pardoned nature,
The sovereign author of every creature,
I see him chained, honoring your triumph,
Amid all the vanquished I see him as the greatest.
Love, I cannot go on, seeing this overwhelms me,
Its grandeur dazzles me and its sweetness pierces me.
Jesus is your captive, in him I find God,
And God in his grandeur appears to me here.
God! The God of beauty and mercy,
The Author of the Universe is bound with your cords.
Oh, Triumph of Love, who triumphs over me,
Your power engulfs me and carries me away.
You have defeated me and made me your slave,
Causing me to see the greatest of the great, the bravest,
Arrayed beneath your power and submissive to your laws.
For by enthralling God, you have put him on the cross.
Love, may your blindfold148 do me the service
Of closing my eyes: I see that in its malevolence
The world could not endure my words;
Laying down my pen,149 here I stop its course.

[14]

Consuming Love

The flame of Love that is lighted in the heart150
By its heat often consumes it, to the point

148 Here, Surin is blending the blindfolded Cupid of paganism and the victorious Divine Love 
of Christianity.

149 But he does not lay down his pen: he writes one more poem.
150 This entire poem, which seems to be an afterthought (in the final line of the previous 

poem Surin had “put down his pen”), is entirely in Surin’s hand.
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424 Surin

That the Lover, no longer having strength or repose,
Is burned to the bones by a devouring fire.
Love, causing a loveable torture,
For the Eternal Lover, Love offers up a sacrifice,
And causing his entire body to dry up slowly,
Establishes a pyre in the middle of this heart,
Offering to his Lord a sweet smoke
That finally consumes his entire soul,
Coming from a sacrifice agreeable to his eyes,
And appearing as beautiful as it is precious.

When one wishes to offer God a victim
Who can abolish some human crime
And pay some perfect homage to his grandeur,
In his being a fine body must be undone,151
And in his honor something excellent must be kept,
Whose destruction his Majesty approves.152
Thus, since the day when, having suffered for us,
Jesus was offered up to his Eternal Father,
To burn day and night with the fire of Holy Love,
We shall have no object more agreeable
Than a Lover who feels capable,
And who is attentive to paying him court.
Being preoccupied with the celestial flame,
At every moment the Lover feels his soul being consumed,
And without putting out this powerful fire,
He feels it acting to the depths of his bones.
It is as if a lamp were lighted inside him,
Whose bright fire does not give off smoke,
But, as God wishes, he sees perish the substance
Of corruptible Man who is subject to death.153
Man whose spirit renews itself,
By the holy emotion of a faithful sentiment,
Subsists and, by the admirable force of the fire,

151 According to Old Testament law, a sacrificial offering had to be as perfect as possible 
(Catta).

152 The very act of immolating the offering recognizes the creature’s dependence upon the 
Creator (Catta).

153 The image of a lamp that, for God’s glory, consumes its pure oil is frequently found in 
mystical writings (Catta).
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425Spiritual Poems

Rises, while little by little the body,
Losing its vigor, gives this advantage
To the soul: it is able to pay God homage,
And revere the Author of earth and of the heavens,
Who very much wants to be thus respected.
Nothing can satisfy his heart as much
As seeing a torch, which lights the entire world,
Burn with the eminent luster of its rare virtues.
His body and his senses have been struck down
Under the efforts of Love who, causing him to succumb,
Ordains that his strength and his power should collapse,
An unfortunate waste, in order to yield to him
Who alone dominates him and wishes to live in him.
Man sees his strength thus annihilated
By the great action that his soul felt
Coming from this fair fire, which, flowing everywhere,
Dries up the entire body, and then, calling to the heart
Everything it has that is good, it makes the rest so feeble
That the last peril154 makes everything manifest.
The flame that holds him, ever devouring him,
Ends the course of the present life
And ensures that its Lord receives, as an innocent victim,
The illustrious virtues that confer such brightness,
That marvelous torch155 surrenders and presents itself.
Yet its power is struck down by Love.
Not that its virtue ever yields to vice,
But the grandeur of its fire possesses it;
And the strength of that fire, which consumes the body
With its fine ardor, puts its soul outside.
Thus Love finishes that fair sacrifice,
By which God himself is propitious toward humans,
Calming his wrath toward criminals,
As when Jesus Christ wanted to die for us.
How much nobler and worthier his person is,
This was a great sign from God, who became our friend,
Because of the merit and the cost of his Blood,
Which occupied another rank among mortals

154 The peril of dying (Catta).
155 The burning heart (Catta).
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426 Surin

Than everything that could mark the creature,
Being in every respect a pure victim,
Yet, by resembling that divine Lamb,
Man, showing God this marvelous torch,
And by the Spirit, bearing the totally destroyed flesh,
Contents his Lord, exalts his conduct,
For such a death knows how to honor him,
And to repair the breaches of evil by evil;
Since he knows how to repair, by long suffering
And by a holy death, the evil that gives offense,
Just as Death is exploited by Love
Which, to avenge evils, does evil in its turn.
The Soul, its flesh consumed by labors,
Then appears as the Beloved of its God,
And presents a great good as an object for mortals
Who put that very same torch on the altars.
Knowing that Heaven loves to experience
Extreme suffering, owing to the excess of Love,
And that a great spirit knows how to scorn its body,
And never can better rid itself of its treasures
And, by an imprint of ardent heat,
Follow the emotions of its fervent soul,
Love, too active, never ceases to assail
And burning with his fires, he finally makes the Soul swoon.

Who does not know a Genoese lady’s fires,156
In a burning brazier that is never calm,
At the feet of Jesus Christ like a glowing coal
She remained night and day, losing all her strength?
Who does not know about the vehement flames of Francis,
The wounds of Love with which you, Love, torment?
We know that this celestial torch continued to be
Consumed all the way to the tomb.
A thousand others are lost, like sacred wafers,
By this burning of their bodies and their lives;

156 Catherine of Genoa: “This creature was burning with so much divine love that one felt 
and saw the signs of great heat, with which everything burned, and her ardent heart was 
like a furnace.”
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427Spiritual Poems

Having, as Love wishes, their members exposed
And having never rested outside of him.
Employing all the sap that sustained their soul
To foment in them this admirable flame,
Which on one side maintained them
But on the other caused their bodies to become
Like a skeleton, drying up,
Or else, like the fire of a beautiful comet,157
Which having long been in the crucible,
Resembled gold when it emerged more refined;
Just as their vigor appears totally exhausted,
Worldly spirits greatly scorn that vigor.

But God, who sets great value on his precious gifts,
Laughs at the sentiment of vicious men
Who, not discerning what comes from his grace,
Do not know how to put each thing in its place.
God knows full well what Love’s languor is worth:
To die by his charms and no longer see the day
That furnishes light to the objects on earth,
To scorn nature and wage war with it,
To have no breath but for paradise,
To reject the pleasures that God himself has cursed,
To draw from this world no savor that moves us,
To be like a stump for carnal sentiments,
To extinguish the desires the body produces in us,
To receive only those that lead to grace;
To have a soul that is dead to all the goods of the senses,
To live only for God whose Spirit comforts us,
To think only of Jesus whose unusual death
Showed mankind just how strong Love is.

157 Here is yet another Greek word: “comet” and the French comète derive from komētēs, 
“long-haired star.”
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 Cantique

“Fournaise d’amour” (Oven of love) was composed by Surin in 1639, one in a  
series of hymns he wrote in the following years. This song was written in  
a moment of crisis in Surin’s life. In 1638, he was assigned to the Jesuit house in 
Bordeaux and started preaching and dispensing confessions. But the year was 
also marked by an investigation of his writings, due to his very close friendship 
with Jean Labadie, a fellow Jesuit who left the order and went on to establish 
a sect. By this stage, Surin was already suffering from the depression that was 
to increase dramatically during 1639 and leave him paralyzed and mute for the 
following twenty years of his life. As Patricia Ranum indicates in her introduc-
tion to the collection of Surin’s Spiritual Poetry, the cantiques he composed 
during the years he was incapacitated were a means to combat the demons 
who constantly tormented him. This hymn was included in a letter he sent 
to a professing nun in the summer of 1639; the last letter he wrote before his 
descent into depression.158

He makes me short like a pigmy
He makes me tall like Tiphon
He puts me high, he puts me low,
In peace and then in combat.

He garbs me like an angel
Blackens me like a demon.
He makes me worthy of praise,
Then scorned and without fame.
He puts me in heaven on a throne,
They denigrate my preaching.
He makes me long, then little,
Esteemed but with no credit.

158 See de Certeau, letter 144.
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429Deed of Gift

 Deed of Gift Executed in the Donor’s Lifetime, Made in Favor of 

Jesus Christ by One of His Servants

Today, October 27, 1655, appeared in person X.,159 who willingly and of his own 
volition has, by the present documents, made a pure and simple deed of gift 
that is forever irrevocable, to Lord Jesus Christ, king of heaven and earth, stipu-
lating and accepting everything mentioned below, as he hopes the Lord will 
do from his mercy. That is: first, renouncing all the rights that he may have, he 
gives Jesus Christ his honor in its entirety, desiring that he use it as he wishes; 
for that, it being his desire and his good pleasure to no longer have any honor, 
but to be, in this world, similar to his aforesaid Lord, in that during his passion 
he poured out and abandoned all his honor; in recognition of which the said 
X desires and chooses to be totally stripped and denuded for him, consenting, 
if it pleases my aforesaid Lord, to be scorned and denigrated by men and, in 
their eyes, to be deprived of all earthly esteem, glory, and reputation; or else, 
wanting to be treated by them as nothing, and wanting to be reduced to such 
destitution and such surrender of the esteem and good opinion of creatures, 
that he cannot benefit from their approval, to the point that the wisest men 
do not deign to approach him for fear of forfeiting the good esteem they may 
have acquired among others; but being thus deserted as something vile, or as a 
madman,160 he will, if need be, be constrained to withdraw, to be tied up, and 
to surrender everything to his aforesaid Lord, not caring for any honor but the 
one that His Majesty merits, and being thus bound and resting in him, he may 
be received and accepted thanks to his goodness, as desiring no other honor 
in this world than to be in his grace and in his love. Second, he gives to my 
 aforesaid Lord all the rest of his being, so that the Lord may have it and possess 
it entirely, and so that he shall be Lord, prince, and absolute master, not only 
over how the Lord will manage his servant’s death, his life, his health, and his 
illness, from this hour on, taking the full and entire disposal of everything he 
might do with it, and also the use and employment that he can make of every-
thing that is in him, turning everything so that it serves him, directing it and 
guiding it by his grace and by his spirit, deigning to put his creature and slave to 
use in order to make it think what he wants it to think, moving its heart so that 
it wants what he wants and desires, and putting his words into its mouth, as he 
does with those who depend on his grace and his will, having, by virtue of the 
present act, no other desire than to be in his hand in this way, as his dependent 

159 That is, Surin.
160 In this sentence, we once again encounter the leitmotif of madness, rejection, and shack-

les, an autobiographical allusion found in Surin’s Science and also in his Spiritual Poetry.
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430 Surin

subject who is already totally dedicated and consecrated to his good pleasure 
and service, which he understands will be carried out, declaring that he no 
longer wants to use these things or have them at his disposal, as his own prop-
erty and domain, and to these ends he has divested himself and relinquished 
his property, and has given them to the Lord, declares that he is the property 
of his aforesaid Lord †,161 and has placed him, as required, in possession of the 
present document, making the gift of his entire being by putting his hands 
into the hands of his aforesaid Lord,162 consenting that he take a more real and 
actual possession when His Majesty deems it good. For which the present act 
has been signed.

At La Croix, the aforesaid day, October 27, 1955.

161 Here, this is a cross: Catta proposes that it stands for Jesus Christ.
162 This gesture with the hands is the feudal gesture of the liege man (Catta).
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Introduction to the Letters

Moshe Sluhovsky

The letters in this selection were chosen from among the 590 letters that are 
included in Michel de Certeau’s edition of Surin’s correspondence.1 Patrick 

Goujon has offered a systematic examination of Surin’s correspondence that 
addresses the literary, historical, and theological aspects of the letters.2 The 

English collection includes Surin’s first and last letters, as well as the last and 

first letters before and after his mental collapse. Most of the letters in the se-

lection represent his method of spiritual direction and descriptions of his 

mystical and demonic experiences. Many are addressed to Jeanne des Anges, 

the prioress of the Ursuline convent in Loudun, the main protagonist of the 

mass possession there, and the woman who was the most trusted witness of 

his drama. Following her exorcism, des Anges became a renowned mystic and 

herself a spiritual advisor, and Surin remained in touch with her and asked for 

her advice and support throughout his life.

1 Jean-Joseph Surin, Correspondance (Paris: Desclée de Brouwer, 1966).

2 Patrick Goujon, Prendre part à l’intransmissible: La communication spirituelle à travers la cor-

respondence de Jean-Joseph Surin (Grenoble: Jérôme Millon, 2008).



Letters

 Letter 1

[To an unidentified woman], [1626?]1

My dear sister,

I see clearly that our common Master has prepared the two of us well and 

has carefully measured our task for us. As for you, you are very deep into the 

chasm of nothingness and pain; as for me, he is beginning to plunge me into it 

and make me feel the anguish. I am given over to the violence of my passions; 

I am abandoned to my impatience and my weakness. Like you, who certainly 

believe that you are committing every excess and every crime that exists, I be-

lieve that I am committing a thousand infidelities against my conscience and 

am heeding all my passions with a criminal and inexcusable cowardice. Just 

as you can neither detest nor confess your sins, but need to swallow them like 

water and nourish yourself on them as on some inferior bread, I am suffering 

a similar torture over my iniquities. Just as you believe that your damnation 

seems certain, in a similar way I have lost all the trust I used to have about 

belonging to God, and I am in a dubious darkness, and I fear that I am taking a 

deceptive and inappropriate way. In short, your torments stir in you the move-

ments of a great hatred of their author, while I feel scorn, aversion, and ven-

geance toward that author. But who can count the rest of the crosses we bear!

God’s hand undoubtedly is heavy. His fury is terrible and his guidance is 

strange and distant from reason and from the common sense of mankind. But 

what have we to say about all that? And why do we become estranged? Do we 

feel something in ourselves that is not part of our nature, or that is inferior to 

our demerits? Have we not confessed, a thousand times, that we deserved that, 

and even worse? Did we not urgently ask God to chastise us and to make us 

meet the demands of his justice in this life? Do we not remember the contract 

we made with him, if I dare use such a term, and do we not see that he is car-

rying it out with precision and punctuality? What we have entrusted to him as 

a deposit, he is keeping; what we have abandoned to his justice, he is destroy-

ing. We know the place where our treasure and our holiness are lying. God did 

not want to conserve it in an urn as fragile as our nature; rather, he is keeping 

watch and hiding it in himself.

1 Interestingly, this letter already reflects Surin’s dangerous attraction to passive acceptance of 

interior experiences, including the toleration of “abominations” in the inferior, animal parts 

of the soul.
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433Letters

Let us therefore not show interest in what does not concern us; let his jus-
tice be done and let us remain in the bosom of he who keeps our spirits distant 
from ourselves and who does with our bodies and all our senses what apoth-
ecaries do with drugs. For when they have eliminated the sap and the essence, 
they toss it into the road to be walked upon and to perish.

After this, my dear sister, you should not be astonished if the sensual and 
animal part is plunged into the crimes and the abominations that you are go-
ing through. Do not examine whether they are voluntary or not. That is not 
your concern. Tolerate sin in a place where it deserves to be and that is part of 
its domain.

You ought to continue your usual confessions and Communions. Your sins 
cannot sully God, since each of them has a different residence: sin dwells in 
your nature and God in your spirit.

Do not believe, either, that you are harming the house where you are; God 
does not punish the innocent person as if he were guilty. In the order of God’s 
judgments, it is not the proximity of places and bodies that is contagious. 
 Indeed, dear sister, you must leave your nature and your body in the hands 
of the devil and of sin; being abandoned to them, they cannot produce other 
fruit.

Jesus Christ Our Lord suffered the image of sin, just as you suffer it; for, just 
as the ugliness of a man portrayed in a painting is only there as an image, not 
in truth, because he is a dead man and a man without a spirit and without a 
soul; just so, the horror of sin that was strongly felt by Our Lord is merely an 
image and not a truth. Although his nature and your nature appear to be truly 
animated by their own spirits in these criminal movements, nonetheless, this 
nature was indeed very dead and its own spirit was entirely separated from 
nature and was tightly enclosed in God, having nothing to do with the crea-
ture. Therefore, let us not love that nature any longer. Hate it, and let it suffer 
the humiliation that God wants.

 Letter 18

Bordeaux, May 8, 16302
To his brethren at the college of La Flèche

2 This letter circulated widely and is maybe the most famous of Surin’s letters. The excitement 
of starting a new life as a Jesuit who completed his training and is assigned to his first occupa-
tion is overshadowed by the dramatic encounter with the very incarnation of the superiority 
of experience to bookish knowledge, a topic that was to become the leitmotif of Surin’s entire 
life. See Michel de Certeau, “L’illettré éclairé dans l’histoire de la lettre de Surin sur le Jeune 
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Letters434

My Reverend Fathers,
I wish I had enough strength to write everything in detail, and enough light 

to express adequately how happily Our Lord received me when I left Rouen, for 
an encounter I had with a good that I cannot sufficiently value. I am referring 
to one of the rarest souls I have ever known and from whom I learned some 
marvelous secrets. Next to me, in the coach, I found a young boy, eighteen or 
nineteen years old, extremely simple and rustic in his speech, not literate, hav-
ing spent his life serving a priest; but, in addition, filled with all sorts of graces 
and interior gifts so lofty that I have never seen anything like it. No one but God 
ever instructed him in the spiritual life, yet he talked with me about it so sub-
limely and so solidly that everything I have read or heard is nothing compared 
with what he said to me.

As soon as I discovered this treasure, I separated myself from the other pas-
sengers in order to be with him as much as I could, taking all my meals with 
him and all my conversations. In addition to our discussions with each other, 
he was continually praying, at which he was so sublime that he began with ec-
stasies that are, judging from what he said, imperfections from which Our Lord 
had delivered him. The foundations of his soul are very simple, humble, pure; 
and thanks to his simplicity, I uncovered many marvels, although his humility 
hid many others from me.

During those three days, I led him through all the points of the spiritual life 
that I could think of, about everything involving both practice and specula-
tion, and I received replies that left me very astonished. As soon as he realized 
what he was saying to me, he would try to throw himself at my feet to humble 
himself, for we often got down from the coach to talk more easily and to be less 
distracted. He believes he is one of the greatest sinners in the world, and he 
begged me to believe him.

He talked almost one entire morning about the various stages of the most 
perfect union with God, the communications between the three divine Per-
sons and the soul, about God’s incomprehensible familiarity with pure souls, 
secrets that God had given him about his attributes, and especially about his 
justice toward souls that do not advance to perfection even though they want 
to, about the various ranks among angels and saints. Among other things, he 
told me that he would not break off a single communication that God himself 
made with him in a Communion, in exchange for what the angels in the state 
of glory and all mankind could join together to give him. He told me that a soul 

Homme du Coche (1630),” Revue d’ascétique et de mystique 44 (1968): 369–412; de Certeau, 
Mystic Fable, 1:207–11.
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435Letters

disposed by purity was so possessed by God that it kept all its movements in 
its power, even the movements of the body, except for some little straying in 
which the soul sins: those are his very words.

He told me that, if a soul was hastening more toward perfection, one had to 
do oneself violence; that it was the pure fault of religious if they were not all 
perfect; that one could not persevere at conquering oneself; that the greatest 
misfortune lay in not enduring well the suffering and the infirmities of the 
body, for which God had great plans, and that he unites with the soul by pains 
far more perfectly than he does by delectations; that too much concern for 
one’s health was a great obstacle; that true prayer consists not in receiving from 
God but in giving to him, repaying him with love; that when the tranquility of 
the soul and burning love reaches the level of mystic ecstasy, the soul should 
show its faithfulness by stripping itself of everything, as God approaches to fill 
the soul.

I brought up all the difficulties in my interior—in the third person, for oth-
erwise I would not have been able to get anything out of him. On this, he satis-
fied me in such a way that I believed he was an angel, and this doubt remained 
until he asked me, at Pontoise, to hear his confession and to give him Commu-
nion, for the sacraments are not made for angels.

He would never promise me that he would pray to God for me, but that he 
would do it if it was possible; that is not up to him.

I asked him if he had a devotion for Saint Joseph. He told me that this saint 
had been his protector for six years, and that Our Lord himself had given 
that saint to him, without notifying anyone. He added that he had known 
clearly from this holy patriarch that he was the greatest of all the saints, after 
the Virgin; that he had the fullness of the Holy Spirit quite differently from 
the apostles; that he was a dominator over souls whose virtue must be hid-
den in this world, as his own had been; that he was so slightly known; that 
in recompense God wanted there to be only extremely pure souls that had 
lights about his grandeurs. He also said that Saint Joseph had been a very si-
lent man; that in Our Lord’s house he spoke very little, but Our Lady spoke 
even less, and Our Lord still less than either of them; that his eyes taught 
him enough without Our Lord having to speak. In short, he told me such 
a great number of good thoughts that I cannot write them all down. And I 
am sure that those three days were worth more to me than many years of  
my life.

What I found especially remarkable in this boy is an admirable prudence 
and an extraordinary efficacy in what he says. He told me that the supernatu-
ral light that God pours into a soul makes him see everything that the soul 
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should do more clearly than the light of the sun shows perceptible objects, 
and that the multitude of things that the soul uncovers in its interior is far 
greater than everything in corporeal nature; that God in all his grandeur inhab-
its the heart and makes himself felt in the pure, humble, simple, and faithful  
heart.

When I pressed him to tell me whether someone had taught him, he told me 
no, and that there were souls to whom creatures could only do harm. That if 
the Gospels should perish, God had taught him enough for his salvation. That 
God is always present for those souls; that nothing resides in them but God, 
and that if the souls treated their neighbors charitably, they would receive very 
lofty operations; even that, during the night, when one must sleep, they waste 
but very little time. And I asked him how that could be; and he replied that I 
knew that better than he did and that he is the most ignorant of all, that Our 
Lord had taught him in particular to excuse his neighbor and not be easily 
scandalized.

He related marvels to me about the consolation and the direction of a soul 
who, being attracted to prayer and desiring virtue, is delayed by bodily infirmi-
ties; that God wants it to show a totally angelic patience; after which, if the 
soul has been faithful, it would repair everything in an hour. One of his loftiest 
discussions was about how God operates in souls through the Word, and the 
relations with God that souls should have by the Word in all their dispositions, 
even in their suffering.

He told me that men of our profession who do not fight against the pleasure 
of being praised by the world will never savor God; that they are thieves; that 
their darkness keeps growing; that the least little uselessness blinds the soul; 
that what prevents the liberty of the heart is a certain habitual dissimulation 
that restrains liberty in us: I am using his words.

Finally, I parted from him. He apologized a thousand times for having talked 
so proudly, he who was so rustic and who was destined to praise God and, 
as far as mankind is concerned, to honor God only by humility mixed with 
simplicity, and not by words; that God was obligating souls to be secret and si-
lent, concerning the friendships he gives them. Indeed, I had to be wonderfully 
clever, pretending that I didn’t think much of him and convincing him that he 
was obligated by charity to have several conversations with me, since I could 
not talk continually. And he therefore relaxed and, being all aflame with love, 
he no longer reflected, but spoke as the impetuousness of his spirit dictated. 
Once I had charged him with praying for me, he became distrustful and on his 
guard; but since he is extremely simple and thinks that he is the least of all, he 
revealed himself more than he thought.

I am yours, etc.
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 Letter 20

Bordeaux, June 7, 1631
To Father Achille Doni d’Attichy, at La Flèche3
My Reverend Father,

I must admit that there is no more agreeable amusement than communicat-
ing with God’s friends and, thanks to the pleasantness of their words, lighten-
ing the travail of our pilgrimage. I call that “amusement,” for the substantial and 
solid interviews and the strong and serious occupations of our souls with the 
sovereign Consoler4 whose feast day we are celebrating tomorrow, and which 
is the occasion that made me decide to take up my pen and discuss with you.

You ask me, father, to talk with you about obstacles to the sovereign good. 
I would have had to remove those obstacles in order to be able to talk about 
them, and the subject stops me so short that I do not know what to say, so great 
do I find its truth to be, abundant in its material and difficult to research. I sim-
ply remain at the door, terrified at seeing that we are destined for a sovereign 
good while still in this life, and that we make so little effort to break down the 
obstacles that separate us from it. Pardon me for talking about something that 
I do not understand, but this good is nothing other than the possession of the 
gifts that God has given to mankind.

He has given marvelous presents to mankind: his Word and his Love, which 
are all his goods and all his treasures. Possessing the Son of God and the Holy 
Spirit is our sovereign good. Indeed, whoever has in himself these two pearls 
can sell everything he has, and rid himself of useless burdens. With these two 
gifts, he has the kingdom of God in himself. He has the light of life, the fountain 
of living water, eternal life. He has all truth. He has, as Saint Paul the apostle 
says, “the whole fullness of God,”5 and he has inestimable riches in the face of 
Jesus Christ. He has, in his heart, the illumination and the clarity of God, and in 
the face of Jesus Christ he bears a treasure in an earthenware vessel. He is the 
temple of the living God. He has his hidden life with Jesus Christ in God and, 
as Saint Peter said, he has “the eternal and permanent consolation of God.”6

3 Achille Doni d’Attichy (1597–1646) was Surin’s most intimate friend. He spent most of his 
career at La Flèche.

4 For the “Consoler,” that is, the Holy Spirit, see Surin’s tertianship master, Louis Lallemant, 
Spiritual Doctrine, 125. The feast day is Corpus Christi.

5 This is Surin’s own translation of the Vulgate, Col. 2:9, or, as the New American Bible puts it: 
“For in him dwells the whole fullness of the deity bodily.”

6 2 Thess. 2:16. Here too the letter has Surin’s French paraphrase of the Vulgate, which the New 
American Bible translates as: “May our Lord Jesus Christ himself and God our Father, who 
has loved us and given us everlasting encouragement and good hope through his grace.”
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Letters438

I mean, father, that if we want to turn our backs on amusements and fri-
volities, it is in our power to actually possess in a very penetrating and very 
fulfilling, albeit enigmatic manner, the very goods that make God happy as he 
is, despite the burdens of this wretched life, to live and reign with the Father 
through the Son and in unity with the Holy Spirit. Those are the goods to which 
we are suddenly called and about which we have heard tell and have believed 
that God worked this master stroke of wanting to die for us. After that, we en-
ter a new world whose elements are not empty and starved, like those of this 
world, but are full and solid, and which are peace, liberty, holiness, and truth, 
where we live like kings and dominate as triumphant. For as the apostle says, 
“Thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through Our Lord Jesus Christ.”7

If, my good father, that is where our thoughts are, and if our hearts are lean-
ing toward it, how should we use our time, how are we exercising our powers? 
True God, the wages of your divine Spirit lie at rest in my soul, as in a storeroom. 
Each day, at the altar, I am marvelously supplied with the dishes that nourish 
God. I am filled with mysteries and grandeurs. God’s riches surround me on all 
sides. Eternal God’s consolations are presented to me. God Incarnate, dying 
and glorious, is in my hands, in a single mystery. The glory of the eternal God is 
given to me as my own—and I shall not have greater joys that equal those great 
goods, and this good news will not keep my mind busy during the scant days I 
have for rolling along the earth, and these fullnesses will leave me empty and 
starving, for lack of applying myself suitably and paying the required attention!

However, that is the misfortune of the souls that do not remove the obstacles 
to the sovereign good although, despite all these things being for souls, those 
souls do not use them and live base, small, captive, timid, narrow, anguished, 
and indigent lives, while the others sense the kingdom of God and experiment 
with eternal life, satisfying themselves with the delights of the spirit, and pos-
sessing everything by separating from everything.

But what should we say about those obstacles? Here your reverence expects 
something of me, and I am most pained about that. I beg that divine Spirit 
whose principal feast day we are celebrating tomorrow and who delves deeply 
into the depths of God to give your reverence a fullness of doctrine on that 
subject, which I believe to be the most important of all and which is perhaps 
the least known.

So many things prevent this good, that I am astonished, when I think about it.  
Counting them and listing them minutely is impossible; knowing them in a 
general cause means nothing. The shortest way would be to put one’s soul in 
great silence, disengage it a great deal, never prevent that good, recollect it 
frequently, until one encounters the place where the continual view of God 

7 1 Cor. 15:57.
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and the beam of supernatural light can enter, keeping free and tranquil, far 
from the desire for the creature and the fear of it; and then I think that these 
obstacles will be infallibly known. And because few folks venture to find calm 
in the view of divine light, or are not vigilant enough to remain there, it also 
happens that not only are these obstacles not uncovered for them but they also 
do not even suspect they are there, or else they deliberately bind themselves to 
one another and think that they are serving God by being attached.

So, I would say to a man who wants to know what is delaying him:

Return to your interior, latch the gates of your senses, flee every kind 
of pleasure, produce no useless operation, receive no useless imprint, 
ceaselessly empty your heart if everything and continually seek God in 
the depth of your soul. Then you will know what is preventing you and 
you will discern atoms. You will see then that the least useless pleasure 
is habitually held back, albeit not by intentional deliberation but by con-
niving; you will see curiosity about small things, familiarity with some 
creature, or a needless glance cast at someone; and every superfluous 
care places a thick wall between you and God.

Apprehension about this truth made Saint Lorenzo Giustiniani,8 who lived 
in his monastery with his monks, as he would have with savages, and Father 
Balthasar who was in recollection as if he were in the African deserts. These 
exorbitant ways of speaking show the efforts the saints made to remove obsta-
cles. For it is indubitable that whoever does not have excessive ideas about God 
will never draw near him; whoever does not deplore eagerness as a sort of tie, 
whoever does not view every creature as corruption, whoever does not weep 
over vain things like sacrileges, whoever does not severely chastise ignorance, 
inattention, subreptions,9 will never be uprooted.

We must behave toward those with whom we live so that while we are ready 
to give our lives for them, we must be wary of them as if they were our en-
emies. Otherwise, living with upright people will be an obstacle for us. As Saint 
Vincent Ferrier says, our shirt should not stick to our skin more in Spain than 
in the Indies; otherwise, it will be an obstacle to God. In a word, it seems to 
me that the key to this entire matter and work consists of having a spiritual 
disposition that is explained by one word: assiduousness, without which, even 
if we were doing the finest actions in the world, we would never be rid of the 
obstacles to the sovereign good. This means that, every day of our lives, we 

8 Saint Lorenzo Giustiniani (1381–1456) lived a life of poverty, mortification, and prayer
9 A “subreption” (subreption) denotes obtaining a favor from a superior or a permission based 

on fraudulent reasons (de Certeau).

<i>Into the Dark Night and Back: the Mystical Writings of Jean-Joseph Surin</i>, edited by Moshe Sluhovsky, BRILL, 2018.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=5634155.
Created from uaz on 2019-07-20 19:55:31.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

8.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



Letters440

must recall, in attentive reflection and in practice, the acts that are the soul’s 
true approach to God, and we must nourish the interior dispositions that are 
necessary for that. For example, a man will never enjoy divine union without 
a great recollection of his vices, without the victory over his nature, without 
putting his powers in order, without converting intimately to God his principle, 
without living isolated from all creatures. It is therefore necessary to persevere, 
daily and assiduously, in the vigilance necessary for these things. And if one 
spends an hour a day in recollection, and one lets one’s senses wander during 
the remaining hours; if one overcomes one thing and indulges one’s natural 
bent for everything else; to say the least, it is not out of affection to do it for ev-
erything, it is not on the path; and if one were to live as long as the first men,10 
it will not remove the obstacles.

But who is the one who talks that way and about such things, and does he 
understand what he is saying? “Hey, father! If you knew how poorly I practice 
that, you would have great pity on me!” I am continually waiting veniat im-
mutatio mea,11 and my spirit, renewing itself and purifying itself, takes my old 
cadaver from me in order to dress me in its bright colors.

It seems to me that it would be a good practice for us to let our entire year 
flow by in receiving those two divine gifts that make up our happiness and 
that, in the span of six months, our souls would, by purity and by fervent de-
sires, be disposed to receiving the Son of God at the feast of the Nativity, and, 
for the other six months, to receiving the Holy Spirit on the feast of Pentecost. 
These two divine Persons, the substantial gifts from God that are united in our 
souls by graces and by the sacraments, doubtlessly would be more deeply im-
printed and rooted, until they reach the center where the sovereign mystical 
union would be perfected.

I wish you these honors, riches, and delights as a reward for the charity that 
you showed toward this prodigal son who is a greater pauper than you are.

From Bordeaux, June 7

 Letter 27

Saintes, December 20, 1632
To Mother Hope in the Mercy of God, Carmelite, at Poitiers12

10 Is he alluding to Methuselah, who lived 969 years, Gen. 5:21–27?
11 Job 14:14: “Waiting for my relief to come.”
12 Surin met Marie Baron, also known as Madame Duvergier (du Vergier), in Marennes short-

ly before her death on October 3, 1632. Like the simple fellow traveler on his route from 
Rouen, this woman had mystical experiences that he found both edifying and mystifying, 
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My very dear sister in Jesus Christ
In order to continue our spiritual interviews, I want to put before your eyes 

a model of holiness of which I only recently became aware and in which the 
marvels of grace appear abundantly. You will see how generous Our Lord is in 
giving his most precious gifts to lay persons who give themselves entirely to 
him, and how he takes pleasure in introducing them to the most interior ways 
and elevating, to the divine union, the most sublime souls that, in the state of 
marriage and among the cares and the bother of an exterior life, faithfully fol-
low the guidance of his spirit. I will simply recount to you what God showed 
me about the virtues and the graces of a holy woman who has filled this entire 
region of Saintonge with the odor of her good works and her merits. I will prin-
cipally talk about her interior dispositions and about the secret beauties of this 
soul that is so beloved by heaven. You will glean from it, I hope, a reason for 
praising God and growing in his love.

On October 3 of this year, 1632, a great servant of God named Marie Baron 
died at Saujon in Saintonge. She was the wife of Monsieur Duvergier, a mer-
chant at Marennes. A few days before her death, she had set off to visit Ma-
dame de Saujon, with whom she had a saintly liaison.

We13 will say something brief about the great graces Our Lord had placed 
in her, about the manner in which we learned about them during the short 
time we were in communication with her, and, setting aside the virtue seen in 
her exterior life, which everyone could recognize, we shall try to uncover what 
were the holiest of her interior and secret dispositions.

God wanted to elevate her to the highest state of the divine union, so he 
made her go through a long and rigorous purging that had eminent purity as 
its goal. This interior and supernatural purging was accomplished as much by 
an extraordinary operation of God as by the faithful cooperation of that holy 
soul. What she herself contributed to purifying herself and readying herself for 
the divine union consists of two points worthy of admiration.

The first is a flight from sin so exact and so constant that she did not re-
call ever having, in her entire life, committed a sin, neither a great one nor a 
small one, or having said something intentionally with full knowledge of evil. 
Her faults were merely fragility and surprise, which marks an admirable pu-
rity of heart and a will that is entirely decided on good. As soon as she clearly  

and he rushed to offer this very short spiritual biography of the mystics to Mother Hope 
of God’s Mercy (Espérance de la miséricorde de Dieu), a founder of a Carmelite convent 
in Poitiers.

13 By “we,” he means “I,” but maybe he also refers to the fact that his addressee knew Marie 
Baron well and could share his admiration to the deceased mystic.
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noticed that God was ever so slightly offended by something, she would dis-
tance  herself from it with all her might. When she saw persons who having let 
themselves become involved in some disorder, were as tranquil as if nothing 
had happened, she could not understand how that could be. Once, the fear 
of having said something that was not true caused her so much suffering that 
she could not sleep all night, not because of a scruple, but from an extremely 
delicate conscience.

The second point that shows the great purity of her soul is that never, not 
even while a child, did she find joy or consolation in the things of this earth, 
that is to say, she had been caught up in almost no recreations, or games, or 
gathering, or feasts, or promenades, or the other pleasures of the senses, and 
she had never put her heart into them. She would do all these things, when she 
was obliged to do so, without relish and as if she were not involved, which is a 
point of sublime perfection and, moreover, very certain, since she told us this 
several times when recounting her interior dispositions.

As for the supernatural purging that God operated, we could recount won-
ders. This sort of purging, as spiritual persons know, is done by interior suf-
fering that is extreme and in which the rust of corrupted nature is consumed 
and the soul is purified and refined like gold in a fire.14 Marie Baron had spent 
twenty whole years doing perpetual spiritual labor, and during that entire 
time she lived as if in a frightful wilderness, in extreme aridness and desola-
tions, without ever losing her continual concern for pleasing God. An excessive 
fear of distancing herself from what she owed to divine Majesty ceaselessly 
tormented her. It was not from fear of hell: that fear never made much of an 
imprint on her heart; it was simply the fear of not rendering to God what he 
deserved. In that state, she had strange scruples, and no one could provide a 
remedy. To this great suffering, she added perpetual fasting that was so exces-
sive that, at the end, her stomach totally shrunk.

That is how those twenty years went by, but particularly the last five years, 
during which her torment increased and became intolerable. The great illness 
and pain of childbirth, which she was going through at the time, brought her 
relief and diverted her spirit a bit from her principal ill, which was in her soul. 
We heard her say that, during this interior martyrdom, she felt as if she were in 
hell and that if she had seen a fire lighted in the middle of the village square, it 
would have been sweet to walk through it, compared to what she was suffering. 
Her torment during these five years, as best people have been able to judge, 
having heard her talk about it, was very mysterious and divine. For this was 

14 The images of molten metal in a kiln or crucible so characteristic of Surin’s Science and 
Poetry were already a part of his spiritual vocabulary.
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not so much a state of fear as a state of purifying and testing love. Her desire to 
please God was so extreme that it lighted in her heart a fire that devoured her, 
and since this fire found imperfections and some remnants of the sins of her 
life that were not yet entirely purged, this fire acted harshly against these rem-
nants of impurity that it encountered in her. This operation of divine love was 
so strong and so rigorous that she remained overwhelmed and, to the extent 
that the Spirt of God, which is love, was preparing her for a very lofty union 
and for extraordinary consolations with which God wanted to honor her, that 
is why he acted strongly and did not pardon nature.

She used to recount how, during that time, all the sins of her life were put 
before her eyes, one after the other, down to the smallest; how at the sight of 
each sin she would suffer marvelous torments caused by divine love; how her 
soul felt as if it were in an oven and a crucible, where she saw herself being 
cleansed more and more and becoming day by day purer and more brilliant. 
Not only did these divine operations crucify her spirit; they also consumed her 
body and her flesh, so that she became so attenuated and so languishing that 
those who were concerned about her health felt obliged to consult physicians 
about her illness, but no one understood anything. Among others, they had 
her see a very able physician who was famed for his great secrets. Having seen 
her, he swore that he knew the cause of her illness, which came, he said, from 
the spirit; but since he was a Huguenot, he attributed this illness to a human 
passion and not to divine love, which was indeed the true cause. Her suffering 
gradually increased, but no remedy could be found, and God kept doing his 
work, forming in her the image of Jesus Christ with the fire and the hammer 
of a love that is as strong as death and as hard as hell. Thus did this image take 
shape and be polished, so that it then was so beautiful that it could make the 
angels admire it and could charm the heart of he who was depicted in it.

Finally, after a very rigorous season, a harsh winter, came a delicious spring 
and an autumn that was marvelously abundant in all sorts of fruits and 
blessings.

It seems that God made the bad weather cease upon her encounter with a 
father of the Society of Jesus,15 who, having gotten to know her, realized that 
a great treasure was hidden in this good soul, and felt driven to help her. The 
demon tried to prevent the effect of this fortunate encounter, causing the poor 
woman to feel a great aversion for the charitable physician who wanted to cure 

15 Father André Baiole, who was teaching philosophy at the college of Bordeaux (1626–29). 
He came to Marennes as superior in 1629 but remained there for only one year before 
being named at Saintes, where he was the spiritual father and director of the laymen’s 
confraternity (de Certeau).
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her, so that to the extent that he wanted to seek her out, she would flee, and 
on one occasion she preferred not going to confession, rather than confess-
ing to him. Nonetheless, having one day been unable to avoid him, she was 
forced to speak to him about her conscience and about God, who ordinarily 
governs men by men, and principally through priests, and blessed the zeal of 
this religious.

Immediately after that first meeting, the time of her purification or of her 
purgatory (that is how she talked) having ended, she found her soul to be di-
lated, and in less than a week her condition changed. The fire that formerly was 
harsh and burning became sweet and delicious. Her sadness changed into joy, 
and the shadows of the dark night that enveloped her spirit having dissipated, 
divine splendors began to shine on all sides and to illuminate the powers of 
her soul. Her memory was occupied by three lofty visions and representations 
of celestial things; her understanding was filled with the intelligence of the 
mysteries and the grandeurs of God; and in her will a brazier of love was light-
ed that consumed her gently, until she died. In a word, in her every faculty, 
she was entirely and continually united to God, not so much by any effort she 
made as by the attraction of the divine Spirit and by her soul’s rapture in God.

Now, in order to see more clearly how sublime was the state in which she 
lived for three years,16 and how God in a short time accomplished his plans in 
her, we shall note in detail the grandeurs to which her spirit was elevated.

1. Her spirit suddenly entered an immense expanse of light that provided day-
light for her, in order to penetrate into everything she ought to know for her 
perfection, but she especially was enlightened in respect to two objects, that is,  
God and herself.

She had sublime notions about the divine Being, the trinity of divine Per-
sons, the divine attributes, and the mysteries of God and of his works. God gave 
her sentiments about his power, his force, his gentleness, and his majesty, about 
which her understanding remained lost. Upon seeing all manner of objects, 
she would seize the opportunity to elevate herself to contemplating divine per-
fections. Last Pentecost17 there was furious thunder that night at Marennes; 
during that entire time, the spirit of this saintly woman was intensely occupied 
with contemplating God’s force, which was being represented to her by the 
thunder and, contrasting this terrifying force with the charming mildness that 
God was making her feel at the time, she was surprised to see that so strong a 
God was so gentle, and that he who was rumbling up in the sky was caressing 
her in his heart.

16 From 1629 to 1632 (de Certeau).
17 May 30, 1632 (de Certeau).
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This light that was lighting her was not only great, vast, penetrating; it was 
also continual. Whatever action she might do, whatever her occupation, she 
never lost sight of God’s majesty. She felt God who surrounded her as a cer-
tain grandeur in which she was absorbed and that was incessantly tossing rays 
and sweetnesses into her. Her experience was making her understand that the 
more attention she paid to this interior light, the greater would be her capacity 
to act in exterior things. Conversations and visits, no matter how long, did not 
turn her away from her assiduous attention to God, and did not make them the 
least bit awkward. Her soul kept seeing that torch that never hid. If she had lost 
God’s presence for only a few moments, it would have seemed, she told me, 
that her soul had been turned upside-down. This made me recall what some 
philosophers said: if the sun goes away even for a very short time, great altera-
tions would take place in the world. To remain in God’s presence, she did not 
need to make the least effort; it was as easy as keeping her eyes open.

What I am going to say about her knowledge about herself will perhaps 
seem strange. She saw God continually with the pure eyes of faith, she saw 
herself continually with similar ease, discerning the least emotions in her soul, 
as in a mirror, and her life was so luminous that God was manifesting her entire 
state to her, and was making her delve into all her interior and exterior actions, 
in order to recognize the motive and uncover the imperfections that wormed 
their way in, and in order to distinguish what was human and what was divine, 
without anything escaping her eyes. Even in prayer, or when she was enrap-
tured during it, she continually viewed herself, and that light of discernment 
accompanied her everywhere and never left her. That is why she said that her 
examen lasted all day long. If she was asked whether she could drop things a 
bit, for a half hour or so, and go out into nature, without looking so closely at 
ordinary and indifferent things, she would reply that it was impossible and 
that, to her, it would be like falling into a chaos and into an intolerable confu-
sion over going against the divine light, in the least action in the world. If by 
chance she overlooked some slight imperfection, she would notice it at once 
and, before doing anything else, she would find a remedy. Even if, at table, she 
recalled some little oversight, she would not eat a thing until she had atoned 
for the past by some secret penance and in the future she would take some 
wise precaution. After that, she would remain at peace as usual and in the dis-
positions necessary for a soul that incessantly adores God in spirit and in truth, 
having no other concern but to please him.

Moreover, one must not imagine that this very exact study of purity was 
done by worrisome reflections; it was done with a great gentleness and liberty 
of spirit. God, who wanted to be perfectly honored in his servant, made her 
apply herself to this exercise by the unction of his Spirit and by an attraction 
of love, rather than applying it to herself by her work. And so, love was the 
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principle of her purity, and she used to say that in the evening, during her exa-
men, having listed the flaws that she could recall, a flame would come at once 
and consume those faults. At the beginning of those three years of delight, she 
had a vision of a dove that flew into her heart and, beating its wings, pecked at 
her in order to tear out the rest of her imperfections. Indeed, she later admit-
ted, with humble gratitude, that Our Lord had consumed her sins down to the 
roots. The holy gaiety that always showed on her face came from the purity of 
her heart, and from the assurance that her conscience gave her that she was 
good with God.

This abundance of lights that the Holy Spirit would pour into her soul did 
not enlighten her so that she could know herself; it also served to know others 
and to penetrate into the interiors of those with whom she was conversing.  
I know, from experience, that she uncovered what was going on in the soul of 
a certain person18 and that she touched the point that this person was keeping 
secret, as clearly and as distinctly as if she had been fully informed.

It was also by an effusion of that supernatural light that she participated 
abundantly in the treasures that are the wisdom and the science of Jesus Christ, 
having a marvelous talent for speaking about spiritual things and a rare gift of 
counsel. She was capable of giving opinions to the very people whose guidance 
she was professing to follow, and her advice was deemed very solid and very 
useful. About this, one could say very noteworthy and very certain things.

2. The admirable splendors with which God had filled her produced in her a 
similar ardor, and that fire of divine love that possessed her being unable to 
contain itself in her soul, it spread to the body. It made itself felt to her in two 
very different manners.

The first manner was very gentle. It was like a vital heat that, spreading itself 
deliciously in all her faculties and in all her members, gave her all the strength 
to act and to move. For her great travails, her fasts, and her macerations19 and 
infirmities made her so feeble that she could not have subsisted without that 
celestial fire that restored and sustained her, making her feel so vigorous that 
she felt disposed to undertake long journeys on foot, provided it was for God’s 
service.

The second way this divine fire acted was vehement and impetuous. Some-
times, it was so excessive that she reached a point where it seemed she would 
expire. It caused her consolations that she called “unbearable,” and emotions 

18 Surin himself, probably, who was simultaneously the guide and the disciple of this wom-
an (de Certeau).

19 Macération: “Mortification by fasting, scourging and other austerities, out of love for God.”
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so violent that she could not bear it any longer and did not know what would 
become of her. Her heart was like an oven; her eyes would sparkle and her 
face would seem to be on fire, like a glowing coal. It often happened, during 
prayer, that she would feel as if she were in the midst of a miraculous fire that 
surrounded her and invaded every part of her. Sometimes, when she entered 
the church, firebrands would emerge from the tabernacle where the Blessed 
Sacrament reposed and would come to grab her and burn her. Often, when she 
was ready to receive Communion, Jesus Christ’s body would throw out flames 
and sparkles of gold or silver that would enter her mouth and stomach. Once, 
Our Lord, wanting to caress her, embraced her with an arm that was all aflame 
and that caused the extreme shooting pains of love.

It seemed that her element was fire. I read something strange in a text writ-
ten in her own hand: one morning, upon waking, a lightning-bolt fell on her 
from the heavens and set her totally on fire, but without doing her any harm; 
to the contrary, the lightning-bolt penetrated her with a marvelous sweetness 
and made her ecstatic in God. Finally, one can say that divine love took her life, 
and among her last words were the following: “Love, love, Oh love!”—words 
she exclaimed with great fervor.

The love of God had put her more or less outside herself and was distanc-
ing her from thinking about all created things and feeling affection for them; 
for although she applied herself exteriorly to everything that was her duty, her 
spirit nonetheless was in very great abstraction.20 It seemed as if she was no 
longer living a natural life, for she thought so little about her body that she did 
not feel it any more than she would have felt an old, tattered garment, and she 
did not relish what she ate, and she paid almost no attention to objects involv-
ing the senses, and received no pleasure from them. She would say that, in the 
morning, upon waking, she felt as if she were in a foreign land. It seemed to her 
that she was no longer of this world, and she felt banished from it and confined 
inside her interior, as in a deep solitude that presented her with vast spaces 
in which to hide from the eyes of mankind. The mere word “interior” made 
her ecstatic. She advised spiritual persons to enlarge and dilate their interior 
ceaselessly, and not to tolerate anything that could shrink or limit it. That was 
where she lived and where love kept her occupied, beyond interference from 
all exterior things.

Her interior was occupied in perpetual prayer, where she united with God so 
strongly that nothing could distract her. If someone were to bring her the most 
disturbing news in the world, for example that her house had been destroyed 

20 Abstraction, “abstraction”: “One says that a man is in abstraction when he is continually 
thinking about something other than what people are talking about” (daf 1694).
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or her close relatives had died, she admitted that this was not capable of dis-
tracting her. If she sometimes became distracted, it was the fault of malevolent 
spirits, and her distractions did not make much of an imprint on her spirit, 
which always remained free, and was never attached to it. In addition to the 
fixed hours of the day that she spent in prayer, in the evening, when the entire 
household had gone to bed, she would secretly retire to her oratory and spend 
one or two hours with God; and in order to have more time for prayer, she 
robbed herself of as much sleep as she could, sleeping very little.

3. When she emerged from her troubles to enter a new state, Our Lord appeared 
to her and said: “I want to make you live henceforth as you would in paradise.” 
Indeed, the final three years of her life were, for her, a test and a novitiate for 
blessed eternity, for she had such a share in the light, the love, and the joy that 
constitute the felicity of the saints in heaven. Her joy was a flow of those tor-
rents of holy delight that flood God’s house. She was pure, solid, tremendous, 
and unalterable, as the blessed are, advancing in her perfect freedom of spirit, 
the admirable purity of her soul, and the abundance of the supernatural goods 
she possessed. That joy sometimes would become the ecstasies that one can-
not conceal, and nothing ever troubled her. The more evil this saintly woman 
felt, the greater her joy.

Not a day went by that she did not receive at least one visit from heaven, 
along with extraordinary favors and consolations. Jesus Christ, in the Blessed 
Sacrament, would give her caresses and graces that cannot be expressed. Each 
time she received Communion, he would make himself known to her in a new 
manner, but usually it was as symbols for fire and lights. In some of her papers 
found after her death, she described a certain communication with Our Lord, 
whose manner is incomprehensible.21 It was as if he had made his divinity 
touch the substance of the soul of his dear bride, which reduced that soul to 
the extreme and left admirable imprints of divine love.

21 Madame Duvergier wrote in her journal, dated August 14, 1632: “In my Communion, I 
received very great favors from heaven. I saw myself alone with this king of glory as a 
favorite whom the prince admits to his dressing room in order to speak with him, while 
the rest of the courtiers remain in the antechamber and in the galleries of the palace. The 
favorite’s sole concern is to be with his king. Nothing troubles him. He talks to him as if he 
were his sole consideration and affection. Inside me, I saw a very august and magnificent 
divinity, and in that profound recollection my soul was touching God. I cannot describe 
the form of that divinity. It has a certain majesty and a very august and incomprehensible 
grandeur. I saw that God had taken possession of my soul and of my body, and that all the 
rest belongs to him unreservedly. I no longer belong to myself” (quoted by de Certeau).
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Three months before her death, she continually tasted a supernatural and 
palpable savor of the Holy Eucharist, which filled her with delight and gave her 
a distaste for earthly foods. This savor increased whenever she thought about 
this adorable mystery, or when she talked about God, but especially when she 
received Communion.

Her hunger for this bread of the angels is unimaginable. When she could not 
receive it, she would melt in tears, moreover adoring with humble submission 
the orders of providence that were depriving her of it, so that she would simul-
taneously be desolate and content. In order to have the advantage of receiving 
Communion one time more than usual, she would have undertaken a journey 
to the end of the world; and yet, when Communion was not permitted, she 
would remain at peace, acquiescing totally to obedience.

She often saw the interior state of the priests who were giving her Holy 
Communion and of the persons who were receiving Communion with her, and 
although her eyes were closed, she saw them with the eyes of the spirit. For 
her, it was a very ordinary thing to see the state of the dead for whom she was 
praying; and this very frequent manifestation of the great objects of the other 
life, which the angels and the saints were ecstatic about seeing, was one of her 
sources of joy.

The Blessed Virgin, for whom she had a tender devotion, would often con-
sole her with visits and conversations. She spent the last feast of the Assump-
tion, and the entire octave as well, in a spiritual ecstasy at having seen the 
triumph of this sovereign princess, as it was done when she entered heaven.22 
She described the pomp in a letter she wrote to a religious she knew.23 We 
know she had many other marvelous visions and favors that can be seen in the 
story of her life, when it has been published.

I cannot omit things concerning Saint Joseph, the patron of almost all the 
great souls of this century.24 Prior to her special devotion for him, this saint 
notified her and assured her that he was taking her into his protection. Ever 

22 “On the 15, feast of the Assumption of Our Lady [1632], in my prayer I sensed such great 
fires in me that for the entire day I was like someone who is outside herself. My soul was 
full of its Everything, and I did not know what I should do. It seemed to me that this queen 
of heaven, so ardent in herself, like a sun from which fires and flames spouted onto the 
hearts of the apostles, on the heart of St. Mary Magdalene, and on me. I saw Our Lady 
carry with her to heaven all the souls then in purgatory and when she entered the empy-
rean, all the blessed came before her and accompanied her in her triumph, and St. Joseph 
paid her special honors” (quoted by de Certeau).

23 “Perhaps Father Baiole. This letter about the Virgin’s triumph probably is the one that 
Surin later used at Loudun to ‘molest the demons’” (de Certeau).

24 Among these devotees of St. Joseph, he presumably put Louis Lallemant, his tertianship 
master in 1629. See Lallemant, Spiritual Doctrine, esp. 308–9.
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since then, she considered herself to be his daughter, and although she usu-
ally conversed with a number of saints, none of them appeared to her more 
frequently than Saint Joseph did.

A few days before she died, she was praying in that saint’s chapel, which had 
been dedicated to him in the Huguenot church at La Rochelle. She received 
some grand exemplifications and some noteworthy favors.

One day, a very considerable work that Saint Joseph had done for her having 
been completed, she saw the demon in the form of a pig, attached to a chain 
and relegated to some distance by the power of the saint, against whom the pig 
frothed in rage, because of what he had just done. She often had revelations 
about the grandeurs and the prerogatives of this chaste husband of the Virgin 
Mary, and she said such grand things about him that one can scarcely dare not 
discuss them, they are so unusual. She believed that she owed him for the prin-
cipal graces with which God had ornamented her, and she said that the Blessed 
Virgin and Saint Joseph would throw her at the feet of Jesus Christ.

Although her state, during those three years, was, as I said, a perpetual ban-
quet, an uninterrupted feast, an abundance of consolations, without aridity 
and desolation, a fullness of all sorts of goods, she nonetheless experienced 
some temptations by the demon, not counting a thousand sorts of illusions 
that he wanted to masquerade as truths and which she soon discovered were 
deceits. She resisted this attack with marvelous courage. At the beginning of her 
luminous state, she was tempted for three days by subtle and piquant thoughts 
against the being and the nature of God, the enemy being so opinionated that 
she did not know what to do. She stood up to the demon courageously, how-
ever, and fought so faithfully for God that at several times she stood on her feet 
and sweated great droplets as a result of the violent effort she was making to 
resist. The fruit of her victory was to be freed forever of those sorts of attacks.

4. Her virtues corresponded to the graces with which God showered her. There 
is enough material to write a book about that. I will simply say a word about 
each. Her knowledge of God’s grandeur and her nothingness made her very 
humble and small, not only before that sovereign Majesty but also before all 
creatures, so that nothing was capable of making her feel that she was being 
elevated.

One day, as her great suffering was beginning, she had a marvelous light that, 
in a blink of the eye, elevated her spirit so that she could see, in broad strokes, 
the entire state of her past life, all her sins, all her infidelities, her weaknesses, 
her nothingness. This left her so confused, and so convinced of her smallness, 
that never afterward did she think the contrary. But this light, which had been 
given to her as something habitual, made her so disposed that she could not 
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be affected by praise or honors, by blame or scorn, and that she always viewed 
herself as she was. To hear her tell it, and to see her opinion of herself, one 
would have said that she was the wickedest creature in the world. Her manners 
were ordinary, and she was so skillful at hiding that even those who knew her 
best could discover almost nothing about the richness of her soul. When Our 
Lord did her some favor, she would beg him not to let it appear on the outside, 
and not let it be known by anyone.

Her fidelity about fulfilling God’s plans and cooperating with grace to its full 
extent involved an exactitude that we admire. She possessed a gift of chastity 
that seemed to have elevated her to the state of pure spirits. Those who can 
say the degree of perfection she had attained in this regard would be very sur-
prised to see just how far God, even in the state of marriage, can make a soul 
give itself totally to him. We know some details that cannot be discussed. I will 
simply say that, in general, if one knew the marvels that Our Lord operated in 
his bride in order to assist her love of purity, one would find many subjects to 
praise and to bless the grace of this adorable bridegroom of pure souls. “This 
divine body,” she would say, “which is the work of the Holy Spirit and the fruit 
of a virgin mother, can only be savored by a soul that is totally pure and dis-
engaged from the pleasures of the body, not only illicit ones but also several 
pleasures that are permitted.”

Her abstinence was so rigorous that people were astonished that she could 
live on the little she ate. She was continually doing mortification in her inte-
rior. Exteriorly, she did as much of it as her directors would permit.25 She was 
so submissive toward them that she always preferred obedience over her own 
feelings and even over her revelations.

The holy simplicity that was seen in her conduct gave a marvelous luster to 
her actions, where she was incapable of making fine points and dissimulat-
ing. She spent money sumptuously and freely, incomparably more than most 
persons of her rank, as all those who were acquainted with her know full well. 
Her patience and her gentleness could resist the most unfortunate events. In 
her family life, she was prudent, peace-loving, extremely vigilant, keeping an 
eye on everything, without haste, fulfilling the needs of a large family where 
there was a great deal to do, perfectly submissive to her husband, and so will-
ing to agree with all his inclinations that she never opposed him, loving her 
children with unbelievable tenderness, but without being bound to them, full 
of goodness toward her servants and full of concern for the salvation of their 
souls. I heard tell that if her children were sick, she would simultaneously feel 

25 Toward the end of her life, Father André Baiole and François Penot, superiors at the Jesuit 
house at Marennes, were her spiritual directors (de Certeau).
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a pain that pierced her heart and a total resignation to God’s will for whatever 
might happen, and that her spirit was as free as if she had had no children. She 
could overlook any fault by her dependents without reprimanding them, and 
the Spirit of God pushed her to that and did not permit her to do otherwise. 
If she herself believed she had committed some fault in their presence, she 
would immediately beg their pardon.

But her most dazzling virtue was her charity toward the poor. One can say 
that she was their true mother and the organ of all sorts of good works for 
God’s glory. It is known that she would give all she could spare. Her house was 
the refuge of all the wretched. With her own hands, she would often bandage 
paupers who were covered with ulcers and infections, and she would do the 
lowliest tasks for the sick persons, tasks that someone less charitable than she 
would have been unable to bear.

And, finally, her alms, her prudence, her modesty, her fervor for all sorts of 
goods, had acquired for her such esteem throughout the region that everyone 
viewed her as a person who was extraordinary in grace. Even the Huguenots 
respected her greatly. This became especially evident after her death, when her 
body was borne from Saujon to Marennes.

For Monsieur the baron de Saujon and Madame his wife,26 desirous of hav-
ing her at their chateau, urgently begged Monsieur Duvergier, her husband, to 
do them this favor. Monsieur Duvergier was outstanding for his piety, his zeal, 
his courage, his sumptuousness, for everything that concerned the affairs of 
God and of religion, and generally for every sort of possible good in France. 
I can bear witness to this because I had many dealings with him and knew 
what several persons, even the most remarkable persons, thought of him. His 
esteem for Monsieur and Madame Saujon obliged him to take his dear wife to 
their chateau. But no sooner had she arrived at this illustrious house than she 
fell ill with the malady that killed her a few days later.27

It seems that providence arranged it so that her body, having been carried 
to Marennes, would be received there as in triumph. All the common people 
came: it was like a perpetual procession. The road, along some two hours’ walk, 
was crowded with persons who were going to honor her, both heretics and 
Catholics, and the ones and the others showed the sorrow at losing her that the 
entire region was showing on this occasion.

A witness worthy of belief asserts that he saw more than two thousand per-
sons weeping. Above all, the young people were uttering cries that pierced ev-
ery heart. Her holy body was first carried to the covered market, in order to 

26 He is referring here to Baron and Baroness Campet de Saujon (de Certeau).
27 She died on October 3, 1632 (de Certeau).
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satisfy the people’s devotion. There were seven or eight thousand souls who 
listened attentively, and very tearfully, to the funeral oration being given by 
the reverend father who was superior of the residence of the Society of Jesus, 
who had been her director, and who recounted the most illustrious things he 
knew about the heroic virtues of this saintly woman. Her body was interred in 
the church of the Society at Marennes, where her memory will be venerated as 
long as the faithful remember her.

 Letter 28

Saintes, December 21, 1632
To Madame Françoise de Foix, abbess of the royal abbey of Saintes.28

Madame,
May the peace of Jesus Christ be with you.

In order to satisfy your request for a written account of my recent sermon 
on the practices that should be observed by a soul that wants to become truly 
interior, I shall reduce it to three points. You may recall the discourse I gave, in 
order to prove how important it is for us to establish ourselves in the interior 
life and to follow a conduct that, drawing us away from the exterior, leads us to 
the interior, where God dwells. I shall mark for you here what we ought to do in 
order to adopt that conduct and to strengthen ourselves in it.

 First Practice

Separate ourselves from every engagement that our hearts may have about the 
object of the present life. To achieve that, two things must be done.

First, observe carefully the movements of our hearts and see where they 
lead. The principal movements are joy, sadness, fear, and desire. Among the 
things of this world, the ones that stir in us these four passions are the tyrants 
that guard the fortress of God in our souls. We should try to recognize them, 
and to that end should ask light from the Holy Spirit, to make us attentive to 
what is going on inside us.

Second, having discovered the objects of our attachments and our engage-
ments, we should courageously apply our care to ridding ourselves of them, 
mortifying in us these four passions in every instance when they arise and 

28 Madame Françoise de Foix was not only an abbess but also the possessor of seigniorial 
and temporal rights over Marennes and a bitter enemy of the leading Protestant families 
in this part of west-central France. The letter is a typical example of Surin’s manner of 
recycling his thoughts from sermons to letters and from letters to spiritual guides.
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opposing them with other, contrary passions based on the view of important 
and eternal objects that we must often imagine in order to be moved by them, 
sometimes from joy, sometimes from compunction, sometimes from fear, and 
sometimes from desire.

 Second Practice

Bind ourselves tightly to God by a narrow dependence that consists of three 
acts that we should exercise.

The first is an abandonment, a resignation, a loss of ourselves into God’s 
hands, entrusting ourselves to his fidelity and relying entirely on the guidance 
of his paternal providence, in a childlike spirit that has no other care than to 
please their father.

The second is a frequent oblation of ourselves to God for everything that 
it pleases him to have happen to us, exposing us universally to everything he 
wills about things to come.

The third is an acceptance and an approval of everything that God is pres-
ently ordering or permitting concerning us.

These three acts bind our will tightly to God.

 Third Practice

In the conduct of our spiritual lives, proceed in an interior manner, forcing 
ourselves not only to be upright persons but interior men. For that, two things 
are necessary.

The first is to make our lives conform not only to the law and the will of 
God, which is declared to us on our exterior either by books or by men’s words, 
but also by that same voice and will that is dictated to us in our interior, in the 
depth of the soul by the secret movements of the Holy Spirit who presides in 
us as the supreme truth and who rules us by his instincts. We conform to this 
through three operations:
1. By consulting the interior oracle in our actions, invoking God, asking for 

advice, without letting ourselves be forewarned or surprised by the hu-
man and inferior spirit that slips in and that always shows itself in ev-
erything by its activity. We must become accustomed to stopping it and 
mortifying it, in order to give rise to the movement of the Holy Spirit.

2. By obeying this divine Spirit with great respect and great fidelity when 
we feel that he is pushing us in our interior to do some good action, as 
when he inspires us to mortify ourselves. Otherwise, he withdraws and 
abandons us.

3. By doing things that we are putting into practice, in God’s sight, with a 
spirit of adoration and love, so that we are not occupied with what we 
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are doing, but are occupied with God’s view, which is present for us as the 
goal and the principle of our action.

The second necessary thing for making our conduct interior is to put into prac-
tice and to join together what is most interior in us and what is most interior 
in the things we are doing. What is most interior in us is the sincerest, simplest, 
profoundest, strongest intention to please God that we can possibly form. 
What is most interior in the things we do are the sold good that is hidden there 
and that leans toward eternity; for example, when I obey my superior, which is 
the most interior action of my obedience, because my superior takes the place 
of God for me; if I do someone a good deed, the most interior of this action is 
that I see Jesus Christ in that person, without viewing him as my relative, nor 
as my friend, nor as my countryman; when I pray to God, when I receive Com-
munion, by these holy exercises my soul unites with God in order to do his will 
and not so that it will taste palpable sweetnesses and consolations. And so, in 
order to become interior, one must go seek what is the most interior in us and 
what is the most profound affection, one must stop there and do every action 
in that manner.

This is how we can make ourselves truly interior and perfect. We must use it, 
and to do that we need courage and fidelity. That is the grace I ask of Our Lord 
for you, Madame, and for your dear daughters.

J.-J. S.

 Letter 47

Loudun, March 13, 1635
To Mother Anne d’Arrérac, a nun of the Daughters of Notre-Dame (Les Filles 
de Notre-Dame29), in Poitiers

My very dear aunt,
I received two of your letters after my arrival in this city. I could not reply 

because of a great inconvenience that makes me incapable of fulfilling several 

29 Anne d’Arrérac (1598–1652), though only a year older than Jean-Joseph Surin, was his ma-
ternal aunt. She was mother superior of convents in Poitiers and Bordeaux. At the time 
of the writing of this letter, Surin was her spiritual director. This is his first letter describ-
ing the drama that was just starting to unfold in Loudun. The Daughters of Notre-Dame 
began as an unenclosed group that taught girls from commoner families. Its rule was 
adapted from the Jesuits. It received recognition with a papal bull of 1607, making it the 
first female teaching congregation to attain official status in France. The house at Poitiers 
was founded in 1618.
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of my duties. Today, having a bit of free time, I wanted to tell you how much I 
desire that your soul should be totally God’s. That is the only compliment I can 
pay you, the rest being very indifferent to me.

I will not tell you what is going on in the possessions of these good maidens. 
The subject is too vast even for a very long letter. I shall simply tell you about 
our principal affair, which is to unite increasingly our hearts with God; and on 
that I could dilate more freely if you others, you good souls, did not so easily 
communicate what people write to you and make it seem important when it is 
really nothing much.

Unite with God more and more, and, whatever people say, separate your-
selves from creatures as much as you can and do not rely on them. Be very 
contemptuous about yourselves, seeing what God is. Think often about what 
God has done for you and what he merits your doing for him; about what the 
saints have done to please him. If we view our interests and the reasons why 
nature is inspiring them in order to maintain them, we shall always be in dark-
ness, fear, perplexity, anguish. But if we try to forget ourselves and abandon our 
life, health, convenience, dying to friendship with all creatures, elevating our 
hearts to Jesus Christ, thinking about his life, his death, taking the time to talk 
with him in secret and in silence, this will be the means of soon having peace, 
joy, strength, and possessing full liberty. Do that, I pray you.

 Letter 48

To a Carmelite nun
Loudon, May 3, 163530

My very dear sister in Jesus Christ
I have often wanted to write you, and I would have done so if a great incon-

venience had not happened to me, which I beg you to accept as an excuse. 
Having received your letter, I nonetheless am restraining myself and am writ-
ing this letter in order to thank you for your charity, which informs me of the 
death of Sister Marie de Saint-Albert. I was all the more inclined to pray her as 
to pray for her,31 recalling that I had noted, in her, graces from God that I greatly 
esteemed, but about which I have few special memories. Her death, like that of 
similar persons, can only give us consolation, considering the great good they 
experience in going to transform themselves and lose themselves in God.

30 In this detailed report of his exorcismal technique, Surin mentions making use of a spiri-
tual letter from Marie Baron to molest the demons.

31 This is a witticism: “I was all the more inclined to pray her (that is, beg her) as to pray for 
her.”
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This seemed even greater to me, ever since I have been dealing with the 
devils and since, by discovering their state and their sentiments, I have been 
permitted to speculate about the grandeur they have lost. I consider the work I 
am doing here to be a great favor from God, for several reasons, both manifest 
and secret, that I cannot enumerate. I simply beg you to pray that Our Lord 
will help me, and to obtain the same charity from reverend mother prioress 
and our good sisters.

I am using Madame Duvergier’s letter to molest the demons; that is why I 
am not yet returning it to you. They knew that good soul very well, and they 
talk respectfully about her, especially about the ardor of her love. Above all, I 
am testing the great force in a relic of Saint Teresa that one demon cannot bear 
and that upsets him as if he were being burned by a hot iron.32

One of the devils I am exorcising is a special enemy of the Carmelites and is 
working against them as much as he can. His own operation consists of causing 
interior anguish. His adversary in heaven is glorious Saint Joseph, who chased 
him out of several other bodies thirty years ago in Italy. I know someone who 
knows you too: he made her go through the travails that I have been going 
through for two years.33 I beg you to intercede against him and against the sly 
operations he is imprinting in the poor nun he possesses.

I do not want to omit telling you that when I put a relic of Monseigneur the 
cardinal de Bérulle on the principal demon34 who possesses the woman I am 
exorcising, even though I did not name him, the demon told me that he is an 
excellent man and not well known by mankind; and that those who appear the 
least were often the best.

Once again, pray to God for me, for I am in an affair that I deem the greatest 
I have had in my hands, and where there is as much to act upon and to endure 
as on any occasion that I have gone through. Believe that I am your, etc.

Loudun, March 14, [1635]

 Letter 49

To Mother Anne d’Arrérac, daughter of Notre-Dame, at Poitiers

32 He may be referring to the relic of St. Teresa that Mother Isabelle des Anges, founder 
and prioress of the Carmel of Bordeaux, had given to Surin when he was a child. In his 
Manuale exorcismorum (Antwerp: Plantin, 1635), 29b, exorcist Maximilian von Eynatten 
(1574–1631) strongly recommends that exorcists use relics (de Certeau).

33 That person, probably Madeleine Boinet, is the one who had revealed so many secrets to 
her exorcist, January 2, 1635 (de Certeau).

34 Leviathan (de Certeau).
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Most honored Aunt,
I beg you to excuse me for writing so little compared with what I would like 

to write, being prevented by causes that your charity would receive favorably 
if I explained them to you. But in order not to waste time and to go straight to 
the subject I have before my very eyes concerning your state, I pray you not 
to be troubled by the persecutions you described in your letter. Believe them  
to be true treasures for you. I am astonished to see you afraid about what will 
become of you. Do you think that while you are serving God, his providence 
will abandon you? Why are you concerned with some good grace of some per-
sons? A person who has left this world needs only God.

If you are behaving like a weak person, you will always be a weak person; 
but if you consider the grandeur of your vocation, you will link all your desires 
to Jesus Christ and try to imitate his state in this mortal life, you will be truly 
strong and powerful.

Let us meditate, I beg you, on the state of the Son of God in this life, and we 
shall find that he had nowhere to lay his head; that being opulent and majestic 
in his quality, he took on a poor, scorned social rank in order to teach us to 
separate from creatures and to testify to his love for us. In the name of God, let 
us take that path, let us be scorned, and let us allow the cross of Jesus Christ to 
be our patrimony: books, sermons, the entire church preach nothing else and, 
unfortunately, few folks pay attention and understand. I beg eternal Truth to 
give us intelligence, and to give me experience and intelligence too.

When they tell me I am possessed by the devil, I find a great advantage to be 
in so scorned a state that could make me, if that should happen, the opprobrium 
of the world, like those poor Ursulines who daily climb upon the cross in order 
to be immolated before the eyes of all of France. Fortunate maidens who, be-
ing, in a sense, the devil’s captives, triumph over him in the other world, by their 
patience and their humility, fortunate to have the world call them magicians, 
deceivers, vicious, crazy: those are the names given by their Bridegroom, Jesus 
Christ, who has honored them with his livery and who has joined them together 
more favorably, along the very path where the devil wanted to separate them 
from Christ. Rest assured: there is nothing like it in this world—to be scorned, re-
jected, hated, mistreated, and cursed as Jesus Christ and his disciples were. God  
gives us that sort of adventure, to you and to me, your nephew. I am yours, etc.

Loudun, April 13, 1635

 Letter 52

Loudun, May 3, 1635
To Father Achille Doni d’Attichy, of the Society of Jesus, at Amiens
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My Reverend Father
Pax Christi

Since the last letter I wrote you, I have fallen into a state that I am far from 
having foreseen, but that conforms to the conduct of God’s providence for my 
soul. I am no longer at Marennes, but at Loudun, where I recently received 
your letter. I am continually conversing with devils. I have had chance encoun-
ters that would be long to recount and that gave me more reasons than I have 
ever had for knowing and admiring God’s goodness. I want to tell you some-
thing, and I would say more if you were able to be more secretive than you are.

I have entered into combat with four of the most powerful and malevolent 
demons of hell, I, whose infirmities you know. God has permitted my skirmish-
es to be so harsh and my encounters so frequent that the minimal battlefield 
was the exorcism, for the enemy has secretly put in an appearance both day 
and night, in a thousand different manners. You can imagine my pleasure at 
finding myself alone, at God’s mercy. I will not be more specific; it suffices that, 
knowing my state, you realize that you should pray for me.

As things are, for three and a half months I have never been without a devil 
working at my side. Things have progressed to the point that God has permit-
ted, I believe it is for my sins, something never seen in the church: while I am 
exercising my ministry, the devil passes from the possessed person’s body and, 
entering mine, it assaults me, topples me, and agitates and belabors me visibly, 
possessing me for several hours as if I were an energumen.

I cannot explain what goes on in me during that time, and how that spirit 
unites with my spirit, without taking from me either my consciousness or the 
liberty of my soul, and nonetheless making another me, so to speak, as if I had 
two souls, one of them not dispossessed of its body and the use of its organs, 
and it stands to the side, watching the soul that has found its way into my body. 
These two spirits fight on the same battlefield, which is my body; and my very 
soul is split, and one part of it is subject to diabolical imprints, and the other 
part has movements that are unique to it or that God gives it. At the same time, 
I feel great peace under God’s good pleasure and, though I do not know how, 
an extreme rage and aversion for him is produced like a sort of impetuosity, 
in order to break away from it, and these impetuosities astonish those who 
see them; at the same time, there is great joy and sweetness and, on the other 
hand, a sadness that is produced by lamentations and cries akin to those of the 
damned. I sense the state of damnation and I dread it, and I feel as if I were 
pierced by spikes of despair in that foreign soul that seems to be mine, and the 
other soul, which is totally confident, makes fun of such feelings and is totally 
free to curse the one who is causing them. That is, I sense that the same cries 
that come from one mouth actually come from these two souls, and I cannot 
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Letters460

discern whether it is joy that produces them or whether it is the extreme fury 
that fills me. Tremblings, which grab me when the Blessed Sacrament is ap-
plied to me, likewise come, it seems to me, from the horror of its presence, 
which is unbearable for me, and from a cordial and sweet reverence, without 
being able to attribute them to one rather than the other, and without my hav-
ing the power to restrain them. When, by the movement of one of these two 
souls, I want to make the sign of the cross on my mouth, the other will very 
quickly push my hand away or grab my finger in its teeth, to bite it furiously.

I can find almost no prayer easier and more tranquil than during these agita-
tions, while my body is rolling in the square and those ministers of the church 
are speaking to me as they would to a devil, and are loading me with curses.  
I cannot tell you the joy I feel at seeing myself become a devil like that, not for 
rebelling against God, but because of the calamity that in a simple way shows 
me the state to which sin has reduced me, and how, taking to myself all these 
curses that are sent my way, my soul has reason to sink into its nothingness. 
When the other possessed persons see me in that state, it is a pleasure to see 
how triumphant they are and how the devils mock me: “Physician, heal thyself! 
Go up right now into the pulpit! Tentaverunt me, subsannaverunt me subsan-
natione frenduerunt super me dentibus suis.”35 What a subject for a benediction, 
to see oneself the plaything of devils and to see that the divine justice of this 
world is offended by my sins, but what a favor it is to experience36 the state 
from which Jesus Christ has pulled me out, and to feel how great is his redemp-
tion, not because I have heard tell of it, but because I bear the imprints of that 
very state! And what a good to possess together the capacity of penetrating this 
misfortune and thanking the goodness that has pulled us out of it by so much 
travail.

That is where I am at this hour, almost daily. Great debates are taking place 
about it, “Et factus sum magna quaestia”:37 Is there possession? Is it possible 
for the ministers of the church to fall into such inconveniences? Some say that 
I am being chastised by God and punished for some illusion; others say some-
thing else, and I stick there and would not trade my fortune with anyone else, 
being firmly convinced that there is nothing better than to be reduced to a 
great extremity. The one in which I find myself causes me to have very few free 
operations; if I want to speak, I am stopped short; at table, I cannot lift a morsel 

35 Ps. 34:16: “They slandered me without ceasing: without respect they mocked me, gnashed 
their teeth against me.”

36 He uses the word experimenter, “to experience something oneself”; daf 1694. This is the 
word he chose for the title of Science.

37 Compare this with John 3:25: “Now a dispute arose. […]”
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to my mouth; at confession, I suddenly forget my sins and I feel the devil com-
ing and going in me as if it were his own house. As soon as I am recollected, he 
is there; at prayer, he robs me of a thought whenever he pleases; when my heart 
begins to dilate in God, he fills it with rage. He puts me to sleep when he wants; 
he wakes me when he wants, and publicly, from the mouth of his possessed 
woman,38 he boasts that he is my master, which I have nothing to contradict, 
having the reproach of my conscience and on my head the sentence against 
sinners. I must undergo that sentence and revere the order of divine provi-
dence to which every creature must be subject.

It is not a single demon who is belaboring me. There usually are two: one 
is Leviathan, who opposes the Holy Spirit, all the more so because they have 
stated here that in hell they have a trinity that magicians adore, Lucifer, Beelze-
bub, and Leviathan, who is the third person of hell, as some authors have previ-
ously noted and written down. Now, the operations of this false Paraclitus39 are 
totally contrary to the true ones, and they imprint a desolation that is impos-
sible to describe. Leviathan is the chief of the entire band of our demons, and 
he oversees this affair, which may be one of the strangest ever seen. We see 
there, in the same place, paradise and hell, nuns who are like Carmelites when 
taken in one sense and who, in the other sense, are worse than the most lost of 
women in all sorts of disorder, filth, blasphemy, fury.

I do not want your reverence to make this letter public, please. You are the 
only man, except my confessor and my superiors, to whom I am willing to say 
this much; I am only doing it in order to keep up some communication that 
helps us glorify God, in whom I am your.

In the margins, he wrote what follows:
I am content to die since Our Lord has done me the grace of having rescued 

three consecrated hosts that three magicians had put into the devil’s hand, 
who was visibly seen to bring them to me from Paris, where they were under a 
straw tick on the bed, and he left the church in possession of the glory of hav-
ing in no way returned to his Redeemer what the church had received from 
him, having redeemed it from the devil’s hands. I do not know if Our Lord will 
soon take my life, but suffering during this affair, I offered it to him in exchange 
for the three hosts. It seems to me that the devil, by the corporeal ills he causes 
me, wants to exercise his right and to consume me bit by bit.

38 Jeanne des Anges (de Certeau).
39 In Christian theology, the Holy Spirit as an advocate or counselor: see John 14:6 (and 26); 

see also Lallemant, Spiritual Doctrine, 124–25.
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Letters462

I pray you to pray for me, for I am in great need. For entire weeks, I have been  
so stupid about divine things that I would be greatly at ease if someone would 
make me pray to God, like a child, and would very simply explain the Pater 
Noster.40 The devil said to me: “I will pluck everything from you and you will 
greatly need faith to remain with you. I will cause you to become stupid.” He 
made a pact with a magician to prevent me from speaking about God and to 
keep me from having the strength to keep my spirit bridled; which was faithful-
ly executed, as promised, and I am often constrained, in order to think some-
thing, to keep the Blessed Sacrament on my head, for like David’s key41 it serves 
to open my memory.

Your most humble servant,
Jean-Joseph Seurin of the Society of Jesus, etc.

 Letter 53

Loudun, May 6, 1635
To Mother Jeanne Milon, a daughter of Notre-Dame, at Poitiers42

My dear sister,
I see by your letter the strength that God is giving you, and I rejoice greatly. 

I advise you to add to your good dispositions for prayer and for scorning crea-
tures the disposition to love the cross, so that you may offer yourself to Our 
Lord to suffer whatever it may please him to permit. Try to please yourself and 
glorify yourself in your conformity with him and in your suffering, by a rejec-
tion of the worldly spirit that seeks to be at ease and that makes a God of its 
self-love.

Conform to Jesus crucified, and take as your Bridegroom that man of sor-
rows, savant about infirmities, and remain with him in peace, relishing the 
travails and the agonies that he has accepted with so free a will, for love of us.

40 See Triumph, Chapter 7: “He found himself being pushed so hard that he could not resist, 
and pushed so gently that he willingly went to the place where he prayed, and said the 
Pater, the Ave, the Credo, and the rest of the prayers that he used to say when a child. By 
this, God doubtlessly wanted to show him that, in order to overcome demons, one must 
be humble and have a childlike spirit.”

41 See Rev. 3:7–13.
42 Jeanne Milon was twenty-nine years old when Surin wrote to her and was to die a few 

months later. For many years, she had been confined to her bed in the convent. Reading 
his letter to her, it is difficult not to speculate that Surin here refers to himself and his own 
struggles as much as to the sister’s.
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This spirit of the cross will give you a great generosity and will elevate you 
above the sublimities of earth, will make you hate its delights, and will make 
you disposed to the purity needed for the divine union. Aspire unceasingly 
toward that union, for it is a most desirable good. It is yours if you want it, and 
you will have it if you sell everything you have in order to buy it. You will have 
it if you scorn everything and pay no attention to life, or health, or honors, or 
pleasure, and remain delivered into God’s power, in order to receive absolutely 
all the states in which it will please him to put you. Unburden yourself of the 
cares of this life, in order to walk freely before God. Why are you concerned 
about mankind’s judgments, and the manner in which they corrupt? Simply 
go where God calls you, and seek your rest in Jesus Christ’s wounds. Whoever 
renounces everything for love of him and whoever renounces the self in order 
to belong to him, will have treasure in heaven, and do not doubt it; and while 
still in this world, that person will receive a blessing whose sweetness is only 
understood by those who experience it. I wish this for you, my dear sister, and 
I give it to you in the name of the Father, and of the Sun, and of the Holy Spirit. 
Amen. Yours,

 Letter 143

Late 1637 or early 1638
To Mother Angélique de Saint-François, Ursuline, at Loudun43

In the state you are in, my very dear sister, you will find nothing more use-
ful for your advancement than this great repose and the universal discarding 
of the self, and of everything, into the arms of holy love, without any other 
care than to please him, and without reasoning about your dispositions. Wor-
ries, perplexities, temptations are swarming about in your heart. You will take 
a path you do not know. You will often think that you are going to get lost. But 
take courage. It is necessary for you, in order to leave your land and enter the 
land that Our Lord has prepared for you. Walk with him constantly and, what-
ever happens, never turn around and look behind you.

If God wants to possess a soul fully, he turns everything around in it, to the 
point that it separates from itself. Something that was very familiar to it, even 
in the divine things, becomes foreign to it. They take away its low and coarse 
knowledge, but this is done in order to give it pure and perfect knowledge. 
They take away its fervor and its good feelings. It believes that all is lost. But 
they only strip it naked in order to enrich it and to better ornament it. However, 
if the soul is not sufficiently disposed to what is destined for it, it must remain 

43 Letters 143 and 144 are the last letters Surin wrote before his descent into aphasia.
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poor and it must be content with its poverty, under the direction of love, who 
is faithful to it and who never fails to help the soul in everything.

Thus, my dear sister, persevere courageously in this abdication of all your 
interest into God’s hands. You have turned everything over to him, even your 
soul. He will take care of everything, he will instruct you about everything, pro-
vided you are a bit patient, do not obstruct anything, and keep your spirit al-
ways free and your heart always peaceful and consistently attached to the laws 
of holy love. Courage. I am […]

 Letter 144

1638–39(?)
To a nun

I pray God, my dear daughter, to increase and fortify your courage more and 
more, in the simplicity of spirit that I have told you about. But in order to do 
that, rid yourself of your approval and of everything that can humanly make 
you agreeable. Do not be afraid to make known your change on that score, 
but preferably show that you are disgusted by those secular and all-too-human 
ways of acting. If you allow yourself to be touched by grace, you will not find it 
difficult to part with many things.

As for your penance, tell me what God is inspiring you to do. But in the 
meantime, I strongly approve of your using the scourge daily, if God gives you 
the courage and if you use it before him, like a humble child who always has 
marks on his body so that he can learn to be good and to live in fear of displeas-
ing those on whom he depends. Be disposed that way, in regard to God, and 
penance will lead you to his perfect love.

I have not seen the person you mentioned. I am scarcely in a condition to 
attract folks to come and see me. I am thinking about carrying out the work 
that God gave me and to labor at my little tasks. There is nothing as bizarre as 
the reputation that God is giving me: some talk about it one way, the others in 
another way, each in his own way. See the song “The Oven of Love.”

 Letter 147

Bordeaux, February 8, 1657
To Monsieur Guy Lanier, abbé de Vaux, at Angers44

44 Eighteen years separate the last letters from the following two. Guy Lanier (1603–81) was 
a reformer of monasteries.
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Monsieur
May the peace of Our Lord be with you.

I have often regretted not being able to answer the many letters you have 
written to me; but for twenty years I was incapable of doing it. Recently, Our 
Lord returned to me the ability to write, and I immediately proposed using that 
ability to open my heart to you, with all the liberty you are willing to give me.

I therefore shall tell you, Monsieur, that it seems you ought to arm yourself 
with prayer and its accompaniments, which are a continual spiritual recollec-
tion and intentions that are always aimed at God, so that you will not under-
take anything that is part of his service and that you will solely busy yourself 
with that. I judge that you must be a man of God, that is to say, a man who is 
totally devoted to God, a man who is concentrating totally on God’s business 
alone, and who takes neither pleasure nor satisfaction in anything else. For 
the mere necessities of life depend on God and are part of his service. When 
one finishes occupations that involve God’s service, one must come and rest 
in God’s bosom, I mean in prayer, and there gather together one’s powers and 
employ them to honor, venerate, and love the sovereign Master, and always 
begin with the examen of our state, our defects, and our bad dispositions, con-
founded at his feet and accusing ourselves before him, with an ardent desire to 
satisfy his judicial decisions. There is where we must do our recollecting and 
then preserve it everywhere, for lack of which our spirit will soon be limited 
and without strength. When one has recollected in prayer, one is disposed to 
walk in the way of God and is capable of undertaking new affairs for his glory.

But in order to have the grace of prayer and the strength to persevere in that 
holy exercise, mortification is absolutely necessary: first and foremost is the 
interior that moderates all the impetuousness of the soul, except those that 
come from God’s Spirit, which should only be accompanied by discretion; sec-
ond is the exterior, which represses the libertinage of the senses and makes 
one feel some bodily pain. It is incredible how much this voluntary rigor earns 
God’s good graces. I am not one of those spiritual persons who talk only of the 
interior and who say that all those exterior things are of little consequence. 
For me, I hold it to be an indubitable truth that there is never spiritual fervor 
without penance, or without some suffering that is equal to the penance. I also 
say that the consolations and sweetnesses of prayer go hand in hand with cor-
poreal mortifications. People make great mistakes about that, and our errors 
on that point are all too common.

In addition to that, Monsieur, I judge that, in order to render perfect service 
to Our Lord, you must ceaselessly make plans for his glory: always talk about 
God, always act for God. That is what will attract divine operations in you, as 
with wet-nurses whose milk comes as they are nursing their infants. Always do 
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what can contribute to the advancement and salvation of souls; that is what 
makes men perfect. It is still very advantageous to cultivate the interior of souls 
that desire to reach perfection, or whose state obliges them to strive for it. Do 
not admit into your heart any affection other than the sorts of affairs that con-
cern God’s honor and interest. But in that, do not have purely God in view and, 
by an upright intention, always keep your spirit attached to God, without al-
lowing it to lower itself to terrestrial considerations, to desires to please men, 
to fears of displeasing them and not contenting them.

In a word, one must make oneself free, wanting only God, considering, lov-
ing, and fearing only God. If one fills oneself with that view, one will not com-
mit faults against prudence, for the Spirit of God is wise and does not tolerate 
imprudence in those he loves. Now, whoever has this faithful view of pleasing 
God, and envisages it everywhere, is assuredly animated and guided by the 
Spirit of God. Lastly, that is how true love, pure love, is formed in a heart; that 
is how one attracts that celestial fire that makes man totally supernatural: he 
no longer is a slave to nature or to the world; he is the true freed slave of grace.

I cannot keep from saying a few words to you that involve me. For twenty 
years, I have gone through strange suffering and prodigious obstacles. Two 
years ago, Our Lord began to reestablish me in peace and to fill me with joy. My 
strength is returning and I hope that it will serve me for serving God. My exte-
rior is, however, still very troubled, and I cannot venture anywhere outside my 
bedchamber. I have written a lot over the last three months, but I only began to 
write letters two or three weeks ago.

I return to you: I pray that Our Lord will make you a man according to his 
heart, that is, that he will finish and consummate his work in you, disengaging 
you entirely from yourself in order to place you in perfect liberty and in a state 
to render him service that is pure and worthy of him.

I know no other path for going to God beyond the one I have just pointed 
out to you. The time is passing, and we are close to seeing Jesus Christ, who 
will suddenly present himself to us when we leave this life. If he finds our souls 
in a good state, Ah! What a welcome! What joy! If, on the contrary, he finds 
our souls in a poor state, Alas! What an encounter! What desolation! The holy 
apostles were preparing the first Christians for the return of Jesus Christ. This 
thought should never leave our spirits.

I am out of paper. I must finish, assuring you that I am […]

 Letter 148

Bordeaux, February 16, 1657
To Mother Marthe de Saujon, a nun at La Rochelle
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Dear Sister,
Going through my papers, I found one you were charitable enough to write 

me several years ago. It made me think of you and offered proofs of your affec-
tion, for which I am very grateful.

It is true that I considered Monsieur and Madame Saujon to be souls that 
were extremely dear to me. Ever since, I have maintained tender feelings for 
everyone close to them and, if providence offered the opportunity to show 
Mesdames your sisters the zeal I have for their service, I would do it with all 
my heart. There was a time when I had the consolation of sometimes seeing 
Monsieur the baron of la Rivière;45 but for several years I have had no news of 
him, although he is in the region and is quite often in town.

As for you, my dear sister, I assure you that although I can still only imagine 
you very small, having learned of the grace that Our Lord has done you, I felt 
a palpable joy and a great desire to contribute to your progress in divine love. 
When I received your letter, almost nine years ago,46 I was very sorry to be un-
able to reply. For twenty years, writing has been impossible for me. A few days 
ago, God freed me, and I want to write in order to satisfy my desire to share my 
feelings with you. I was happy to learn something from Father Bastide. Today,  
I want to tell you that I am thinking about you.

With all the affection I have for the souls I cherish most, I beg you to give 
your heart entirely to Jesus Christ and to fill it with his love. Since you have the 
advantage of being his bride, do not let another object enter your heart. But in 
order to bind you more closely to him, I want to tell you a secret. That is, do not 
be content to love him in his states of glory or sweetness, as in his holy infancy, 
which makes him infinitely loveable. You must especially love him on his cross. 
Your name obliges you to do so, since you bear the name Marthe de la Croix.47 
Look at Jesus Christ in his passion, overwhelmed with sorrow, desolate, cruci-
fied. But above all, contemplate him in the Pilate’s praetorium, where he was 
flagellated, crowned with thorns, exposed before the people like an object of 
derision, and placed after the most infamous scoundrels.48 Embrace him in 
that sorrowful state and give him all the tenderness of your heart. Love being 
treated like him, scorned, cast off, slandered, if he permits it, abandoned by all 

45 Born into a powerful and rich family, the baron de la Rivière, son of Monsieur de la Belue, 
had wanted to marry Mlle de Gourgues in 1628, but she entered the Carmel of Paris (de 
Certeau).

46 Probably in 1648 or 1649 (de Certeau).
47 He does not mean her illustrious family name, Saujon, but rather her name in religion: 

“Martha of the Cross.”
48 In the France of Louis xiv, much attention was paid to precedence: the most important 

person was the first to enter a room, the first to be served at table, and so forth. Surin 
therefore depicts Jesus as yielding his precedence to Barabbas.
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creatures, and tell him courageously: “You are my blood bridegroom and, in 
order to bind myself to you and live with you, I want only your pain and your 
suffering as my dowry and my share.”

By taking that path, my very dear sister, you will enter deeply into his friend-
ship and you will enjoy treasures that are hidden in him and that are unknown 
to souls blinded with self-love. You will be ranked not only among the children 
of God but also among his most intimate friends.

In addition, dear sister, I ardently wish that you will perfectly free your heart 
from servitude to creatures and that you will put it in full liberty, attaching 
yourself to nothing and not being interested in anything whatsoever, except in 
what can serve your spiritual advancement and make you more agreeable to 
Jesus Christ. Keep your soul in a perfect nudity as far as everything that is not 
God is concerned, so that Jesus Christ may adorn you with himself and keep 
you busy in him. Burden yourself only with his holy will. Love that will alone, 
and love nothing except for that motive. It is true that, from duty and from ne-
cessity, we are obliged to apply ourselves to a quantity of things; but we ought 
not pause at them because of God’s will, for it is God who wills it and who at-
taches us to it. Let us be careful not to make any plan for ourselves, nor to do 
anything because of what people will think or to satisfy ourselves. Let us not 
put ourselves forward for anything other than finding God there and pleasing 
Jesus Christ who wants this of us, and who is the only one whom we wish to 
content.

Hold it as certain that, acting in that way, constantly and in all things, you 
will finally achieve a very ardent love for Jesus Christ, in which you will find 
your happiness in this life. For it is a truth about which we must be convinced: 
Our Lord makes us find in him immense treasures of supernatural gifts for 
those who, through a generous and fervent practice of abnegation, renounce 
themselves and everything they possess, and who have the courage and the 
faithfulness to mortify all their passions, their natural impetuosity, and all the 
plans suggested by self-love. By keeping to that road, they reach the kingdom 
of God, which is hidden in us and which we do not find unless we dig around 
in our interior in order to find our defects, our vanities, our curiosities, our 
self-wills, in order to uncover the roots by frequent examens, and in order to 
rip them out by uninterrupted labor. Then one finds in oneself the kingdom of 
God, one acquires it by the fortunate loss of everything that is in itself vicious 
and disordered, and one establishes oneself there by recollection and by being 
attentive to God’s presence.

There, my very dear sister, are my heart’s wishes for the good of your soul.
Now, in order to satisfy your desire for news of me, I shall tell you that after 

twenty years of rather great ills, Our Lord has given me great peace and has 
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returned to me the ability to write. But I still cannot move about freely. I rarely 
leave my bedchamber. I cannot say Mass and can do only a few of the exterior 
actions that my profession demands of me or that I should like to do, although 
to tell the truth I no longer want anything but what God wants.

I commend myself to your prayers and I pray that Our Lord will give you the 
fervor of his Holy Spirit so that you may perfectly respond to his love for you. If 
you know it, that love of Jesus for you, there is no diligence that you cannot do 
in order to content him. Give his grace the liberty to establish his empire in you 
by a total subjection of everything that is contrary to him, make all the unruled 
movements of nature die in you, cut out even the smallest amusements, and 
you will see the marvels of grace. On this, read the first chapter of the second 
book of The Imitation of Jesus Christ, and try to express in you the excellent 
doctrine that you will find there. That is my wish, and I ask God for the same 
favor for all your dear sisters.

Be assured that I am yours and theirs.

 Letter 158

[Bordeaux], December 31, 1657
To Mother Jeanne des Anges, Ursuline, at Loudun.49

My very dear daughter,
May the peace of Our Lord be your salvation.

Since Our Lord has returned to me the strength and the desired capacity,  
I must use it to give you news of me. For twenty years, I suffered greatly and 
had many ills. On May 3, 1636 or 1637, I got the idea that I would have great ills 
for twenty years, but such a long time frightened me and I dared say only four-
teen or fifteen years, which provided the opportunity to believe that I would 
only be ill during that time. But in fact, it seems to me that it was twenty years, 
after which I was relieved. It has been over two years since Our Lord gave my 
soul the confidence, and so much, so much joy as I have at present, it seems to 
me that peace is almost totally established. I spent a year with the vestiges of 
past ills, until, Pentecost having come just a year ago, a flood of his love covered 
everything that was seeming to threaten my doom, and I can, in a certain man-
ner, say something that I wanted to delay.

Ever since, it seems to me, his grace has fully triumphed in my soul, repair-
ing the ills that all of nature did not seem capable of remitting and healing. 

49 Mother Jeanne des Anges was to become Surin’s confidante for the rest of his life.
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And I can say, between us two, that I spend my days and my nights in consola-
tions that I cannot explain, and I say, and I shall always say, that human under-
standing is incapable of understanding what God does in order to show a soul 
his goodness, when he wants to tell it that he is not so contrary and not such 
an enemy as the soul imagines. God does things that it would take volumes to 
make them understood. But he is showing me this grace so that I do no stop 
at anything except the desire to serve him and to think of the virtues by which  
I can be agreeable to him; all the rest leaves my memory because it is less im-
portant to my soul and, although I am infinitely indebted for the love he shows, 
I nevertheless would not like to think of doing anything other than what pleas-
es him most.

It is very good when man offers himself often and holds himself in his hands 
in order to endure and receive what he wishes, without choosing anything for 
himself, unless it is a downward slope to be endured rather than being caressed 
by him; and yet, when man chooses that, Our Lord does even more of those 
things that man does not care about having, by which he reaches a greater 
understanding of him and feels his love growing. Nothing in the world is more 
desirable than knowing him and loving him. This entire life, and the present 
century, seem to me but a dream and a phantom that is passing by. Nothing 
seems worthy to me but thinking about serving Our Lord, not out of affection, 
but in order to divert my spirit for a moment.

I am not telling you to do anything, because I do not know how you are.  
I nonetheless advise you to be attentive and to, so to speak, un-divert yourself 
from God and from the mutual intelligence you owe to his grace.

I remember having in the past received letters from several of your sisters: 
from your mother prioress, whose soul is very dear to me; from Sister Marie; 
from Mother of the Incarnation. I hope they are carrying out the ideas they 
mentioned in those letters. I beg you all to walk in the sight of Our Lord, in his 
holy presence, in great charity among you. Do not let yourselves be won over 
by the avarice that, out of weakness, keeps occupied many good nuns who do 
not trust in God and who hope more than necessary for support from creatures 
and even from money, if I may say that. Our Lord does not fail fervent spirits 
who trust in him.

Let me conclude on spiritual matters. The final gathering of the Spiritual 
Catechism is in the hands of my superiors. It is a great joy for me to depend on 
divine providence concerning this; it seems to me that God will do what he 
wants. I have written other things since then,50 but I am afraid to create more 

50 Among them the Dialogues spirituels (de Certeau).
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work than can be handled. I shall leave all of that in the hands of his provi-
dence and shall continue if he gives me strength and motion.

I wrote to Madame du Houx and shall send my letter to her through one of 
our brethren, who is going to Rennes in a few days; her soul pleases me greatly.

I pray that Our Lord will give you the holy repose of his heart and satisfac-
tion in his love. In him, I am very humble and very attached to serving you.

Jean-Joseph Seurin of the Society of Jesus

 Letter 167

Bordeaux, March 15, 1658
To Mother Jeanne des Anges, Ursuline, at Loudun

My very dear daughter,
I must recount to you something about my doings, having lacked the time to 

do so until now and have not felt like amusing myself in that way. I shall there-
fore inform you that the person who is awaiting news from you about my state, 
and who wants divine light, through your good angel, to shed some light on it,51 
has caused me suffering and much effort for the past two years, believing that 
the change that Our Lord did in me was mingled with such great illusions that 
it would have been better for me to be in the anguish of despair, as I was before.

Most of the effects of grace were attributed to the devil, and that began 
shortly after you informed me that I would have trouble from something I least 
expected. As soon as Our Lord gave me confidence and made the change52 in 
me that I told you about, giving me abundant consolation, that person, seeing 
everything that was going on in me, made a lot of conjectures that all of this 
was the demon’s artifice in order to deceive me. Even now, according to that 
person, everything extraordinary that I experience is the devil. His advice is 
that I resist all the powerful effects of that grace and cast them out, which has 
caused me extreme ills to put into practice, although Our Lord gave his bless-
ing by prevailing, but by accident.

However, it is as clear as the light of day, and it is manifest to everyone with 
whom I communicate, and to the one to whom I confess,53 that in this way 
his Majesty repaired my annihilated and wrecked soul. This has made such 
a change not only in my soul but also in my body that everyone is astonished.  

51 Father Claude Bastide (de Certeau).
52 The “change” in question took place on October 12, 1655, after confession (de Certeau).
53 Father Jean Ricard, spiritual father of the college (de Certeau).
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I eat and sleep like a three-year-old, my heart is perpetually contented and  
ecstatic with joy. I nonetheless am weighed down by that person who deems that  
there is great trickery. It seems to me that I see great deception in his judgment;  
but I nonetheless submit to Our Lord and am ready to disavow all my thoughts  
if his Majesty gives me another light, or gives it to those who listen to me.

I continue to suffer a great deal on my exterior, which is not free, for I suffer 
whenever I move and am forced to do extravagant things that are extremely 
shocking to the judgmental persons who cannot get used to them. I am very 
much scorned and sometimes am directly opposed, which puts me into a  
very extreme position, and if Our Lord did not put things in order by his provi-
dence, it would reduce me to a great calamity. They say that this is merely the 
effect of my fancy and my humor, which dominates me; nonetheless, in all 
these weaknesses I suffer extreme ills and greater pains than any malady has 
ever caused me.

When I encounter an unfortunate persecution, Our Lord repairs it by more 
noteworthy goods. In short, in all of this I am totally dependent on his grace 
and his providence. My interior peace is scarcely attacked. It seems to me that 
I am being shown new lands of richness, beauty, and joy. I do not want to ham-
mer this in farther; the day will come when we will no longer be in the barri-
cades and padlocks of contradiction, at least as far as my health is concerned. 
It seems to me that, day by day, Our Lord does such things in me that it can 
only lead to some notable change in my situation.

I am so very diversely treated by men that it cannot be understood. At pres-
ent, I am writing letters to several people, by which Our Lord dilates my senses 
greatly and strengthens my spirit. But I find contrariness and opposition in 
everything. Crosses add spice to all my sweetnesses. I am[…]

 Letter 168

[Bordeaux], March 24, 1658.
To Mother Jeanne des Anges, Ursuline, at Loudun

My very dear daughter,
Some days ago, I wrote you about what I am doing; I feel disposed to do it 

again, and it seems to me that Our Lord wants me to. Also, there is no one to 
whom I say these things, other than to my confessor. For that father54 who is 
awaiting news from your good angel thinks that almost everything is illusion. 

54 He is referring to Father Bastide. Father Jean Ricard was his confessor (de Certeau).
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Of all those with whom I have communicated, he is the only one here who tells 
me that.

I shall therefore tell you that it seems I am having experiences, and that I can 
say what Sister Angèle de Foligny wrote about herself: she experienced such 
great interior suffering that she did not believe that anyone could understand it,  
and she had also experienced goods that she thinks no one else can conceive of.  
I am of the opinion that I can say the same thing; for I had such extreme ill-
nesses for several years that I have still not undertaken to recount them, lack-
ing words that are proportionate to them, and lacking the capacity to form a 
clear and distinct idea about them. What I wrote about my suffering, half of 
which you saw, I felt it all, or so it seems to me; but that is nothing compared 
with what I can say and what I have not yet been able to say, and what I can-
not say is still the larger. But also, for the last two years Our Lord has given me 
goods and made me sense things, about consolations and graces that I am still 
very far from discussing. I greatly admire that God made himself man. I admire 
that having been made man, he gave himself to the cross. And I am astonished 
that being God and man, he gave himself to mankind in the Eucharist. But I 
am still very astonished at his manner of communicating himself by his grace. 
That gives me marvelous courage to stir souls to mortification, and to scorn for 
creatures, by true abnegation, because I am of the opinion that all these goods 
are only two fingers distant from us; and that by stopping at trifles and at our 
self-love, we are losing worlds of riches.

Yet, on my exterior, I am in a far-distant state, a state that would hide from 
mankind the greatest goods, if I had them; for I am wrapped up in a spiny bark, 
a bark that is out of proportion with the effects of grace that his Majesty oper-
ates in me; although in truth the men who consider me very abominable and 
defective are not mistaken, because inside, and in myself, I am totally that, and 
only a good deed from God puts something else there. The gentlest judgment 
they can make about me is that I am fanciful and sometimes get caught up in 
one dream and sometimes in another. Nonetheless, some good souls treat me 
differently, but they see it as God having mercy on my soul, and their char-
ity makes them overlook that ridiculous and extravagant tree-bark. Read book 
two of the Imitation, Chapter 1: “Frequent is my visit to the interior man,” and 
you will see how God comes into us in order to caress us.

I also want to tell you that, ever since Our Lord paid his visit to my soul in 
order to make me confident, he has given me great desires for penance and 
has made me move farther ahead than the persons who see me might think. 
My confessor knows all of this. But I cannot believe that this is penance, for 
although the body suffers to the point of falling, being unable to do anything 
more, and sometimes being in agony, it is so diluted by sweetness that I can tell 
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Our Lord that I have not received from him any whiplash that wounds me. In 
that, something is going on that makes me ecstatic with astonishment.

That is why I continually say that, with God, things are settled to our advan-
tage; but we must not seek a settlement of the account, we must be willing to 
suffer as much as his grace permits. And by experience I can say that the more 
my desire to suffer grows, the more consolations and caresses there are, so that 
I tell Our Lord that, in order to do more than what I sense, I must change my 
way of doing it, for in the region of the soul in which he is operating, he places 
me at the maximum, with almost no halt or repose. Entire nights seem to me to 
last only a moment, and they are short, for his Majesty continues until eleven 
in the morning, and all that time seems to last less than an hour; and when I re-
member that, I find that he has put my soul outside measured time. His loving 
looks are lightning bolts; and then, when he puts my soul at the maximum, he 
says to it: “Well, well, is God good?” and he leaves us like that, in astonishment 
at his great mercy toward a little worm that is indeed in the garbage and whose 
weakness turns upside-down the wisdom of the most judicious.55

It seems to me that he enjoys triumphing in his grace, in an object that ev-
eryone finds odious. I saw something written more than eighteen years ago 
by a servant of God56 who wrote this about me: “I will make him odious and 
scorned by everyone.” Our Lord did indeed do that, and I am also unbearable 
to myself, and I am the target of the most horrible justice that mankind can 
conceive of; but I am also the subject of such great mercy that the friends of his 
Majesty are consoled and will sing his praises in heaven.

Meanwhile, let us be determined, my dear daughter, to promote the glory 
of this great Master. Some say about me that I ought to be humiliated and not 
teach men or write books. They are speaking the truth when they say I need 
humility, and that is where all the weight of my heart goes: asking Our Lord for 
humility. But I believe that losing the desire to render service to Our Lord and 
to help the souls whom he has caused to trust in me is the devil’s humility. And 
so, I shall await his strength, but if he gives it to me, I shall do everything in my 
power to honor, glorify, and love him, placing neither my heart nor my virtue 
anywhere but in him. I want nothing more in this world than to be in the great-
est possible denigration and defamation and, walking ahead faithfully, to be 
taken by men as mad57 and wicked, provided that God’s service is not  involved. 
I should like to see printed books that can show the world all my woes and 

55 An allusion to the “grace” of October 12, 1655 (de Certeau).
56 Madeleine Boinet, a mystic that both Jeanne des Anges and Surin admired.
57 He is alluding to the passage in the Constitutions, General Examen, Chapter 4, 44, that 

reads: “And to be held and esteemed as fools […].” In Science, he quotes St. Ignatius’s 
words and alludes to this passage several times in his letters.
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weaknesses, and I would think that I was a true disciple of Jesus Christ, re-
duced to having no support other than him, and no refuge than in him, having 
been abandoned by everyone. I would hope to be able to unite with his divine 
will and to sense it inside me as the unique object of love that seeks to be loved 
by mankind and that almost no one listens to.

Be prudent about what I write you, and believe me.

 Letter 172

[Bordeaux], April 14, 1658
Palm Sunday
To Mother Jeanne des Anges, Ursuline, at Loudun

My very dear daughter,
May the peace of Our Lord be with you.

I believe you have received two letters from me. I have nothing to say about 
your thoughts, other than that you should remain very dependent upon and 
united with Our Lord’s plans for you and with what is operating in your soul 
on his behalf. That sort of prison and suffering is very useful for us. I strongly 
approve of your links to Madame du Houx and to Mother Buignon. I shall will-
ingly help their souls in everything; I have no trouble willingly taking on such 
tasks.

I have written you a great deal about my dispositions and I sense a wish 
to do it. I cannot tell you how tenderly and agreeably Our Lord is attracting 
me to himself. He gives me such great love that I do not know how to bear it. 
Everything provokes me, and he causes on my person effects that greatly aston-
ish me, for there is nothing in me that he does not convert into an attraction 
to love, along a way that is inexplicable and incomprehensible, because from 
things that men do not think at all appropriate, he draws out movements to 
love him. Nothing, down to the least hair, is too small to make me ecstatic. 
Once Our Lord has pulled me from the swamp of an extreme illness, which 
was like a continual despair, he made me enter the way of love that daily grows 
and strengthens.

Now, you may ask me: “What was that great suffering?” It was a conviction 
and an impression that I had been judged and condemned without feeling ca-
pable of being moved to the contrary sentiment by what all the men in the 
world were saying. God had put my soul at such a point, and had permitted 
such things in it, that a hundred revelations brighter than the day could not 
have made it more perceptible; and that went on for fifteen years, without 
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changing for a single moment. I bore it all that time, that state of condem-
nation and abandonment that is similar to demons. I suffered the state of 
Nebuchadnezzar,58 of King Antiochus,59 and of Cain himself, whose state ac-
companied me everywhere, for all creatures seemed armed against me and di-
vine providence was ordering its effects in such a way that everything squared 
with my suffering and my accusation, by accents that make people’s hair stand 
on end when I recounted it. In addition to that, in my interior I perpetually 
viewed Jesus Christ menacing, fulminating, and ordering punishments. Visible 
thunder and lightning accompanied me everywhere. If I approached the fire-
place, coals would fly up to my head, almost every time. Animals would chase 
me. Opening books and manuscripts was only done in order to make me en-
dure terrible words. I never entered churches without hearing some frightful 
words. I never attended a sermon without hearing about God’s justice, or his 
vengeance. Once, when I entered a church where someone was preaching, the 
first thing the preacher said was “Messieurs, there are some people here who, 
even though they appear to be free, are in reality in hell.” I could not listen to 
someone talking in the street without hearing: “God will doom that man,” or 
something similar. If I picked up a piece of stray paper, I would see written on 
it: “Wicked man, what are you looking for?” In short, all the effects of provi-
dence during that time went against me, and some effects were so prodigious 
that it almost seemed that the miracles were happening in order to show God’s 
anger with my soul.

Nonetheless, during that time, Our Lord never permitted me to lose my de-
sire to serve my soul and to be attentive about not slackening in any way for the 
things I knew were agreeable to him. For I would say:

It is certain that my doom is indubitable. I saw the Son of God pronounc-
ing his verdict; I saw his size, his robe, his lightning-bolt words, which 
were never as clear as they were then. My terror at his judgment accom-
panied me everywhere, his power is armed against me, his providence 
arranges everything in order to inculcate to me his anger, all creatures are 
speaking for him. Nevertheless, I owe him my service.

These effects have never stopped. If I woke at night, macabre birds would come 
and perch on my window and would utter their funeral cries; rats would jump 
on my face at night and bite my fingers, and they would do it so regularly that it 

58 The prideful king went mad.
59 The Seleucid king Antiochus iv Epiphanes (215 bce–164 bce) was referred to as 

Epimanes—the Mad One.
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seemed as if everything was being spied upon. My entire exterior and interior 
were full of incredible things, things that were even greater than I dared say, 
down to the most intimate operations of my soul, everything announced God’s 
rigor and put me in a state where all I could think about was to kill myself, be-
lieving that there was no better way for me to honor God. How often did I find 
a knife in my hand? And how many times did my hand stop when I wanted to 
use the knife? And all together, the horrible encounters and the interior words 
that came like lightning, applied to nothing. And in this disposition I spent 
long years without having a half of a quarter hour free from these ideas and 
these effects.

Horrifying things went on, and losses of control that cannot be talked about. 
In addition to the most hardening and distancing sentiments of my soul, the 
most profane, the most heretical, and the most continual, not counting my 
determination to do frightful actions in order to satisfy the legal court that was 
continually pressing me, as it presses the demons. God permitted a few that 
seemed to mark his total abandonment of me. But, in two years’ time he has re-
paired this by so many goods that I cannot possibly list them. I must postpone 
that until another time. Meanwhile, I remain […]

 Letter 173

Bordeaux, April 1658
To a nun

I shall tell you, my dear sister, that after having received, by God’s goodness, 
the great marks of his protection, and having tested the sweetness of his mer-
cies, after great marvels done in my favor, God let me fall into anguish and 
accidents that made me see that I was very far from profiting. I therefore saw 
myself as a damned person, deprived of God’s grace, sunken into his secret 
judgments, abandoned in such a way that I saw myself as hopeless and with 
no resources for living, and all of that for crimes and evils that seemed to me 
hidden and covered.

I manifestly saw Jesus Christ as the Judge, who terrified me, convicted me, 
and pronounced against me a terrifying sentence that condemned me, reject-
ing my being face-to-face with him, splashing his blood in my face, reproach-
ing me for the many graces, the many favors I have received, even in my youth, 
the many sweetnesses, savors, good desires. He reproached me for the special 
love he had had for me, and he made me see that, by my pride and my infidel-
ity, I had distanced myself from him; that it was true, he was patient; but that in 
the end he wearied of it and turned his back upon those to whom he was giving 
the greatest graces, when they exploited them.
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Letters478

This view left me speechless, took away my tranquility and my ability to 
move, so that for fifteen full years I was stricken by this lightning, and could 
not for a single moment understand it. During this time, God kept pursuing 
me and treated me like someone damned, sometimes by his terrible words, 
sometimes by palpable and terrifying views, sometimes by the reproaches of 
all the creatures who all agreed with what I was telling them, when I was able 
to speak to them. The creatures would say that it was true, I had committed 
great crimes, but that I had to do penance. Not however agreeing that I was 
damned, they exhorted me to make a good confession. Never, at that time, was 
I able to do that. God did not permit me a moment of liberty for that, and in ad-
dition, in my interior I was convinced that this would serve no purpose, since 
my sentence had been pronounced and confirmed by a thousand irrefutable 
witnesses.

If I wanted to enter a church, Jesus Christ sometimes would appear more 
than a lance-length above the floor, and would chase me away with his voice 
like thunder and he would make me transfixed like a demon. Everything one 
can fear in that state, which happens to damned persons, happened to me in 
those encounters. I could do none of the actions necessary for life without my 
Creator raising opposition that was so terrifying that my brain whirled on each 
occasion. I lost my relish for food and wine. If I found it necessary to take some, 
and if need had reduced me to extreme weakness, I would search for some 
motive of trust and obedience on the part of my superiors, and do my duty by 
eating a little bit. But at once I would sense or see the frightful effects that af-
fected my actions and that made me stop half-way through, as Cain did or as a 
damned person whom God had allowed to live would do.

That reduced me to such weakness that although I had not lost my ability to 
judge, I would behave like a madman and for two years was treated as if mad. 
Those who took care of me in that state made me suffer greatly, and although 
they were very charitable, they would not stop making me suffer in order to 
pay for my sins.

But my cruelest suffering was that God treated me interiorly like a damned 
person, and I could find no relief nor avoid the least little suffering, whatever 
its nature. I could not bear to look at the crucifix in a little alcove where I was 
lodging: its presence was unbearable for me, so I was forced to remove it, al-
though it sustained me in my interior, but in a very secret and insensitive way. 
In that wretched state, I kept receiving visits from God, but none of them re-
moved my false conviction that I was damned and that I had been censured 
by God. After two years of this great suffering, my spirit became a bit more 
fortified and my actions were a bit more vigorous. They took me to Saintes, but 
I still thought that I was doomed, nothing being able to diminish that belief. 
While I was going through these woes, God did not stop giving me instincts to 
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want to serve him, and from time to time I would receive great visits from God 
that made me understand that I was serving his glory, but then, an hour later,  
I would sink back into my suffering.

During this time of affliction, I was inspired to compose a book, and I felt 
a great deal of attraction for this work, although I saw that I was damned and 
could not prevent myself from saying things that I had composed and rumi-
nated about, but as soon as I tried to work on it, God’s opposition continued so 
horribly that it is unbelievable. And that doctrine flowed from me like a little 
stream of water through a torrent of sulfur. I had totally manifest help from 
Our Lord and from the Blessed Virgin, so I do not believe that there were a 
dozen lines of my own in this entire work, and I was pained that, in all of this, 
there was nothing for me, and all the usefulness would be for others, which 
deep down gave me a secret satisfaction at seeing that God could be glorified 
by my labor and, in the places that deal with interior suffering, I used my expe-
riences, without being able to believe that my experiences were similar to the 
experiences of good people.

That state lasted until October 1655. Three days before the feast of Saint Te-
resa, God let me know, through my confessor’s mouth, that I could hope, and 
that perhaps I was not damned. That ray of light gave me such a great opening 
that I soon found myself disposed differently. However, on Saint Teresa’s Day I 
felt all my despair return. I went to a window where, in the past, I had received 
great graces from that saint, but I did it in order to throw myself down to the 
pavement; but I could not raise my broken thigh high enough. For the previ-
ous three years, on every feast of Saint Teresa, I would try the same thing and, 
the previous year, being out in the country, I put my feet on the window sill in 
order to throw myself onto a vine, and I do not how God halted that.

During that time of desolation, I did not cease preaching, sometimes to 
large assemblies, with great anguish and spiritual darkness, and yet God would 
console the persons who were listening to me, although in my soul I felt fright-
ful remorse about pretending to be an upright man even though I was damned. 
But I could not refuse these activities nor carry them out in peace. I have writ-
ten enough for now.

 Letter 206

[Late 1658–early 1659]60

60 This is one of the very few letters in which Surin makes references to events that take 
place around the world—here, the abdication of Queen Christina of Sweden and her visit 
to France.
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To Mother Françoise Daviau de Relay, a daughter of Notre-Dame, at Poitiers
My dear sister, from my reflections about your state, I deem that you are 

blinded. I see you always busy defending yourself, excusing yourself, or blam-
ing others; or else, if you blame yourself, it is not for what you are being criti-
cized about, but about other things, according to how you see it. There is no 
simplicity in your written style. It could be mistaken for Guez de Balzac’s,61 and 
to see it, one might believe that you were always busy reading the latest books, 
or even books on theology. That sort of reading fools you into believing and 
imagining many things about yourself to which you should never have given 
a thought. Your aversion for that person62 comes only from the fact that she 
meets neither your desires nor your hopes.

It would take me a long time to tell you everything I see in your interior. Oh! 
I see a lot of work to do there! And that you need to work! But it seems to me 
that all that work would not frighten me if you were obedient and if I could be 
near you, for at a distance it is frightening. You must do what I told you to do: 
not tangle your skein of yarn, thereby satisfying all the reasons you give, but 
leave the whole bundle, cutting down all your reasoning and acting like little 
six-year-old girls who tell tales about what people say to them and take action 
without opening their eyes one little bit. Oh! How much strength you would 
get from God and how dear you would be to him, if you walked ahead in that 
spirit of simplicity! Believe me, as long as you insist on reasoning and philoso-
phizing about everything, you will make very little progress.

You want people to think well of you and employ you. Oh! Such great pov-
erty. You ought to want them to leave you alone and give you a very lowly place 
so you will have the time to talk with God and unite with him. You wearied 
of the conversation of that good mother63 who was so beneficial for you and 
whom you should view as a grace. Alas! Why? On that, delve into the springs 
of your heart. Ah! If your heart were humble, you would not have broken off 
those exchanges. Oh, how much repose and sweetness you would find, my dear 
sister, if you seriously began to practice humility! But alas, you are far from 
that! Your ideas are lofty, and those of the lambs of Jesus Christ are very lowly.

Reverend Father X.64 recently read to me one of your letters. Good Lord, 
how modish your style is! You speak better than the French Academy. You are 

61 Jean-Louis Guez de Balzac (1595–1654), whose writings were already out of style in 1658. 
When Surin was a student Balzac was, however, a successful author. In short, the nun up 
in Poitou was somewhat behind the times, and Surin clearly no longer valued Balzac’s 
famous eloquence.

62 Jeanne des Anges (de Certeau).
63 Jeanne des Anges (de Certeau).
64 Bastide, perhaps. The title “reverend father” suggests a superior: François Irat, rector 

of the college of Poitiers (until May 1659); Guillaume Ricard, rector of the novitiate of 

<i>Into the Dark Night and Back: the Mystical Writings of Jean-Joseph Surin</i>, edited by Moshe Sluhovsky, BRILL, 2018.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=5634155.
Created from uaz on 2019-07-20 19:55:31.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

8.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



481Letters

acting like a strong spirit and you will be suitable enough to be the secretary 
of a prince. Abandon that manner of expressing yourself. Speak like a maiden, 
speak like a nice child. I believe that your prayer with God is very different from 
what you were doing when you were simpler. Quite a few years have already 
passed since you lost that spirit. Alas, what a waste of time! Reflect on that. 
 Review those years and, if you will believe me, begin to be young again. Learn 
to say “pa pa,” and then call God your “papa,” and not simply “My Lord”: both 
titles belong to him. But Saint Paul the apostle tells us that the Spirit of God 
that is in us cries “Abba, Father,”65 which is an affectionate name that small 
children use for their father.

As long as you concentrate on learning and speaking the fine style of our 
day, you will not be able to deal with God tenderly and familiarly, as I want 
you to. You are far from that, and it is not good to find oneself before you when 
you have mounted on the chariot of your eloquence. Become a bit stupid, I 
beg you, and remember Saint Paul, who says: “If anyone among you considers 
himself wise in this age, let him become a fool so as to become wise.”66 That 
means one should be a bit of an idiot. Saint Teresa made sense and yet her con-
fessor would ask her: “What do you think Saint Teresa of Jesus is? She’s a beast.” 
Therefore, strike down your elevations, and Jesus Christ will give you his; your 
reflections, and he will infuse his grace; your oratorical periods, and he will give 
you his divine science, and his gentle words will enter your heart in order to fill 
it with life and with celestial savors.

But in addition, my dear sister, you must break off your correspondence 
with those great spirits, break off all your plans to conserve their support and 
their dealings. And do not say to me: “I will be thought ungrateful. What will 
they say about me?” Do not listen to any of that. Leave everything behind and 
retain only what can carry you to God. Strike it down, humiliate, simplify, re-
nounce your convoluted reasonings. The simple light of God will make you 
truly wise and able to serve him. Otherwise, you will only be suitable for being 
the lady in waiting of the queen of Sweden67 who crossed France and who gave 
the fine wits so much to talk about. Willingly converse with children and with 
humble hearts.

I am simply sharing my thoughts with you: I see no disposition for humility 
in you. For that, you need a strong grace, which I wish for you, and to which I 
beg you to respond.

 Bordeaux; Mercure Verdier, rector of the college of Bordeaux (until April 1, 1659); or Jean 
Destrades, superior of the profess house (until April 4, 1659).

65 Rom. 8:15.
66 1 Cor. 3:18.
67 Christina, queen of Sweden, abdicated in 1654 and settled in Rome, having converted to 

Catholicism. In 1656–58, she visited France, where she was received with splendor.

<i>Into the Dark Night and Back: the Mystical Writings of Jean-Joseph Surin</i>, edited by Moshe Sluhovsky, BRILL, 2018.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=5634155.
Created from uaz on 2019-07-20 19:55:31.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

8.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



Letters482

 Letter 207

[Early 1659]
To Father Léonard Frizon of the Society of Jesus, at Poitiers68

My very dear brother,
May the peace of Jesus Christ be with you, etc.

Your agreeable letter caused me as much joy as surprise. I did not expect 
that mark of your friendship. The only thing I thought I could count on was 
that, in your prayers, you would remember him who rarely is thought about by 
mankind, no longer being anything and no longer being able to do anything. 
It is a great satisfaction to see an opening in your soul for making my feelings 
enter it, feelings that I have so much trouble passing into the souls of others.

I cannot, however, dissimulate: I have an extreme desire to communicate 
these feeling to everyone, because I believe they are useful for everyone, al-
though I scarcely express them to anyone outside, other than face to face. But 
since I see so much goodness in you, I am taking the liberty to tell you what can 
be useful for your spiritual advancement, and what I ordinarily say to the souls 
of the same profession as mine, who are dear to me. It is not that I want to at-
tribute to myself the right to instruct someone; I only do it as a sick man who, 
being in the same infirmary as other sick people, tells them about remedies 
whose healing properties he has recognized. As for you in particular, I feel all 
the more inclined to talk to you out of the abundance of my heart, since I know 
more completely your own good dispositions.

I find only one thing to find fault with in you, which is your excessive praise 
of me, which I cannot pardon, especially if you strip yourself of the title “poet,” 
which you alone can excuse, but not, however, in such a manner that the words 
of your letter cannot be classed as temptations. With that exception, I find you 
totally suitable for receiving the communications of grace that Our Lord wants 
to give you, according to his plans for all the children of the Society in general 
and several of these children in particular.

I shall therefore tell you, dear brother, that what I am thinking about for you 
involves wishing with all my heart that you make an intimate approach to Our 
Lord and be so familiar with him that, by continually meditating on his life, 
his doctrine, and his suffering, you may attain a perfect conflagration of your 
heart, which may keep you inseparably united to him just as Saint Ignatius was, 

68 Léonard Frizon (1628–1700) was a celebrated poet. He met Surin while still a student in 
the Jesuit college in Bordeaux, and visited him while he was incapacitated. He was later to 
correct and edit some of Surin’s poems.
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about whom it is recounted that he ceaselessly had Jesus Christ in his heart 
and in his mouth, melting into tears from his desire to see him.

I believe that if we listened to what he is saying in our interior, and if we 
followed the sweet attraction of his Spirit, he would lead us to such a close 
union with him that we would no longer think of anything but him, we would 
only talk about him, and finally we would sense him living in us, operating 
in us, animating us, invigorating us, governing our memories, regulating our 
imaginations, instructing our understandings, inspiring our wills, and setting 
our hearts aflame with the celestial fire that he brought to the world.

But in order to obtain such a great and such a sublime favor, we must faith-
fully follow the instructions that Saint Ignatius gave us, the principal one of 
which is to empty ourselves of everything, putting ourselves in such a great 
solitude, as far as the world and creatures view us, that we resemble Saint 
Xavier, who, as Father Ribadeneyra reports in his Life, was as alone in his great-
est occupations and as recollected as a hermit on the summit of a rock in the 
wilderness.69 Utter destitution is the disposition of apostolic men, and Saint 
Vincent Ferrier wants us to be no more attached to the very things whose use is 
necessary for us, than if they were at the other end of the world.70

The second instruction that can guide us to that cordial union with Jesus 
Christ is the one that Saint Ignatius gives us, when he says that the greatest 
study for each of us should be to seek in all things what is the most mortifying. 
One applies to poetry, another to eloquence, another to theology, and another 
to mathematics, and each tries to excel in the faculty he has embraced. But the 
greatest study for each should be the greatest possible abnegation of the self 
and a continual mortification in all things. That is a very lofty doctrine that 
is not learned in the school of mankind and that cannot be put into practice 
without forming a plan to give oneself totally to God.

The third disposition that binds us closely to Our Lord and that makes us en-
joy the closest embrace of his love is the one that Saint Ignatius recommends 
so highly and which he calls a precious step to the spiritual life, that is, to desire 
with all our strength the state where Jesus Christ appears in the tribunal, when 
Pilate presents him to the people, his body all ripped, his face all disfigured, 
his head crowned with thorns, a reed in his hand, an old purple mantle over 

69 See the Fleurs des vies des saints [The flowers of the lives of the saints], trans. Gaultier 
(Paris, 1609), or Vies des saints Ignace, Xavier et autres bienheureux [The lives of Saints 
Ignatius, Xavier, and other blesseds] (Rouen, 1628). Pedro de Ribadeneyra (1527–1611) 
was admitted to the newly created Society of Jesus in 1540. Perhaps his most important 
work was his Life of Loyola, 1572, which was followed by an expanded version in 1587 (de 
Certeau).

70 De vita spirituali, iii, Chapter 4.
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his shoulders, and shown as a parallel with Barabbas, but placed in an unusual 
way after that infamous scoundrel and judged more worthy of death than he. 
This state that the Son of God embraced for love of us, and to serve as an ex-
ample for us, was a state of general loss of everything that could make him no-
table in the eyes of mankind: a state where one loses honor, reputation, credit, 
authority, contentment, peace, life; a state of hate, rejection, scorn, abandon-
ment; a state where he reserves for himself only his Father’s will and perfect 
obedience; a state that he has so ennobled that we ought to love and desire it, 
as one usually loves the baton of a marshal of France, the hat of a cardinal, and 
the highest positions and dignities of our day, to which, when one has attained 
them, one is pleased, as in one’s center.

Men usually are not inclined toward the love and the desire for this state of 
annihilation. That is why Saint Ignatius recommends that his children should 
be very careful about this point of perfection and should treasure it: in the 
presence of Our Lord and Creator, they should, he says, seriously consider how 
important it is to hold in horror everything the world loves and embraces, and 
to embrace and desire with all our strength everything that Our Lord Jesus 
Christ loves and embraces, in order to advance in the spiritual life.

But one is satisfied to view this as a fine idea appropriate for elevating the 
spirit, without working seriously to put it into practice. It is true that in order to 
do this, nature has to pay, but one is amply rewarded for one’s work and one’s 
troubles; for one is soon introduced into an intimate friendship with Jesus 
Christ. One embraces him tightly, one possesses him fully, one savors his Spirit, 
one is surprisingly friendly with him, one feels a strength and a vigor for every 
sort of good, a generous determination for all the apostolic employments, a 
very pure intent for his glory, and an ardent zeal for the salvation of souls; one 
leads a celestial life here on earth, and one overflows with his divine consola-
tions, which in excess obliged Saint Francis Xavier to exclaim: “That is enough, 
Lord, that is enough.”

When Our Lord had climbed into Saint Peter’s boat, on the shore of the Sea 
of Galilee, he begged him to go out a little into the lake; then he ordered him to 
advance in deep water. Then they caught so many fish that the net broke, and 
they filled their two boats so full of fish that they narrowly escaped sinking to 
the bottom.71 That means that after Our Lord enters into a soul and, by his or-
der, the soul is separated from the things of the earth, by a generous abandon-
ment of the self, the soul has allowed itself to be carried off to the Holy Spirit, 
like those who, losing sight of land, float on graces and delights that the soul 

71 Luke 5:4–7.
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can barely contain and, loaded down by such a catch, succumbing under the 
weight of those celestial goods, it sinks and is swallowed up in God.

That is the disposition where Saint Francis Xavier found himself, when he 
wrote in one of his letters that the abundant consolations that filled him were 
putting him in danger of losing his eyes because he had wept so much; and 
that is why Father Ignatius had almost gone blind, being unable to control his 
tears. Lastly, this affluence of divine treasures is evoked by the prophet who 
promised Jerusalem that it would see caravans of camels, and dromedaries of 
Midian and Ephah loaded down with goods; that the riches of foreign lands 
would be brought to it by sea, and that it would have in abundance what makes 
nations strong.72 That is to say, a faithful friend who has given himself fully to 
God receives in abundance the treasures of grace and the foretaste of glory; 
and his labors are accompanied by blessings and happiness, and that soul is 
admirably successful at conquering souls.

But who can aspire to that good fortune? Mortified souls, disengaged from 
everything, perfectly free, who seek nothing in this world but Jesus Christ, who 
want only Jesus Christ crucified, who love purely and without self-interest, los-
ing sight of all creatures and no longer thinking of themselves.

You see, my dear brother, that I have paddled my boat quite far. I have said 
more to you than I have said to any Jesuit. The goodness of your heart and your 
piety have made me abandon my sails to the puffing of this divine Spirit that I 
want as the guide and principle of my actions.

In that Spirit, I am your very humble and very affectionate servant,
J.J. S.

 Letter 233

May 6. 165973
To Mother Anne Buignon, superior of the Daughters of Notre-Dame, at Poitiers

I shall tell you, my dear Mother, that most spiritual folks are mistaken and 
place the depth of virtue where it is not. There are some who say that it con-
sists of many prayers, sensitive devotion, and retreat; others say it is a great 
deal of penance, labor, and so forth, and all of that is good and works a marvel-
ous operation in the person who has solid good, which consists of a true humil-
ity that produces the light of God in us and inspires in us a very low opinion of 
ourselves that makes one disposed to be treated by everyone as not very much, 

72 Isa. 60:6.
73 The following letters represent a sample of Surin’s spiritual direction.
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without becoming angry or feeling the scorn and the outrages that are being 
done to you or that can be done to you.

To be content with those who govern us and upon whom we are dependent 
does not involve our merits, our good qualities, our ages or seniority, and when 
it comes to distributing employments, we are not regarded, or we are regarded 
as children who do not know how to behave and who cannot be trusted about 
anything, for we lack wisdom and virtue; remaining in repose in that state as in 
its center, taking pleasure in viewing and loving the humiliated and abandoned 
Jesus: that, my dear Mother, is what it means to have a solid and assured virtue. 
In that state, one does not puff oneself up about honors and prosperities; one 
does not let oneself deteriorate or be tormented at seeing oneself scorned by 
creatures. To the contrary, one takes pleasure in being forgotten and one finds 
peace in being forgotten. Those who therefore want to become totally interior 
and undertake and aspire toward perfection should cast their eyes on that, as 
the goal toward which they should aspire, and do all their penance and prayers 
in order to achieve that.

Believe me, dear Mother, that with his treasure one will also have that pure 
love, and one will attain divine union, which will give the soul true wisdom, 
innocence, and resemblance to God. All the other ideas that one can have are 
deceptive, vain, useless, and feeble.

It is a pity to see the hearts of religious souls all full of desires to make 
themselves excel in their community, and wanting nothing so much as to be 
loved, honored, esteemed; to have diversions, conveniences. Oh! How base and 
deceptive those ideas are! There are others who want to have a great deal of 
knowledge, interesting books that teach them how to speak well in order to 
show their wit and make it agreeable. Oh! What vain ideas! Others put all their 
virtue into doing what they want, into having directors who do not thwart or 
humiliate them, into having so many communications with them that they 
want to go to God by such practices and such tastes, to be nicely decorated 
with rosaries, reliquaries, and so forth. Oh! How feeble those ideas are!

I also must say, my dear Mother, that in order to please God, who loves the 
humble, one must have, deep in one’s heart, a true scorn for oneself and an 
ardent desire to conform to Jesus Christ humiliated. This should be the great 
plan of his true brides, who should no longer care for anything but establish-
ing themselves in the scorn and the renunciation of the self, working to make 
all the dislikes of nature die in them, when they really are being treated badly. 
What consolations to see these faithful brides desire and seek to have their 
superiors mortify them, humiliate them, be at odds with what they want, view-
ing that as a special charity that is being done to them. They do penance in 
order to obtain from God that spirit of abasement. To that end, they employ 
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recollection, prayer, the sacraments, and they punish themselves and humili-
ate themselves before the other when they have shown pride.

Oh! Those who are so delicate are to be pitied when a superior refuses them 
something or disapproves of some of their plans by reprimanding them, they 
can quickly be seen to be stung and to lose all trust in that superior, thinking 
only of how to find someone else who will praise them, approve of them, ask 
their advice, and position them temporally before creatures. Oh! How many  
of them cause to leave the straight way, those who could not refuse a letter that 
they want to send without offending them! Anyone so disposed can believe 
that there is no virtue called humility.

Alas, my dear Mother, if no one has humility, where is it? Where is that per-
son going? How can a person who is incessantly busy thinking about her rights, 
her titles, her age, her employments be humble? A person who cannot un-
derstand how she is so misunderstood; that this or that should be returned to 
her; that she has done so much for the house, and all the rest of those jumbled 
thoughts that can only come from pride and self-love!

And so, my dear Mother (I beg you to view what I am saying here as coming 
from the heart of Jesus Christ), where are we? What I call “the heart of Jesus 
Christ” is the true love of scorning oneself because one esteems God. Let us 
therefore work to acquire the true love for scorning ourselves by esteeming 
God. The true light gives this sentiment and, without it, shadows dominate 
us. See the instincts of worldly folks, and you will find that their thoughts are 
exactly the opposite. “And the darkness has not overcome it,”74 says the Gospel.

This is the heart of my thoughts for you others, dear brides of Jesus Christ.  
I have told your whole community what God has been vehemently pressing 
me to say to him since Christmas.75 I do not know what I shall do in the future. 
It seems to me that I can say, with Our Lord, that “to the other towns also I must 
proclaim the good news.”76 And so, I think I have said everything. I pray for the 
infinite goodness to give you his very pure love.

 Letter 238

La Croix, May 28, 1659
To Mother Anne Buignon, superior of the Daughters of Notre-Dame, at Poitiers

74 John 1:5.
75 Surin had been sending “instructions” or “spiritual letters” to the community since early 

1659 (de Certeau).
76 Luke 4:43.
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My very dear mother,
May the peace of Our Lord, etc.

I received your letter of April 28, which indicates that you received mine.  
I am here at the house of Monsieur Du Sault, that is to say, at La Croix.77 God 
led us here in order to receive his Spirit.78 I hope that you participated abun-
dantly in that feast, and that you savored the grace of this grand feast.

It has made me think that I should tell you that, without God’s Spirit, our 
hearts are lifeless and without strength, and that not only does this Spirit con-
sist of possessing that quality that puts us in God’s friendship, but it also con-
sists of the strength of that very grace. The soul that has justifying grace has the 
Spirit of God, but in a theological manner, not in the usual sense of the word. 
But the spiritual and narrow sense is to have in oneself the lively imprints of 
God that sustain us, animate us, and make us operate great things, not in a 
showy and apparent manner, but in divine union, that is to say, in the super-
natural life, for many innocent persons have grace and are children of God, yet 
one cannot say that they have taken on that supernatural life with exactitude, 
because they live very much by nature, lacking those impulsions and those 
principles of a strong grace. The soul that has received the Holy Spirit is the 
soul that has a great desire for the pious life and that is leaning perfectly to-
ward God. The operations of this life involve especially what follows.

First of all, a tendency, an elevation, a perpetual cry to God in the heart, 
by which that heart seeks God and never rests until it feels God in itself and 
rejoices only in him; a perpetual cry because at every moment that soul wants 
to please God and it claims his mercy in order to make progress in him, receive 
abundant grace, and obtain vigor through loving him. And without that happy 
effort, the soul drags along and languishes, or else it flings itself on the created 
goods that are in the earth. The divine Spirit prods the heart, elevates it, pushes 
it to go toward God, prays without ceasing, asks help to elevate itself to him 
and to pull itself out of the mud hole in which it is mired. It must continually 
cry out, inside: “Oh Jesus, Oh God, Oh love, help, succor, give life, give strength, 
possess us, elevate us.” By this cry, the soul lifts itself toward heaven and con-
verses with God.

My dear Mother, let this be your conversation. As soon as the soul has sa-
vored God, and once it knows the good that is in him, it must, like a thirsty 
deer, run after it and hope to come closer to it and receive life from it.79

77 Du Sault owned this country house near Lormont, a league from Bordeaux. The “we” may 
be an indication that Father Bastide is also there (de Certeau).

78 Pentecost fell on June 1 that year (de Certeau).
79 Ps. 42:1–3.
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Second, the divine Spirit makes the heart hate the flesh and lower nature, 
and it urges continual mortification of everything that is part of that nature, 
in order to make holy the being of the creature that is seeking celestial fire, 
as one dries wood so that it will catch fire well and make brazier. And so, by 
studying how to mortify ourselves, one’s total being is prepared for the celestial 
flame. The flaming globe that, dividing into tongues of fire, fell on each of the 
disciples, waits to come to us until it finds us prepared. A spirit in its crude ac-
tion, a body that is too delicate and that scarcely feels suffering, is not suitable 
for conceiving of that flame, but mistreated flesh easily conceives of the divine 
flame that purifies the senses and then passes to the spirit and turns it into a 
flaming arrow and a sort of lighted firebrand. If the body is cowardly and fears 
the blows or the pain associated with bearing those blows, the fire cannot light 
more than it will when the kindling is moist. That is the humor of the badly 
mortified senses, which acts like damp straw: little flame and a lot of smoke. 
That is why the Holy Spirit pushes the soul to mortify everything, because it 
increases it gradually, just as the cross finds its way into the members and the 
powers.

The final movement of this divine Spirit is charity toward souls. But what 
souls? Those little girls who come for instruction in your convent, and general-
ly all the girls you deal with and the sisters who are infirm or in need. The Spirit 
passes, it presses, it pushes, it jumps forward in order to embrace the others 
cordially. And if we feel disgusted and cast off from the conversation of others, 
and if their weakness shocks us, it is because God’s Spirit is feeble in us, and it 
is feeble because our own spirit abounds. If it wants to fortify itself, it makes 
us want to cherish and love. Oh! Sometimes I see souls that are disdainful and 
cold at the sight of such and such a person who is made in a manner that dis-
pleases us, and sometimes we have trouble preventing the sourness that forms 
and that stings us. That is how one recognizes a soul in whom God’s agreeable-
ness is spread, for the mark of his Spirit is to be virtually unable not to em-
brace him, not to hug him tightly, not to press to our hearts the soul that does 
not agree with me, that humiliates me, that is badly disposed toward me, be-
cause the soul is the object of Jesus Christ’s love. Seeing that same Jesus Christ 
who pleases me, whom I love and whom I continually embrace in my heart, 
I love and caress, as much as I can, she who is my sister and in whom I see  
his image.

I beg Our Lord, my dear Mother, to pour into you that Spirit of peace, love, 
and joy, in order always to live and jump for joy in him. I also beg him to do 
the same good for all your dear sisters, of whom I am, and especially for you,  
etc.
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 Letter 242

June 3, 1659
To Mother Jeanne-Catherine de la Béraudière de Rouhet, a daughter of Notre-
Dame, at Poitiers

My very dear mother,
May the peace of Our Lord, etc.

I shall willingly treat you as a “girl,” if you persevere in the sentiments you 
showed in your letter. It is a great and pure grace that Our Lord did for you, to 
have you do what you did in the refectory and what you said there, and what 
you wrote after the Exercises belongs to his light and truth, and conforms most 
to my taste and to my sense of what you should have said.

Base yourself on it totally, I beg you, for that is how one must act with  
God, and men mistake for exaggerations and reveries what is his pure truth. 
Since you have centered your attention, you say, on the need to conserve your 
body and adapt it, you will be very happy to devote your care to angering 
it and punishing it: that will provide the means of making you healthy and 
contented. And I am very pleased when you say that, in order to be sure of 
your salvation, you want to center your affection on total perfection, abnega-
tion, and mortification. For souls that believe they are doing a lot, do nothing, 
and one does not know God if one takes the slackening of his goodness as a  
topic.

One must go right ahead toward all that is good, fearing that one is doing 
only half of one’s duty. God makes the soul realize that what it thinks is a little 
bit, will give it a great amount. I praise you highly for your plan to be strict 
about following the rules where you can, and you would be fortunate to die 
from the effort to do well.

Wear a blindfold where self-love and human wisdom are concerned, and 
spread out all the sails of your heart, in order to catch the winds of the Holy 
Spirit, abandoning your power to divine love. If you act through that love, you 
will find a marvelous strength for everything, in order to collect all the Holy 
Spirit’s gusts. Do not discard the view on the basis of what men say, nor else-
where than in the light that Our Lord gives you, and in the opinions of persons 
to whom grace and good order make you subordinate. Make in your soul a 
narrow path that dilates toward heaven and eternity, but that has no expanse 
in objects that present and reveal to us a concern for what others might think.

Believe that I am, in Our Lord, your etc.
This Tuesday of Pentecost
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 Letter 243

June 3, 1659
To Mother Jeanne des Anges, Ursuline, at Loudun

It has been a long time, my dear daughter, since we have had news from you.
I beg you always to remain in Our Lord, allowing nothing in you except for 

God. For I am convinced that perfect good consists of having only Our Lord as 
a goal and a motif for all our plans. There are souls who have God in view, but 
they continue to have other pretentions and to disperse themselves on other 
objects, which does them extreme prejudice. The soul that is truly faithful en-
visages only God and stops for nothing except God. That soul keeps its eyes and 
its heart attached to God, so that he is the sole master of the interior, disposes 
of it fully, and nothing resists his plans.

He could well be the master with absolute authority; he could make every-
thing subject to him by force; but the agreeable disposition of grace demands 
that he do everything in the soul by the soul itself, and that the soul follow 
willingly the movement he inspires in it, and that it be subject to him in every-
thing it wants. God does that when he wins a soul: he convinces the spirit and 
attracts the heart. The soul, moved and convinced, does what it can to please 
its Lord, and the least obstacle that it sets up, either by freely consenting or else 
by a contrary disposition, is a resistance to God’s perfect domain.

Thus we should study how to make our desires and our will bend, and then 
our nature, so that the path will be smoothed before God and his grace will 
obtain what it wants from us. For that, we must spend a long training time and 
continually practice it. Once Our Lord has caused the soul to enter his way, the 
soul should never stop or rest, except in him. It should relish only him. The 
objects of earth put in an appearance and, when the heart sees no evil in it, the 
heart usually stops there, rests, savors the pleasure. But the faithful soul disre-
gards it and continues on its way toward God, fleeing all the uselessness and 
all the satisfactions of nature, and not wanting to savor any sweetness outside 
God.

The path of suffering is very useful, because it prepares the soul for practic-
ing that perfection, for suffering and crosses separate it from creatures and 
oblige it to have recourse to God in order to find rest in him. Thus it becomes 
accustomed to remaining united with God. It remains in God’s bosom and con-
verses with him, either from humble resignation and submission, or else by 
simply paying attention.

When it pleases him, God elevates that soul to his intimate familiarity. The 
soul no longer loses sight of him. It is diligent only about him, rejoices only in 
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him, is nourished only by him, lives only by him; it participates in his Spirit, in 
order to act in his service and carry out his will. It stirs others to do that, pro-
curing everyone’s salvation with all its strength. The soul is like a thirsty person 
who thinks only of quenching his thirst: the thirst that burns it involves em-
bracing the divine Bridegroom or working in his service, advancing his glory 
and winning souls for him. The soul thinks only of that, because that is its craft 
and because it claims to have nothing else in the world to do.

A sort of battle is going on between the soul and God. From its pure desire 
to content God, the soul dies to itself and detaches itself from everything, loves 
to suffer, and keeps leaning toward what is better, without falling back on what 
is less good. God, on his side, is pleased to hold the soul in his tender embrace 
and in his caresses. The more sweetness and the more consolations he makes 
it feel, the more it disengages itself by abnegation, because it wants him alone, 
not his favors. Nothing charms the soul except its Bridegroom. Whatever good 
it pleases God to do for the soul, the soul is only happy when thinking about 
him, desiring him, and possessing him. The faithfulness of this pure love that 
it shows him obliges God to uncover more and more of the soul’s beauties, to 
attract it by new charms, to heap gifts upon it, to make it ecstatic by his kisses, 
to burn it with his fires, and to inundate it with the torrents of his delights. The 
soul gets lost in all that, and when it regains consciousness and realizes where 
it is, it dashes off to serve its Lord, and what it desires above all is to engrave its 
holy passion in hearts and establish its love there. As for the soul itself, it seeks 
only abasement and humiliation; it makes a nest for itself of scorn, rejection, 
insults, abandonments, persecutions, and it hides there and rests as in its cen-
ter, united to Jesus crucified, humiliated, insulted, scorned, persecuted, who 
penetrates the soul and fills it with himself to the point of making his presence 
and his virtue felt in the body.

In all the attacks against the soul, God shelters it. He makes it see his wis-
dom and savor his goodness in all his creatures, and he makes them all serve 
his recreation and his advancement. He shows the soul his plans in the order 
of grace; how he gave his Son and his Holy Spirit, and all his goods; how he 
wants to unite with men, filling them with his truths and his love, just as the 
apostles were filled on Pentecost. They had such a fullness that they could not 
contain it. They were, so to speak, forced to communicate to others the abun-
dance of the goods with which they were overflowing; their pleasure was to do 
good to men and, in that, to follow God’s savor and the plan of his love. What 
they had received was love, which is a vehement fire that acts to elevate and 
sanctify souls and, along with that, is gentle and caressing in order to console  
them.
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Touched by that spirit, the saints are very elevated above everything. But 
they are gentle, charitable, seeking to do good to everyone, because what is 
pushing them and animating them is love, and love carries with him power, 
riches, and delights.

Love is powerful. Nothing astonishes him. All divinity is in him. The lights, 
the truths, and the graces are in his storehouse. He is delicious because he is 
goodness himself, who becomes familiar and gives himself totally and makes 
the heart feel him, satisfying it fully and intoxicating it with his abundance, 
making it ecstatic and carrying it away forcefully, penetrating it subtly, charm-
ing it, and possessing it by his gentleness and showing it that the true good is 
in him.

The soul savors all that with a certainty and a sublimity of faith that leads it 
to bind itself to God, to obey him, and to submit to his every will. It sees that 
it is in a felicity that has begun, since its God is so manifest, since the gran-
deur of the good it possesses is so present to it, and since it understands so 
clearly the malevolence and the vanity of the world. The soul sees that this is 
what constitutes life; that every other good is merely poverty, chagrin, languor, 
wretchedness, and death. Nothing can dazzle it any longer, nor content it. And 
like a ewe attached to its shepherd, it never leaves Jesus Christ, knowing that, 
without him, it can be lost at any moment. It has only esteem for him, and it 
views everything that the world values as wind and smoke. It knows that it 
has nothing else to do but rejoice in the Lord and serve him to the extent of 
its power.

My dear daughter, keep attached to that sovereign good by love and by an 
inviolable fidelity; and if you find that you are weak, seek your strength in him 
with a humble submissiveness and a firm and amorous trust, stopping only in 
him, resting only in him. And since he died for you, live only for him.

I beg you to write to Mother de Relay and do all manner of charitable duties 
for her. Do the same for all the souls you can help, and persuade each soul to 
leave itself through true abnegation and to draw near to Our Lord by prayer, 
in order to obtain his light and his guidance, because without that, erroneous 
maxims and self-love will win the spirit and deceive the soul.

Believe that I am, in Our Lord […]

 Letter 244

June 12, 1659
To Mother Anne Buignon, superior of the Daughters of Notre-Dame, at Poitiers
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Since you assure me, very dear Mother, that your dear sisters are willing to 
listen to what I write you, I must today follow my heart’s penchant, which leads 
me to recommend to you, to all of you, zeal and charity for those little souls for 
whose instruction your Institute obliges you to work.

This employment seems to me so great and so precious that I am surprised 
at having been told that, for some of you, it is viewed with aversion and re-
pugnance. I nonetheless cease being astonished when I realize that applying 
oneself to it with a savor of piety is something so elevated that it is difficult to 
be contented about it for very long, unless one is intensely moved by the love 
of God, or unless one is engaged in doing it out of necessity, like lay school 
mistresses.

This divine function is an effect of love, which makes one view these little 
girls as one’s own children. Every other consideration is too feeble to make one 
be able to bear it. But that maternal tenderness is what makes them love, and 
when one loves them, one has no trouble instructing them or cultivating them. 
This feeling of tenderness, like that of a mother, comes from the charity that, 
viewing them as one’s own children, finds them beautiful, agreeable, loveable, 
and what inspires fervor to procure their good and their advancement with 
all sorts of sweetness and love. It caresses the heart, that sweet charity, and 
it does not let the heart rest until it has applied itself to doing good to these 
little souls, whose innocence charms the soul and makes the soul admire their 
beauty through their weaknesses. The soul takes pleasure in shaping their be-
havior to be virtuous and in giving them the instruction that is appropriate for 
their age and their social rank. The soul is never bored with this work: it finds 
it delightful.

Charity occupies God’s place. And so God is charity. And since God loves 
his creatures with an incredible love, especially those who are infirm, since 
he is good, charity, which is a participation in the Being of God, feels tender-
ness when it sees the young and the infirm, embraces and caresses them. That 
is why Jesus Christ, in whom God’s charity had spread out like an essential 
unction, having one day encountered young children, embraced them and, 
placing his hands on them, blessed them.80 I believe that, at the sight of their 
innocence, their humility, their docility, his divine heart poured forth loving-
ly over them, and that he found a certain satisfaction in keeping them in his  
bosom.

Oh, how pure are the instincts of charity, how sweet, how sublime! Be as-
sured that those who have so much trouble lowering themselves to teach little 
girls do not have that charity spread about in their entrails. Their hearts are full 

80 See Matt. 19:13–15.
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of self-love. Their spirits are full of their own plans. Their occupations consist 
of working as an individual for persons whose esteem and affection they seek 
and value: they relate everything to themselves. Those in whom God’s charity 
has been spread out by the Holy Spirit step willingly out of themselves in order 
to go and do good for their neighbor, notably the good of little children and 
the infirm.

If I wanted lodge Charity, I would give her a chamber into which no one but 
God could enter, for Charity’s motives of are very pure and relish only God. But 
in that chamber there would be two doors, one for entering a classroom and 
the other for entering a hospital: those are the doors through which Charity 
can pass, and those are her most agreeable employments.

Alas! Good Lord! What blessings are prepared for this religious order whose 
function is to catechize and instruct little girls! Oh! How this employment 
would elevate the Daughters of Notre-Dame to God, if charity made them em-
brace it joyfully! Each sister would do it over and over, if they truly loved Jesus 
Christ, who shed his blood for souls, and if they reflected that their little labors 
are the cause of the salvation of a number of souls, for the imprints one ac-
quires in one’s youth are the roots of salvation. I would like these good nuns to 
consider that I can truly assure them that the day will come when they will be 
happy to have served Our Lord in this ministry, which makes them participate 
in the apostolic life.

One day, a demon said that he hated the Society of Jesus prodigiously. I asked 
him what displeased him most about that Society. He replied with extreme 
spitefulness: “I hate the good imprints that the Society gives to the young.” Ah! 
I would like to call upon these serious mothers, these mothers who speak so 
well, these learned women theologians who sometimes are employed in a large 
community; I would like to convince them that God’s treasures are hidden in 
that humble work: they would willingly lower themselves in order to find these 
treasures with the fervor of love; they would find the peace and the delights of 
grace, to cultivate and to shape—who? Not only these little sweethearts, pretty 
and well dressed, but also the little sweethearts who are filthy and unsightly. 
For in that mud there is a pearl that is greatly valued by Jesus Christ, I am refer-
ring to the soul that he redeemed at the cost of his blood.

Ah! My dear daughter, it is true that, if Jesus Christ crucified had entered our 
hearts, we would not be seeking so many pleasures of nature, and we would 
take exquisite relish in the trash of the world! I beg the same divine Charity 
who stirred the paternal entrails of God to give us his Son and his Holy Spirit, 
divine Charity who engraves in you all, with her finger, that interior law and 
that lesson about love. That is the wish of your […]

Jean-Joseph
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 Letter 279

January 13, 1660
To Mother Jeanne des Anges, Ursuline, at Loudun

When I think about why so many religious souls that have left everything in 
order to follow Our Lord are nonetheless so cowardly and so tepid in his love, 
it seems to me, my dear daughter, that it comes from the fact that, entering the 
way of perfection, they do not have the idea they should have and they remain 
in the original error that is common to all mankind: to always keep in sight the 
false principle of self-love.

This idea is, therefore, to convince oneself that we are born and raised with 
a certain return to ourselves and a concern for seeing ourselves at our ease, 
love and cherished, well-thought-of and respected by everyone; not being on 
our guard except about that natural instinct in which consists our death and 
our doom, and which is a false offshoot of the upright and regulated love that 
each of us should have for oneself, according to God. For after that, we consider 
as enemies those who scorn us, impede us, and resist us in our vanities and our 
pleasures.

The instinct of upright love makes us conserve our peace and maintain for 
ourselves what is necessary in order to see to God and achieve our salvation. 
That inclination was imprinted on us by God along with being, but by error or 
by corruption, we apply what pleases us and what contents our vicious self-
love, wanting everything to be done according to the unregulated inclination 
inside us. Virtue and the religious life come to our rescue, and divine grace, by 
pure mercy, brings us back from our straying and leads us in the search of true 
good. But our vicious inclination, our bad habits, and the bad examples we see 
make us keep ourselves in our low and early goods where we usually seek our 
satisfaction.

The soul that follows the light of grace observes a totally different conduct. 
It does everything it can to kill that instinct and to free itself from that habit 
that leads to sin. For the one and the other teach impatience, grumble about 
it, are disobedient, feel strong resentments, vengeance; and most of the vices 
come after that. It is true that the fear of God prevents one from committing 
the greatest sins. But if one is not contented with that, and if one lacks the 
courage to root out little defects, and particularly to root out everything having 
to do with self-love, one leads a dragging life and one remains in one’s imper-
fections; and that is done voluntarily, because one receives the satisfaction of 
one’s senses and one’s natural repose in enjoyment, or at least in the pursuit of 
a vain pleasure or a false honor.

That is why it is necessary to wage continual war against self-love, employ-
ing to that end all the spiritual weapons: prayer, the sacraments, the advice 
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497Letters

and the guidance of wise and experienced persons. It is necessary to consider 
continually and to engrave firmly in our spirits that our good consists of living 
in humiliation and in subjection, in the mortification of our senses and in the 
privation of our natural rest, and to walk along the path of grace where one 
encounters sweetness, goodness, charity, fraternal union, devotion, obedience, 
and the strength to put down the unregulated movements of the appetite.

It remains for me to see how that should be done gently and agreeably, so 
that it is done with a good heart and so that one perseveres at it with edifica-
tion. It is done by casting one’s eyes on Jesus Christ, who was given to us as a 
model and whom all predestined persons ought to resemble. We see that he, 
the Son of God, the chief and the king of all men, who guides us by divine 
wisdom and by zeal for the glory of his Father and for our salvation, chose a 
type of life where he fought unto death against self-love, living in abjection, in 
poverty, in suffering. He took on human lowliness, scorn, rejection, contradic-
tions, in order to give us courage, and he acquired for us a treasure and a fund 
of grace by dying for us. These views and these things taken into account stir us 
to love him and to take, for love of him, what he took for love of us, to wear his 
livery since he is our Bridegroom. Then, aided by his grace and armed against 
ourselves, and against our perverse instincts, we shall become accustomed to 
doing what Jesus Christ did, to suffering what he suffered. We shall embrace his 
humiliating and painful states. We shall work at combating in ourselves what 
is contrary to his spirit and his conduct, and we shall await, as the fruit of our 
suffering, true joy, solid peace, and the holy sweetnesses enjoyed by souls that 
win a total victory over themselves.

It is true that, in the beginning, there is a little suffering in these combats 
with our own will and its unmortified inclinations. But later, in proportion to 
the courage and that fidelity that one shows Our Lord in this holy war, difficul-
ties pass, ease comes, and what one does or what one suffers no longer costs 
anything. Jesus Christ reveals the beauty of his face to his brides’ interiors. He 
honors them with his familiarity. He makes his secrets manifest to them. He 
makes them savor the delights of his grace. The Holy Spirit gives them conso-
lation, and the Eternal Father shows them the perfection of his Word and the 
admirable link he has with it.

This advantage is founded on Our Savior’s promise, which he stated urgent-
ly: “Whoever listens to my words and observes them, I will love, and my Father 
will love him, and we will come to him and make our dwelling with him.”81 

81 John 14:21, 23: “Whoever has my commandments and observes them is the one who loves 
me. And whoever loves me will be loved by my Father and I will love him and reveal my-
self to him. Whoever loves me will keep my word, and my Father will love him, and we will 
come to him and make our dwelling with him.” Surin’s paraphrase modifies the Vulgate.
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Now, that does not refer solely to the communication of his grace, it also refers 
to his familiar conversations, the agreeableness of his words, his supernatural 
lights, and his treasures of wisdom and science. Those are the goods possessed 
by the generous souls who conquer their self-love. But the cowardly ones, who 
do not even have enough courage to attack self-love or to follow Jesus Christ’s 
examples, remain in their woes, in the shadows, and in the baseness of self-
love, in their chagrin and their suffering, and their only satisfactions are the 
satisfactions of the senses and of nature; thus they let themselves show impa-
tience, burst out grumbling, combat the spirit of grace; their conscience is full 
of trouble and they are never content.

There, my dear daughter, is what I have to tell you at present. I beg you to 
imprint this doctrine deeply in the spirits of the young souls you are guiding,82 
so that, early on, they will enter into God’s truth, with which the saints are 
nourished, and not into the lies in which sinners and imperfect persons revel 
in their ignorance of the true goods, peace, joy, and love, whose pure delights 
give a foretaste of eternal happiness while still in this life.

I beg you to send this letter to Mother Buignon.

 Letter 283

January 27, 1660
To Mother Françoise Daviau de Relay, a daughter of Notre-Dame, at Poitiers

My very dear daughter,
It seems to me that it would be good if, during prayer and at times when your 

soul is more tranquil, you would consider yourself to be in the presence of God 
who, since he does you the extraordinary grace of moving your heart to return 
to him, and since he gives you time to make corrections according to the lights 
you have received, you must use all your strength to go to him and begin your 
labor by extirpating the thing in you that is the most contrary to him, which is 
your natural haughtiness and your habit of acting in that way. There are false 
pretexts for generosity and elevation or cultivating the spirit, that secretly jus-
tify that humor. That is why you should prevent that from dominating.

You were born and cut out to be an abbess with an income of fifty thousand 
pounds, and to reign there with a queenly authority and make God serve in 
your style and according to your ideas, always remaining in yourself and full 
of yourself. That is your true character. Now, look a bit at the sort of person 

82 At the time, Jeanne des Anges was mistress of novices (de Certeau).
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499Letters

you are in the presence of God, of Jesus Christ humble and easy-going, and in 
the presence of the saints who have always fled every elevation and grandeur, 
and who, in insults and scorn, took pleasure in serving others and obeying 
them. How will they judge a person made as I described you? From that view-
point, your entire good is to turn yourself totally to the other side and believe 
that, whatever pretext you may find—for the devil will not fail to furnish you 
some—you will only be a true blind person, gloomy and totally ridiculous in 
the eyes of the saints and in their sentiments, and that you will never have any 
share in them, except, perhaps, that in order to avoid moral sin, they will give 
you space in some corner. But rest assured that, since God is just, he will make 
you wear light gauze83 that is so unfamiliar that you yourself will have reason 
to be astonished. And on the contrary, looking at it from the angle of humility 
and smallness that I am depicting for you, you can not only reach a great holi-
ness and free yourself of its chastisement but you can also be in a great light 
and a marvelous agreeableness in communication with Jesus Christ and the 
saints. In a word, you can have the same share that they have.

But you will never test those particular goods unless you have totally re-
solved to scorn yourself and to trample yourself underfoot, renouncing forever 
every resentment at what someone might do to you, even if they were to ridi-
cule you to the very end; and you would be too fortunate if God did you the 
grace to be treated and visited often in that way, in order to learn the lesson 
that one never possesses something well other than by experiencing scorn and 
rejection. You must resolve never to show any resentment for what someone 
may have done to you, for any liberty someone may have taken to defy you or 
neglect you. I am referring to a resentment that can provoke the self-esteem 
you have for yourself.

Second, your usual food and the upkeep of your heart must involve taking 
on a manner of doing things that is simple, and lowly, and distant from all 
haughtiness and pride; become like a child toward everyone; believe that it is 
enough for you be tolerated in the community and to be given what a pauper 
would be given at the door. You should make sure that no one thinks highly of 
you, and you should absolutely kill every thought about your abilities and ev-
erything that your age or some other quality, whatever it may be, might make 
you hope for from someone else.

Third, you must cast yourself down and drown yourself in thoughts about 
how Jesus Christ lived in the world and about the particular choice he made 

83 Étamine, “gauze,” a light cloth used to filter fabrics. Used figuratively, saying that someone 
has strained something through this gauze, means that the person has cleaned thorough-
ly, has examined something thoroughly (de Certeau).

<i>Into the Dark Night and Back: the Mystical Writings of Jean-Joseph Surin</i>, edited by Moshe Sluhovsky, BRILL, 2018.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=5634155.
Created from uaz on 2019-07-20 19:55:31.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

8.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



Letters500

of a vulgar and contemptible contemplative life, and that in addition he met 
an end filled with opprobrium, disdain, betrayal, dereliction, and the ultimate 
scorn among men. These were his best morsels, his delights, his precious trea-
sures. The most secret and purest sap of his soul consisted of loving these 
things, because they contain the core of truth about lights, and divine riches, 
and all desirable goods. There is the little box in which he keeps that precious 
unguent. That is where the sincere virtues and the exquisite amber that per-
fumes heaven are, and where the souls that are precious to him take their 
 recreation; but this aroma is nonetheless so necessary that those who are not 
perfumed by it are in danger of being entirely unbearable to his heart. Imagine, 
and do not do it half-way, that if you do not espouse that state of scorn as the 
dearest object of your heart; that you are in danger of never curing your illness; 
and that if you are so fortunate as to live him from the viewpoint and respect 
for Jesus Christ, you run the risk of making yourself holy.

But who would give me the brilliant voice of a trumpet, or rather of a 
 thunder-clap, so that you can hear just how important this truth is to souls 
who want to do well? I do not know how there happen to be so few who rel-
ish it, and I can only say that it is a secret too deep in our nature, and a dia-
mond hidden in an impenetrable mine where it cannot be reached. I would 
like to sell you that merchandise and would like you to take it, and you could 
be forever decorated by it, and if I cannot make you understand my thoughts 
about that sufficiently, I would think my rhetoric very feeble as far as you are 
concerned, for I have nothing better to tell you, and I also have nothing less 
welcome. If Our Lord had simply given me four persons in this world whom 
I can convince about this, I would die content. The persons who are the most 
apt to take this all the way and supply themselves for good are the persons who 
are the farthest from it by their natural disposition when God has once made 
them realize what it cost.

But to go there once and for all, it is necessary to ask Our Lord urgently 
to make us possess that treasure, no matter what it costs: scorn, abjection, 
memory loss, the disdain of creatures, are the natural envelope of the tender, 
delicious, and cordial love of Jesus Christ, in which lies the core of grace and 
the force of the divine Spirit. There are such great goods there, and so exqui-
site a relish for God, a hidden manna that is so powerfully agreeable that no 
language in the world can describe it, and what Our Lord has in the last drawer 
of the clothes-press in his dressing room is locked with that key. A saint of the 
last century84 said: I do not know to whom I can transmit the goods that God 
gave me, for I know no one who understands it. God has things to give that 

84 St. John of the Cross.
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are so great and so astonishing that it is a wonder that the best persons, when 
they hear tell of it, are not scandalized: it is because they do not understand. 
Under the purple mantle of his Son, and under the thorns and the spittle, un-
der the reed and under the booing of the mob, God hid such a storehouse of 
beauty and precious furniture that, if men knew about it, one could not keep 
them from running after it. Saint Ignatius likewise said something that I see 
as being least understood: he had trouble standing so that he would not toss 
himself down when something made him contemptible and hated throughout 
the world.

Be so fortunate, my daughter, as to take a bit of that thought, and see that, 
beneath this tree bark, there is the sap of the tree that is producing the fruits of 
life and grandeur without measure. I beg Our Lord to favor you with a grace so 
little sought-after by the men of this life. I am your […]

 Letter 319

Before October 1660
To Father Antoine Blanchard, Jesuit, at Pau85

My reverend father,
May the peace of Jesus Christ be fully with you.

I keep delaying in writing you, awaiting the convenience of reverend father 
rector.86 Now I shall reply that I see no solid and desirable good in this world 
other than the heart’s lively and perpetual attention to rendering service to 
God in the manner that glorifies him most, that is to say, by our interior union 
with him in everything, so that we may uninterruptedly draw out from God a 
life of grace, in order to act supernaturally, always and in everything, and to 
elevate ourselves to God unceasingly by movements of respect and love, in 
the pure light that his divine presence spreads in our souls, and outside the 
shadows of his forgetfulness to which our debasement toward creatures and 
our passions give birth.

It seems to me that such a life is appropriate for men of our profession. It 
does not always flourish in palpable devotion, but it should always be firm and 

85 Blanchard (1612–91) was a professor of moral theology in Pau.
86 He probably is referring to Mercure Verdier, the rector at the college in Bordeaux from 

March 26, 1656, to April 1, 1659, and who was followed by Pierre Le Gualez. Le Gualez was 
sympathetic to the “spirituals” and may have been the one who made it “convenient” for 
Surin to write to Blanchard (de Certeau).
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unvarying in its faithful and fervent application to God’s interests, should never 
let base and contemptible ones slide into our souls and, when necessity obliges 
us to seek what satisfies us, should never act so that we only seek it from God’s 
viewpoint and from the desire to please him.

By that assiduous study, the soul passes from a state of suffering and travail 
where its exactitude and its fidelity keep it in subjection, to a strong and some-
times delicious state of grace that comes from the divine union, which is noth-
ing other than a very pure savor of truth, a love for that same truth inseparably 
joined to the goodness and the beauty —the union so perfect that it goes all 
the way to a sort of transformation of the soul in God by Jesus Christ: “I am in 
them,” he said, speaking to his Father, “and you in me, that they may be brought 
in perfection as one.”87

In order to reach that point, there must be a great fund of faith, great per-
severance, invincible patience, generous abandonment of ourselves into God’s 
hands, and an inviolable fidelity to rejecting all the satisfactions that we can 
find outside God, so that we do not give rise to a search for any very distinct 
good in particular in order to enjoy it and find our rest and our contentment in 
any manner whatsoever, according to what Saint Ignatius, in his Constitutions, 
ordered his children to do: transfer all their affections from the creature to the 
Creator.88

The meaning of these beautiful words is immensely broad and, for lack 
of filling that space, we prevent in us the great effect of supernatural good, 
which is to cause all created goods to disappear before our eyes, as the sun does 
when, appearing on the horizon, it makes all the stars eclipse as if they were 
not there. That is the duty of love, which obliges us to lose the memory and 
the sight of creatures, that is to say, to think so little about them that we are no 
more moved by the motive than if we had completely forgotten them, so that 
our heart does not stop at desiring them, nor at savoring anything outside God; 
doing everything we do, preaching, teaching, conversing for the sole interest of 
God and in order to seek, find, and glorify God in all things.

When a man acts in that manner, his life is all grace. That is when one 
achieves an experimental knowledge of God, when one touches him, savors 
him, rests in him, and when one finds one’s total contentment there. And so, 
what we ought to do in order to attain this supernatural life, is that whenever 
we notice that something outside God is keeping us busy, whenever we rely 

87 John 17:23.
88 He is evoking here the Constitutions of the Society, part 3, Chapter 1, 26: “Removing from 

themselves as far as possible love of all creatures, in order to place it in the Creator of 
them, […].”
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upon it, whenever we take satisfaction in it, we must immediately rip out our 
love in order to transfer it to God with a holy liberty. Let us come up with great 
desires to establish that divine life in ourselves. In all our prayers, and especial-
ly in our participation in the body of Jesus Christ, let us ask for it. The apostles 
and the other saints whom we honor lived in this perfect way.

Who can enumerate the riches, the delights, the infinite goods that possess-
ing of this celestial life encloses within it? Let those who know and who have 
the experience tell us. Why did the apostles, in their letters, promise us such 
great things? Why do they propose to use “the inscrutable riches of Christ”?89 
What do they mean when they promise us a “fellowship with the Father and 
with his Son, Jesus Christ”?90 Why does Jesus Christ promise to “stand at the 
door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, then I will enter 
his house and dine with him, and he with me”?91 How does he reveal himself, 
if not by the lights of a faith so excellent and so sublime that it will make the 
supernatural goods as evident to the eyes of the soul as natural goods are to 
the eyes of the body. Now, it is the view of these divine goods that makes us 
possess them, and possessing them, one considers oneself rich, although one 
possesses none of the goods of a fortune. In what sense could Saint Paul talk 
about himself and the other ministers of the Gospel as “sorrowful yet always 
rejoicing; as poor yet enriching many; as having nothing and yet possessing all 
things”?92 Unless he meant that, in the abundance of divine lights that the holy 
apostle calls “the richness of fully assured understanding,”93 they felt that they 
possessed fruits of the death of Jesus Christ and of the goods he promised to 
those who would give themselves to him.

Whence, then, that, among those who seemed to have given themselves, 
there are so few who feel in themselves that they are possessors? It doubtlessly 
is because there are few who decide to withdraw their affection from crea-
tures, in order to turn that affection and apply it all, and totally, to God. For it 
is certain that whoever leaves everything finds everything, stripping himself of 
the things of the earth, never failing to be followed by the fullness of celestial 
goods. “Give everything in order to have everything.”94

After a soul has stripped itself of everything in this manner, if by love and 
respect for Jesus Christ it has the courage to love his livery and to want to wear 
it, taking pleasure in insults, scorn, and opprobrium, he is taken into the small 

89 Eph. 3:8.
90 1 John 1:3.
91 Rev. 3:20.
92 2 Cor. 6:10.
93 Col. 2:2.
94 Imitation of Christ, 3:5.
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 secret chamber where one savors the delight of the celestial Bridegroom, which 
are in the lights of truth, “in the brilliance and the splendor of his sanctuary,”95 
since Jesus consecrated in his adorable person the ignominy and the insults 
that he drank from the chalice all the way to the dregs, in Pilate’s praetorium 
and on the cross. Now, the love of Jesus Christ and the love of scorn are insepa-
rable. The latter is the closest tie in the union of souls with their Savior and 
it is the character of the spirit of the Society of Jesus. Saint Ignatius proposes 
this in his Constitutions, and that is the most profound point in his very lofty 
doctrine. Just as he united so tightly his Society and Jesus Christ, he cemented 
it with this very penetrating doctrine of loving scorn and opprobrium, in view 
of those that Jesus Christ suffered and with the plan of honoring him. Let us be 
his faithful disciples. I beg him to give us that grace.

Remember me, my dear Father, your very humble servant in Jesus Christ.
J. J. S.

 Letter 321

[October 15, 1660 (?)]
To Mother Madeleine du Saint Sacrement, Carmelite, at Saintes (?)96

Today, when the church honors the memory of your holy mother, I find 
nothing better to say than to depict her for you, my dear sister, as a model you 
can take for pleasing Jesus Christ, your divine Bridegroom.

The character of her holiness is to have combined in it the most rigorous 
exactitude and the holiest liberty of love, a sublime elevation of the spirit and 
a profound humility, strength with gentleness.

She went so far in strictly observing the religious life and following evangeli-
cal advice that it seems one cannot go farther. She embraces everything that 
puts the spirit in subjection, everything that mortifies the body, all the rigors of 
penance, the greatest casting-off of creatures, the most confining cloture, the 
most submissive obedience, the most exact observance of the rules, and that 
with a free will and joy. Her spirit does not tolerate anything dark or melan-
choly, because she acts out of love. Love sweetens the bitterness and the suffer-
ing of an austere life. She says that, from the very first day, a Carmelite should 
do everything. That is the effect of the first attraction of her vocation, which is 

95 Pss. 96:6.
96 She was the daughter of Marie Baron Duvergier, whom Surin admired in his youth. She 

and her sister, Marie of the Passion (in French: Marie de la Passion), joined the Carmel of 
Saintes.
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the love of Jesus Christ. Moved by that generous love, she can refuse her Lord 
nothing. She cannot limit herself. She is ready for everything. From her very 
first glance, she goes toward pure love, toward eternal good, toward the sover-
eign Being, to the object that has no equal. Every slackening is a torture for her; 
every baseness is a prison for her; every mediocrity bothers her. That is why the 
spirit of the order is so strictly exact and so broadly exact. Because the order 
carries the heart directly toward the sovereign good and because it has as a goal 
only pleasing its God, it does not limit anything, does not dispense one from 
anything, it cannot tolerate mitigation, it grants nothing to nature, it does not 
capitulate to self-love. Charmed by the nobility and the beauty of divine love, 
it finds nothing difficult. Love makes that spirit savor sweetnesses amid the 
greatest austerities. Love makes it enjoy a holy liberty in the voluntary captivity 
to which it has reduced that spirit.

The spirit of Saint Teresa is very elevated, always leaning toward what is 
most perfect. She shares all the grandeurs of the kingdom of grace. Whatever 
one might imagine having been created, as good and as saintly as it may be, it 
is beneath what she strives toward, because she wants God purely in himself. 
Her element is union with God. To achieve that, she moves up the most solid 
steps of abnegation of the self, of nudity of spirit, of purity of heart. She had 
raised herself above all creatures and she saw the world beneath her feet, in 
conformity with the vision she had in her youth. She says, in her Life, that God 
made her know a truth that encloses all other truths; that it was truth itself that 
elevated her to that knowledge; that after that everything that did not involve 
the service of God was, to her, nothing but a lie and vanity; that what men 
value most outside this truth seemed to her worthy of scorn; that seeing the 
truth, she forgot all the rest and forgot herself, she sank down into the center of 
nothingness, loving abjection and considering insults and humiliations to be 
her delights. The more God elevated her by the sublime lights of contempla-
tion, the more she lowered herself by knowing herself and loving scorn.

That is how the daughters of the Carmel should go up and go down those 
stairs. Everything created should serve them as steps for going up to God. Jesus 
Christ is their way. His mysteries are their resting places and, after the cross, 
which is the final mystery, they find divinity. There is their elevation that pro-
duces in them a distancing from every sort of baseness and imperfection, a 
profound humility and a generous scorn for everything that is only great in the 
judgment of mankind.

Saint Teresa has invincible strength. Nothing can resist her. Like lightning, 
she topples everything in order to reach her goal, which is the greatest glory 
of God. She made a vow to seek that glory in all things. She had only that in 
sight and, in order to attain this most perfect point and to fulfill the duties in 
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her promise, she did what indicates a strong woman: she puts her hand to the 
most difficult task that requires the greatest strength.97 She undertakes with 
heroic courage everything that involves God’s service, generous in her projects, 
strong in carrying them out, strong in conquering herself, strong in surmount-
ing worldly opposition, strong in triumphing over the powers of hell, strong in 
suffering, strong in bearing the burdens of the life of suffering, to the point of 
loving suffering as mankind loves being at ease. For she wants either to die or 
to suffer; there is no mid-point for her.

With that strength, there appears in Teresa’s spirit a charming sweetness 
that, like a celestial balm, perfumes the entire church. This made itself felt in 
her conversation, her interviews, in all her manners. Her gentleness was a part 
of her strength and she won every heart by that very powerful attraction. There 
is nothing sweeter than her Canticles. Her writings are full of an unction of 
grace that makes marvelous imprints in souls.

The agreeableness of her spirit was passed on to her children, along with her 
strength. As a result, cowardly souls, timid spirits, are not appropriate for the 
sort of viewpoint she prescribed. Only great hearts can put her into practice 
and understand her. From this comes that air of devotion that wafts through 
Saint Teresa’s houses, that odor of saintliness that those houses disseminate 
everywhere with such blessing and that attracts to them so many excellent 
candidates. For there, finally, comes that joy at penance and that holy gaiety 
that seems natural to Carmelites and without which one could not live in that 
very austere order.

But in order to participate in these very precious goods of Saint Teresa, per-
mit me to say to you, and to all your dear sisters, that grace must maintain 
three dispositions in you: first, love for withdrawal, so that you can be admit-
ted to  Jesus’s own little dressing room and hear the secret words he says to true 
solitaries; second, the perpetual fervor of love, which is not contented with 
anything mediocre and which by a faithful vigilance strives toward the great-
est good of grace; third, a special affection for the penitent’s life, so that you 
will not only find there your spiritual vigor but also your delights. Those are 
the three essential points of your Institute, which will make you the worthy 
daughters of a mother who is so saintly and so perfect. Practicing these points 
will make you understand the true meaning of the books and the teachings 
she left you.

Do not think that they only concern you. I assure you that I take them into 
account as much as you do. Saint Teresa’s doctrine is infinitely dear to me and 
I associate it with the doctrine of the holy founder of the Society to which it 

97 Surin is paraphrasing Prov. 31:19.
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pleased Our Lord to call me when I was very young. At the time I was, so to 
speak, in Saint Teresa’s arms, and that holy mother would nourish me with her 
milk when I began to love and savor the spirit of that great zealot for the glory 
of God, whom Saint Teresa so resembles. Do I dare say that his order and your 
order are siblings, not in the way they resemble one another in the outer life, 
but in the way they resemble the foundation of the doctrine and the spirit.

 Letter 343

Early February 1661
To Mother Anne Buignon, superior of the Daughters of Notre-Dame, at Poitiers

My very dear mother,
May the peace, etc.,

I saw your letter of the nineteenth that contained the letter from Monsieur 
de Meur. He tells me that the Catechism will soon be finished printing and that 
after the first volume there will be a second one, and third one, plus the one 
I wrote entitled Spiritual Guide for Perfection [Guide spirituelle pour la perfec-
tion] so that my superiors will be happy. I arranged it so there would be eight 
parts, like each of the others; and having just read it now that it has been freshly  
recopied, I find it incomparably better than the rest, and more penetrating. I 
began at the place where there is “Idea of Perfection” [Idée de la perfection], 
with the second chapter and the ones that follow; then “On Recollection” [Du 
recueillement], with the eight that follow; after that, “On Faith” [De la foi] and 
the rest, then supernatural actions; then those that are natural, such as nour-
ishing the body, dressing it, and the seven or eight that follow; then the degrees 
of prayer, and mystical things; then the eight or nine texts of Gerson.98 All of 
that makes a separate work that contains complete instructions for the spiri-
tual life.

I sense that, in this work, if God shows it to me accepted and published,  
I shall say Nunc dimittis, for those are all my ideas and in that I am like Saint 
 Ignatius, who, before he died, he wanted to see his book of Exercises authorized 
by the Holy See. I feel that way about the publication of this work. I recently 

98 Jean Charlier de Gerson (1363–1429) was a French scholar, educator, reformer, and poet. 
He wanted to banish the Scholastic subtleties from university studies, and at the same 
time give them some evangelical warmth. His plan was to simplify theology by adopting 
a mystical theology distinct from purely scientific theology. Surin’s materials on Gerson 
have disappeared.
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offered to give it to our reverend father the provincial, but he told me candidly 
that he did not think it would be accepted by our fathers and that he did not 
see the necessary number of persons in our province capable of approving it.  
I am of the same opinion as he, for my sentiments scarcely conform to those of 
most of our doctors; so that if he approves, I am determined to let it rest until 
Our Lord, if he approves of my work, arranges for its publication. Thus I shall 
do nothing to push it forward, and I have given everything to Madame the first 
president,99 who paid to have a fair copy made and who is reading it with great 
relish, being determined to conserve it and being unable to believe that God 
will not publish it one day. I can only act according to the orders issued to us 
and according to the word I gave, that I am committing everything to Our Lord.

There is a great stir about doctrines, histories, and anything whatsoever that 
calls attention to extraordinary things or to mystics. People take as an indubi-
table maxim that nothing should be published that advances all of that, and 
virtue leans toward abolishing all that, as one would a root of illusions. As for 
me, I believe that being attached to extraordinary things is something very con-
trary to the Spirit of God, but that, when Our Lord produces them for himself, 
men should gather the fruit in all humility, and that stifling them means falling 
back into the inconvenience that Saint Paul criticizes: Spiritum noli extinguere, 
“Do not quench the Spirit.” 100 For example, Our Lord having sent the appari-
tion that recently was given to Mother des Anges, I believe that it is not from 
supernatural prudence that all of that is kept silent, but to the contrary, if the 
occasion is reasonable, this history should be produced and there should not 
be a big secret of virtue to suppress it, as some say. I believe that God wanted 
this, so that mankind would profit from it, and in addition the operations of an 
extraordinary grace can be useful, provided they are according to the doctrine 
of the saints, and that wisdom does not stifle them and annihilate them, say-
ing that ordinary things suffice. God does not treat his children only according 
to their bare needs, he gives to them abundantly, and Saint Paul the apostle 
and the other holy apostles always preached that this abundance was an effect 
of the Holy Spirit descended upon us; for although the Gospel does not talk 
so abundantly about these lofty operations of grace in the extraordinary, Our 
Lord nonetheless returned them as proper to the Holy Spirit, which, when it 
comes down, will tell you everything and will teach you all the truth.101 There 
will be combats about the things of God until the end of time. I am yours, etc.

99 Mme de Pontac, wife of the first president in the Parlement of Bordeaux.
100 1 Thess. 5:19.

101 This is a paraphrase of John 14:26.

<i>Into the Dark Night and Back: the Mystical Writings of Jean-Joseph Surin</i>, edited by Moshe Sluhovsky, BRILL, 2018.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=5634155.
Created from uaz on 2019-07-20 19:55:31.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

8.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



509Letters

 Letter 344

February 6, 1661102
To Mother Thérèse de Jésus, Ursuline, at Loudun

I received your last letter of January 16, my very dear daughter. It seems to 
me that I recognize a continuation of grace. I do not know if your coopera-
tion is all I would like it to be, total and faithful; whether your reasons are very 
beaten down; whether you no longer listen to that natural wisdom with which 
you abound. The wisdom that Our Lord wants of you lies totally in simplicity 
and obedience.

I recognize the grace in the movements that God gives you to accept his 
guidance and to keep yourself inviolably attached to it. God’s guidance is de-
clared through his providence and his grace. I place obedience in the order of 
providence, and I say that God manifests his providence by the events of things 
and by the commands of superiors. And grace reveals itself and makes itself 
felt by what appeals; they must ordinarily be examined by our directors and by 
our superiors, and as soon as they have approved, we must prostrate our hearts 
in total submission.

When you surrender yourself to the cross and to humiliation, nature trem-
bles and the black vapors that rise in the spirit obscure the light that leads to 
the cross and to love of abjection. Those black vapors are the reasonings of 
human prudence, which, when they are listened to, pervert our common sense 
and make us lose the celestial light. You will dissipate them by always leaning 
toward faith, toward the doctrine of the saints, and to the thoughts of your su-
perior and, for that, by blindly renouncing your own common sense.

You mention a vow that you would like to make. I do not understand of what 
it consists. For you say that you would like your superior not to remove you 
from the lower position you embraced, in virtue of the obligation you placed 
upon yourself. That does not seem doable to me, to make a vow that would 
bind your superior. So, show us clearly your intentions and make them reason-
able. When you have cast a bright light on your plan, I do not see any inconve-
nience if you propose it to your mother superior and to follow her judgment.

My dear daughter, make yourself always supple toward the movements of 
grace, in order to abandon yourself to obedience like a child, in order never to 
separate yourself from the guidance of the Holy Spirit, in order never to close 
your ears to its interior reprimands and to remain tied to all your sisters by a 
cordial charity and by a humble and sweet acceptance.

102 The following letters address a case of apparitions at the convent of Loudun and the dis-
agreement among the nuns about how to deal with them.
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 Letter 345

February 8, 1661
To Mother Jeanne des Anges, prioress of the Ursulines, at Loudun

My very dear daughter,
May the peace of Our Lord be with you.

I received your very agreeable letter, along with that of Mother Angélique. 
I do not want you, nor her, to take any trouble in order to contradict spirits. 
All the letters you receive about the apparition have no basis in fact. I believe 
that Our Lord would like all that to be known, and I know that you are un-
happy about not telling those in your entire community all the rest that you 
wrote me, and if you are scolded for it, put the fault on me, for I beg you to 
tell them everything, and to say that you did so by order of a person to whom 
you defer.

I see that excess philosophy creates a great ruin in God’s kingdom. By phi-
losophy, I mean the multitude of reasoned reflections, and when that gets into 
maidens’ spirits, it is a miracle if they profit from it all in virtue. I believe that 
there are among you some spiritual persons by profession who have opened 
eyes about many more things than is necessary. They need childhood far more 
than they need sufficient-hood, and I think that in the case of some of them, 
it would be very useful to forget some of the things they know, and which they 
consider very precious. It would be much better for them to submit their intel-
ligence to the pious instincts of grace, than to open it to maxims that some 
people hand out, thinking that they are doing good, but they lack true light. 
The sincere lights of God are like the treasures one finds deep in mines, but 
never along the great highways; and yet God’s goodness is infinite in giving 
true discernments of such lights, and it makes simple minds realize their value 
and hides them from certain souls who think they are being wise and very 
enlightened.

As for what you write about your desires about my journey to your region, 
I do not yet see anyone favoring it. Nonetheless, there is nothing that cannot 
be done if God wants it done. One must remain at his feet in order to ask him 
his holy will and the means of growing in his service. I find nothing sweeter in 
this life than to submit to grace. But these things are often as neglected as they 
are precious. The way to behave is to destroy all plans and make our wills as 
supple as a glove.

I am writing you on behalf of a man of high rank who is very ill in this city, 
and who wants to be commended to your prayers. I am very inclined to pray 
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for him. He has been very ill since then, but his life remains in suspense. He is 
in favor of honoring Our Lord for curing him.

Today, a Carme father who is suffering greatly in his interior came to com-
municate with me. He fervently begged me to recommend him to your prayers.

I shall tell you what I preached about yesterday, which was a Sunday; but 
 today I feel that my old ill has returned, so that I have gone back to my bed-
chamber and have not left it except to cause very grievous effects and painful 
ills. Our father rector does not want me to preach or go out. Both would be 
impossible for me if Our Lord does not operate a great deal. I have some confi-
dence that this interruption will not last long. In this state, moving is unbear-
able. I am saying nothing about my interior dispositions. I would have a lot to 
say. I will do it one of these days. Tomorrow, I will have completed my sixty-first 
year. Pray to Our Lord that he will keep us in his hand by his grace. I am […]

 Letter 356

Mid-March 1661
To Mother Jeanne des Anges, Ursuline, at Loudun

My very dear daughter,
May the peace of our Lord […].

Concerning my confidence that your soul is content and totally calm about 
my state, and has emerged from the fears that kept you doubting, I would very 
much like to tell you approximately how I am inside, and how sweet I find Our 
Lord’s guidance, and how great is the change he has made from suffering to joy 
and from bitterness to sweetness.

It seems to me that, by his mercy, he has established the depth of my soul 
in such peace that I cannot express it to you, for no matter where I cast my 
eyes, I see nothing that takes away my perfect trust. And I believe that, if one 
compares that peace to a sea that has been poured into the soul, it is like an 
ocean where the water is one hundred fathoms deep; and with that depth, the 
abundance of good is felt in all its fullness, and this flowing of peace coming 
into the heart, can only finish by an exclamation, by the soul’s astonishment 
at the grandeur of that good. And I find it strange that this peace is a calm that 
not only is not interrupted by the blowing wind but that brings with it abun-
dances like those of a sea that majestically comes to inundate the earth and, 
without making a sound, brings with it a quantity of amber, coral, pearls, and 
other desirable things.
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This one good brings with it a perpetual satisfaction for the heart, along 
with looks that the spirit casts upon itself, like the looks cast by the spirit of a 
rich man who, remembering the good he has, thinks about his little dressing 
room full of treasures and his storehouses. And I do not know how it happens, 
and how it can happen, that remembering of my sins and all the woes of my 
soul does not at all diminish the joy of this peace, and how I feel that fullness, 
as if the soul had lost everything that causes fear and felt in itself only the 
goods it considered indubitable, casting into God’s bosom everything that can 
make it worry in any manner whatsoever, as would the man who paid all his 
creditors, and saw as many goods in his storehouse as he needed to pass his 
days happily. Thus the spirit that formerly was suffering so much, as if it were 
garbed in thorns and pierced by a thousand sharp points and wounded by as 
many objects as it has thoughts, is now incapable of seeing anything that pains 
it and robs it of its rest.

Here I am, back in the state of spiritual sweetness that I enjoyed as a child, 
when I was only eight years old and feared nothing. At that age, it so happened 
that I was left in my father’s house with a few servants, my parents having gone 
to the country. The plague broke out in the house, so they came back soon and 
arranged a quarantine for me. It was the sweetest time I can imagine. I was 
taken to a country house in the fields just outside of Bordeaux, the weather 
was fine, and I was left alone with my governess whose only concern was to 
give me total pleasure; and every day I was visited by the people close to me 
who, one after the other, would come to see me and bring me presents. My en-
tire day was spent playing and going for walks, and I was not afraid of anyone. 
When the quarantine ended, they began to teach me to read and write, and my 
bad time began, and Our Lord behaved so harshly with me, doubtlessly by his 
providence, that ever afterward, until four or five years ago, my ills were very 
great and continually increased to what I think is the maximum possible in 
nature. I think I have told you about it.

At present, neither by chance nor by a change in my complexion, but with 
full knowledge of the facts and based on the maxims of the faith and the most 
venerable and solid principles that I know, that peace and its consequences 
entered my soul, so that I have returned to the spiritual tranquility and con-
tentment that I had during that quarantine. My sleep is peaceful, and I see 
nothing that makes me suffer, not even slightly. It is not that Our Lord does 
not leave ordinary crosses, and the contrarieties that come to the human race 
according to their present state of life continue to flow by, and there are also 
things that seem to cause some particular travail. But that is so little that I do 
not deign to make an issue of them and it does not in the least prevent the 
gentle inundations and the unloading of those rivers of peace that enter my 
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soul whenever it reflects on itself and thinks about what it was and what it is. 
And the thought of what it will be in the future makes even more agreeable the 
hopes and the promises that Our Lord seems to give my heart, which are an 
assortment of his beatitude.

What we call “cares” and “melancholy” has been chased so far away that no 
vestige remains. And although Our Lord tests my spirit by surprises that are 
annoying and mortifying—for example, right now he has put me in posses-
sion of a liberty that makes my actions for his service and my preaching not 
only bearable but delicious, in my heart’s perfect joy at telling the truths of his 
Gospel and in my spirit’s attention to promulgating the laws of divine love and 
declaring the riches of Jesus Christ that are hidden in doctrine and in grace: so 
he has cut short that joy, or rather the possession of that good, by an indisposi-
tion and an overwhelming of my strength that suddenly put me back into my 
initial exterior ills103—nevertheless, I sense no interruption in that fortunate 
state, that is to say, that peace, and it seems to me that this sea still has its ebb 
and flow for the crew, or rather, its perpetual flow. For if there is something that 
will stop it, it is so small that one can call it the periodic return, and I believe 
that even if pain and painful accidents should come, as is often the case, it in 
no way affects that blessing.

In addition to that peace, it seems that Our Lord made my soul pass (and 
here I want to tell you very confidentially, as a secret of my heart) into a new 
element, from a fire of love that is so sweet and that so caresses my entire soul, 
that I have no words to describe it.104 For in addition to the pleasure that this 
very same love for Jesus Christ gives to my heart when he is intimate, there are 
so many riches that accompany his communicating and his perpetual deal-
ing, that I must beg him to tell you himself, for I cannot express it other than 
by saying that I do not find strange what God’s friends say: one would have to 
construct with one’s prayers a dam to hold back those abundant sweetnesses, 
and they were like persons forced to give his favors the same names that are 
given to suffering or unbearable things. Experiencing this love perpetually is 
a sort of persecution of the soul, which does not know where to go to escape 
being pursued by that celestial Bridegroom, and finds in itself, as something 
natural, what had been the goal of its desire when it was devoted to exercising 
virtue. And it seems that, Our Lord having given the substance of this beati-
tude that the soul hopes for in life, it remains, in detail, an abyss of goods to see 
and to sense until death, provided Our Lord continues to have mercy on me, 

103 He is alluding to his relapse in early February 1661.
104 This is the first time that Surin mentions what he will soon call “the wound of love,” as St. 

Teresa of Ávila did (de Certeau).
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which I hope in such a manner that I do not know if the hope is a great as the 
enjoyment.

Keep praying for us, please, so that grace will finish in us what mercy began; 
for in that grace we are the depths of every woe.

 Letter 376

May 31, 1661
To Mother Jeanne des Anges, prioress of the Ursulines, at Loudun

My very dear daughter,
May the peace of Our Lord […]

You are the only person to whom I have written about what is going on in 
my interior and, in addition to the ability that Our Lord is giving me for that, 
through the link that his grace and his providence have made through their 
adventures and their effects, I still believe that you can gather some fruit from 
it and some openings that are useful for your spirit.

So I will tell you fearlessly what I have not willingly said to anyone else: de-
spite my learning that Our Lord is not dissatisfied with me because of several 
weaknesses in my soul, my trust nonetheless grows to the point that, without 
thinking about it, I dare become involved in procedures where his goodness 
is made very familiar and very accessible to mankind. It seems that my soul 
wants us to establish everything in his love and to take the soul as his bride, 
whom he causes to be very interested in everything that involves him, and then 
very free with him; and I can truthfully say that there are no persons in the 
world who are so intimately tied or more full of assurances for acting together 
in total love, than God wants to be toward the soul, to which he says very con-
soling things and whom he permits to say everything that can suggest to him 
the tenderest and most insinuating love imaginable.

He establishes a virtually perpetual dealing between himself and the soul, 
by which they do not cease talking with one another, God mingling loving 
conversations with his words about his affairs, and these words almost never 
cease. And during leisure time, when the soul returns to itself after these af-
fairs, loving exchanges come in which the soul is, so to speak, totally reduced 
by his power, so penetrating is this loving talk and so mingled with pleasure 
and languor. The pleasure comes from the caresses that Our Lord gives the 
soul in order to show it his benevolence, and the languor105 comes from a per-
petual wound in the soul, which never heals and which constantly moans and 

105 See Surin’s Spiritual Poetry, “Languishing Love.”
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laments like a sick person, as a result of the blow it received when touched by 
this divine love.

This wound enlarges and expands at the sight of everything that is present-
ed, even if it is only a flower or the smallest animal, and anything whatsoever 
that God created; but above all, it comes from an encounter between certain 
souls that are rather few in number, but that are touched by that same love and 
that receive the operations of his grace. The meeting of such souls is a thing so 
elevating and at the same time so enlightening that the heart almost cannot 
bear it, and yet it is so delicious that it seems to be the fountain of life, that is 
to say, the feeling of good that is hidden in such souls.

In all these exchanges, I see nothing as vital as the celestial Bridegroom’s 
interior words, and without using words, the inundations that he makes with 
his peace and his savor, communicating to the soul some supernatural truth 
whose perception is a veritable life, and one can also call it life, truth, and light, 
for those names are suitable for it. And the soul is assured that this is what is 
written in the Gospel and what the holy apostles are talking about in their 
Epistles, and free of all doubts and all perplexities, it finds itself lodged in the 
perfect good, which give it total repose.

The augmentation of these goods is palpable when the soul applies itself 
to helping its neighbor and works to increase the kingdom of God in souls, 
where there are great storehouses of light and joy. And Our Lord gives me that 
consolation of often seeing the effects of his grace that are very noteworthy in 
those whom he wants us to help, and the doctrine that you usually see in what 
we have written is manifestly verified everywhere, with proofs and indubitable 
effects.

I continue saying Mass, and I am, in Our Lord, your very humble and very 
affectionate,

Jean-Joseph Seurin of the Society of Jesus

 Letter 443

[March 25, 1662]
To Mother Jeanne de la Conception, Carmelite, at Bordeaux106

I beg you, my very dear sister, to give this letter to Sister Marie de Jésus107 in 
Paris. I put the name of her illustrious family on the letter, to distinguish her 

106 Mother Jeanne de la Conception was a cousin of Surin’s.
107 Anne Louise Christine de la Valette d’Épernon (1622–1701), entered the Great Carmel of 

the rue Saint-Jacques in 1648.
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from several other nuns with the same name: Marie de Jésus; but I removed it, 
for fear of displeasing her.

In your last letter, you told me that I should get over my idea forever.108 I 
cannot promise that, my dear sister, because I am human and I can always be 
mistaken. It is possible for one and another to be at fault, and we still have our 
little reasons about what we are doing. But, proceeding simply, as we want to 
do, whatever happens, God will give us his blessing and his goodness will com-
pensate for our shortcomings.

I cannot allow this feast to pass without telling you my sentiments about 
the great mystery it presents to us. That mystery is the sovereign power and 
the infinite goodness that, wanting to communicate with us, unite man to the 
divine Word in the bosom of Mary. What an excess of love, that a God is willing 
to give himself to earthworms in this way, to men who are so inconsequential 
that they can barely feel esteem for one another, tolerate one another; and yet 
the majesty of a God wants to descend to the level of men, to garb himself in 
our weaknesses, espouse our woes, annihilate himself for love of us by unit-
ing with human nature, so that, seeing him made flesh, our love for our flesh 
makes us love him.

When one sees a God-man, the Word made flesh, all God’s perfections, his 
power, his grandeur, his force, his majesty, his wisdom, his goodness, dressed 
in mortal flesh, the spirit becomes lost in admiration of this work of God’s, the 
heart melts in love, and the soul, outside itself, runs to that little child, ecstatic 
at being able to embrace it, kiss it, carry it in its bosom; and while it is giving 
it all the caresses that love permits, it sinks into the respect demanded by the 
majesty of a God. The marvelous agreement of love and majesty charms the 
soul and makes it feel an ineffable sweetness. Ah! Who can bear you, burning 
arrows of love?

Dear daughters of a child God, brides of a crucified God, how can you not be 
carried away by his love to the point of madness, since he permits you to kiss 
him with the same liberty as a mother kisses her child, and since your kisses 
please him and your heart is made to love the sovereign good? What love does 
the soul not merit for having made itself visible and palpable, which we see 
with our eyes that are lighted by faith, which we touch with our hands and 
about which we are assured beyond doubt that the one whom we are embrac-
ing is the God we adore, and who wants us unreservedly to keep him closely 
tied to us, and that we possess him by an intimate enjoyment of the agreeable-
ness of his divine and human substance?

108 Since Surin admits that he was mistaken, this “idea” may be his conviction that he was 
damned.
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But who can bear that enjoyment, since it absorbs all the soul’s strength 
and capability? And to whom will that divine relish be given? Who will be fa-
vored with this divine union? Who will be able to sense this Incarnate Word, 
this God-child, not only near oneself but in oneself, as we feel our soul to be? 
Happy the bride of Jesus who will have this divine Bridegroom in herself and 
who will be so united with him that there will no longer be, in any manner,  
a distinction between him and her;109 who will have the adorable body of Jesus 
in her chest, the blood of Jesus in her veins, the sense of Jesus in her senses, the 
soul of Jesus in her soul! It will be she who is perfectly united with him, who is 
entirely attached to his holy wills, who esteems and savors only him, insensi-
tive to all the rest and dead to itself. She will rush forward toward Jesus with the 
same rapidity as the arrow flying toward its target, as the fire mounts up into 
its sphere; and without anything holding anything back, without taking her 
nothingness into account, she will embrace God whom she has the right to call 
her brother and her Bridegroom. Love will give her total liberty to caress him, 
to the point of going to unite with his sacred heart and lose herself there, sur-
rendering herself and abandoning herself to his sweet empire. Then, no longer 
belonging to herself, intoxicated in a holy way by love,110 who possesses her 
and, maddened by celestial wisdom, she finds nothing beautiful or good other 
than Jesus, she can think only about Jesus, speak only about Jesus; and return-
ing to herself, she will have no projects but the most perfect service to Jesus.

And because the soul does not know what to do, having neither the oppor-
tunity nor the power to do much outside, she returns to her Bridegroom, she 
gives him new caresses and new protestations of love and fidelity, devotes all 

109 This entire paragraph (and the paragraph that follows it) alludes to the soul, the “bride” 
of Jesus. Normally, I would translate pronouns that refer to souls as “it.” In this instance, 
however, these otherwise ambiguous pronouns can be understood to refer specifically to 
female religious—“she.” This blurred syntax is especially interesting in the word group 
that precedes this footnote number. Normally, I would have written: “A distinction be-
tween him and it” (that is, between the Bridegroom and the soul). But here, the long 
chain of feminine pronouns can scarcely be a coincidence: it takes skill to resort almost 
exclusively to feminine pronouns. Indeed, Surin appears to have woven a double meaning 
into this paragraph—“him and her.” Moreover, it is strange to think of a “soul” that chants 
the Misericordia: that is the duty of a nun. In like manner, “having neither the opportunity 
nor the power to do much outside” can be seen as alluding to the strict cloistering of Car-
melite nuns. Finally, although he addresses the letter to one specific nun, Surin introduces 
these two paragraphs by addressing the “dear daughters of an infant God.” (Those particu-
lar paragraphs clearly were supposed to be read aloud before the assembled nuns.) For 
these reasons, I chose to make this paragraph evoke the nuns of the Carmel of Bordeaux 
and, in the background, “the soul” in general. After that, I return to the standard transla-
tion of French pronouns. [P. Ranum]

110 See his Spiritual Poetry, “Intoxicating Love.”
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her spirit’s attention to him and all the affection of her heart; she sings her 
Misericordia loudly; she tells him he is good, handsome, holy; then she remains 
peacefully in full possession of this sovereign good, never tiring of telling him 
about her desires, her sighs, her shooting pains of love, triumphing joyfully at 
seeing him dominate the angels and mankind.

What should we not do, my dear sister, in order to make ourselves capable of 
these divine ecstasies? What we can do, is banish from our souls the idea, the 
thought, the memory, the affection of every object that is not related to God; 
put all our powers into that voice that grace demands in order to pass itself on; 
calm all the emotions of our hearts; fill ourselves with the spirit of Our Lord’s 
mysteries and meditate on them continually; have in view all the services we 
do for our neighbors and refer everything to his glory.

If we cannot yet give him that sort of proof of our love, let us at least honor 
him by our resignation and our patience, bearing humbly our tepidness and 
our inadequacy. Let us honor him by a continual and sincere desire to obtain 
the grace of his divine love, and let us bind ourselves to him by solidly practic-
ing piety. He will be content to see the efforts we make to approach him. He is 
only discontented with those who do not take the trouble to please him and 
who let themselves be carried away by the weight of their self-love.

Why did Saint Teresa bring you together, my dear sister? To be victims who 
are devoted to the love of Jesus Christ. She wants each of you to heat up like 
glowing coals, to make everyone feel the holy ardor of the fire that burns you, 
praying for the conversion of souls and asking God for spiritual fervor for ap-
ostolic men and for those who work in Our Lord’s vineyard. It is your holy 
mother’s will that even if all the rest of mankind were to forget the God-man, 
the memory of him, and his love, will be conserved in your convents and will 
always be among your delights, for God’s delights are pure and fervent hearts. 
God being what he is, he cannot fail to love himself, and one can do nothing 
that is as agreeable to him as to love him. For that, the help of grace is neces-
sary, and he never fails to give it to faithful souls. If he tries the soul, for a while, 
he later comes, like a torrent of fire, to burn it and, like an ocean of riches, to 
inundate it and fill it with his gifts.

Come now, come now, Jerusalem, rise. Open your eyes to the light that 
comes to enlighten you. See the goods that are sent you, the riches of the 
sea, what makes the opulence and the strength of nations, camels and 
dromedaries loaded with the greatest and most precious things from the 
Orient.111

111 This is Surin’s paraphrase of Isa. 60:1, 5–6, which the New American Bible translates as: 
“Arise! Shine! You shall see and be radiant, your heart shall throb and overflow. For the 
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And from whom have they have acquired these goods? From the Word in its 
Incarnation. It was paid for with his blood; that is what his victories cost.

Greet for me, please, the mother prioress and all the dear sisters who have 
Jesus in their hearts owing to the ardor of their love for him.

 Letter 446

La Croix, April 15, 1662
To Mother Jeanne des Anges, prioress of the Ursulines, at Loudun

My very dear daughter,
May the peace, etc.

Before leaving here and returning to Bordeaux, I want to tell you the feelings 
in my heart and to share them with you, so that we shall have a reason to keep 
leaning toward God in everything that he presents to us and so that, while I 
have the opportunity, I can talk with you about him.

I beg you, let us do what we can to grow continually in grace, love, and fa-
miliarity with God. If we remain free from the imprints that the objects of the 
earth make when they stir our passions and our affections, this increase will be 
quite easy as, with a free heart, we try to make our hearts become larger and 
larger, leaving room for God alone and caring little about the rest. Let us not 
be content to love him, but let us try to procure his service by making others 
love him, in doing which we must follow and ward off and foresee the declara-
tions of his grace. We follow him when we try to cultivate the souls in which 
grace evidently operates and whom its charity attracts to the solid good; and 
we foresee it when we try to lead to him those in whom none of his action and 
his attraction as yet appears.

I often find his Majesty blessing our attempts, such as leading to him per-
sons in whom nothing seems to have been done and whom, by charitable ten-
derness and the desire to amplify his glory, we exhort to do good and whom we 
undertake to lead to him. That does not happen often without his providence, 
but when it does happen, our effort either succeeds and has a good effect, or 
else it proves useless. We grow by that in his love and the blessing we pursue 
for others falls upon us. It consists of augmenting that very same love, which is 
a rather great fruit of our labors. Yet we often see that Our Lord gives his bless-
ing according to our plans, and it seems to me that the time that remains for 

riches of the sea shall be poured out before you, the wealth of nations shall come to you. 
Caravans of camels shall cover you. All from Sheba shall come bearing gold and frankin-
cense, and heralding the praises of the Lord.”
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me to live, which should not be long because I am old, should be spent on him 
and on increasing the number of those who love him; and also to save for him 
sinners and folks whom it seems that hell has already devoured and whom he 
must cause to be vomited up, moving them by an efficacious word.

Everything that we sense is strong for this fortunate negotiation comes from 
the inside that he increasingly wants to acquire, which, for the present, con-
sists of that touched heart or that fullness of spirit about Jesus Christ’s death, 
which profoundly wounds and injures the soul in order to conserve toward 
him a moaning that causes that very same love to grow that is a rather great 
fruit of our labor. Yet we often see that Our Lord gives his blessing according 
to the suffering that Jesus Christ was willing to endure for us. From the end 
of the last supper at which he gave his body, all the way to the moment of his 
death, there is infinite subject matter that is touching and moving. Hence the 
success, in us, of that fortunate disposition to perpetual tears and to the spirit 
of graces and prayers that puts us in a holy sorrow in which the affected soul 
no longer wants to enjoy anything except thinking about him, lamenting his 
suffering, burning from the plan to grow in love and to procure, according to 
his counsels, the growth of the persons who want to talk about him and his 
sufferings and who, having gathered a great amount of cinnamon sticks and 
precious spices, want to consume them in his love, always thinking about him 
and about what he desires of us.

It truly seems to me that, like a lighted brazier or a lamp that he keeps full of 
oil and that can be rekindled, Our Lord establishes a very sweet wound whose 
effect is to the heart in perpetual languor112 for him, leaning toward him, want-
ing only him and the things that serve him and his love. The soul can never talk 
enough about its wound and its pain, either because the wound is very large, 
or because it is very mild. The abundance of its suffering and the agreeable-
ness of that same pain are eternal opportunities to speak of it. But to whom 
does it talk? To anyone whom it finds disposed to listen. These are honest but 
very simple persons, or persons intoxicated from love, who suffer or who some-
times desire such conversations.

As for me, I am resolved to spend the rest of my days like a turtledove who 
has lost its mate, and that mate is the holy humanity of Jesus Christ who, until 
the present, has deigned to associate us by his love, but who has withdrawn 
himself from us by his retreat into heaven, nourishing us only on the hope 
that he will return to join us and take us with him. And I admire how, after 
so many ills and terrible tendencies, Our Lord treats us so gently. And yet he 
does it without a great show, for it is compatible with a rather great poverty 

112 See Surin’s Spiritual Poetry, “Languishing Love.”
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and simplicity, and sometimes even abandonment to faith. But sometimes he 
 interrupts that state of faith and poverty, with an approach that is so gentle 
toward the soul and so tender that we almost seem to be at the gates to another 
life.

I am not like you, who are always languishing from an illness, for he gives 
me good health. But there is a remnant of weakness that seems to come either 
from age or from past miseries, which despite my firm health, leaves me weary, 
dragging about, and not very vigorous in my employments. I assure you that 
despite the darkness that is sometimes rather deep and the infirmities that are 
rather afflicting, without however involving what we call “health,” there is such 
a trust in his grace and such a support in his love that I would not exchange my 
good time for that of the most contented persons in the world, and My Lord 
does not tolerate having the soul repose in things here below. My soul desires 
nothing of the earth, and it cares about nothing, and dilating in him, it no lon-
ger has anything that it wants to hear about. Natural weakness causes my ac-
tions toward my neighbor to be not very vigorous; but my soul, seeing itself a 
bit short on that side, retires to its lodging, finds rest in the Holy Eucharist and 
in its wound and languor, which, although it strikes him down in some way, is 
accompanied by a great sweetness and fullness.

I pray Our Lord to reserve you for him, so that nothing outside him will ap-
proach you either to injure you or content you. I know how painful it would be 
for your soul, which has savored a bit his love, to come and delight in some-
thing outside him. I assure you that although I would willingly see you if Our 
Lord wills it, nothing however seems desirable to me but him and in him. We 
shall soon see, there being nothing that can disconcert us in this world if he 
continues to assist us with his grace, the time being short until the other life.

I am in Bordeaux, very occupied with good works. I have been in great lib-
erty here. I shall write you if Our Lord gives me the opportunity to be out in the 
countryside, which perhaps will happen. Meanwhile, I remain your etc.

At La Croix, April 15.

 Letter 469

Chelivettes, June 26, 1662
To Mother Jeanne des Anges, prioress of the Ursulines, at Loudun

My very dear daughter,
Having received a letter from Mother X., who did not however write a word 

about you, but who used words that showed me that you took pleasure in my 
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letters, this determines me to seize the opportunity where I am at present in or-
der to write you in the same spirit as in the past. Although I know you are busy, 
I suspect you of being a bit negligent about what involves our satisfaction. You 
can be careful to inform us whether you received our letters and whether you 
found them agreeable, and leave us fully content—or else, you can entrust one 
of your nuns to tell me that, and remove from us every subject of complaint. I,  
however, am turning it all over to Our Lord and I am going on my way without 
regret, according to the attraction of his grace and his love, which is not con-
cerned with so many things and which moves ahead sincerely and simply.

I am, therefore, out in the country, at a house owned by our fathers, and if I 
had remained a layman, it would belong to me now.113 Here, on the one hand, 
I see the happiness of my state, which deprives me of the objects that please 
men; and, on the other hand, I am enjoying the sweet solitude of country life. 
I busy myself with preaching to the village folk, and I go to visit them in their 
little houses and I very contentedly speak with them about the kingdom of 
God. I am delivered from the employments I have in the city, by God’s permis-
sion, and I am guided by the obedience that wants me to keep people company 
and that wants me to say Mass for our religious brothers who tend to tempo-
ral matters.114 It is also convenient for me to write letters to good and devout 
persons, as I see fit. For since I have not been ordered to abstain from writing, 
I can take the time to do what I see, according to God, to be rather good, and 
sometimes very useful for souls. I shall therefore tell you that despite my being 
very poor and, in addition, despite the weakness I experience that comes to 
those who are old (and perhaps sooner than usual to me, because past ills have 
greatly annihilated my faculties), thanks to Our Lord my heart is very content 
and I am spending my life, universally speaking, in great spiritual joy and in 
delights at thinking about his love; and that this same love seems the only life 
for my spirit.

I preach to the villagers here, and I go to their homes to visit them and con-
sole them, always finding an opportunity to exhort them to run toward virtue. 
For me, this is a great consolation, and a life thus spent seems very sweet to me 
and very desirable, and I admire God from the depths of my heart, seeing that, 
simply and naively, he communicates himself and makes himself felt in my 
heart. And in addition, deep down the happiest life in the world is the life of 
souls who have totally withdrawn from the plans of the world, who think only 
about God, who seek only him, surrendering to him cordially and procuring 
his glory and his service. That, my very dear daughter, is our task, and I want 

113 In 1626, Surin’s father had willed the college his property called Chelivettes. It subse-
quently became the country house of the Jesuits of Bordeaux (de Certeau).

114 The brothers who are “coadjutors,” that is, converses (de Certeau).
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to spend the rest of my days thus employed, that is, making sure that God is 
known, served, and cordially loved by the souls to whom I can spread my word 
and my work.

I see that you have encountered some persecutions,115 and I count you 
fortunate.

I can say, without disguising it, that although, thanks to God, I still have good 
health and have recovered from a strange weakness and annihilation, I am still 
in that annihilation that is provoked by age and whose effects I feel. All my out-
side actions lack vigor, and by his providence Our Lord has showed me, and has 
made me sense daily, that my desires, and the effects of those desires, are very 
different things, for my desires were heat, even during my ills, and yet as far as 
health is concerned my effects are very feeble; and in the frightful oppositions 
of my obsession with devils, I had an ardor that led to actions that were totally 
lively and powerful, and at this hour, when the obsession has almost no effect, 
my vigor for outside matters has diminished and my soul is reduced to poverty.

Let us persevere to the end, I beg you, in loving him, humbling ourselves, 
and procuring his glory. Let us distance ourselves from the wisdom of the 
world and the prudence that disgusts the simplicity of the divine Spirit. In it, 
and in its grace, I am, for all your sisters, your, etc.

At Chelivettes, June 26.

 Letter 514

Saint-Macaire
[Mid-December 1663?]
To Monsieur Léonard Friquet, at Bordeaux (?)

Monsieur,
May the peace of Our Lord be with you.

Learning of your plan to enter the ecclesiastical state and to prepare your-
self for taking sacred orders, I feel pushed, by my zeal for your good, to give 
you some advice that I judge will be useful to you in order to honor God in 
the profession you are embracing and to attain the goal that your profession 
proposes for you.

I shall therefore tell you, Monsieur, that the principal point of this plan is 
an upright intention that requires one to enter the ecclesiastical state only 
by divine calling and for the sole motive of rendering service to God, without 

115 Persecutions provoked inquiries by the bishop, who set up a commission to go to Loudun 
and conduct an inquiry into what she was doing (de Certeau).
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 thinking of one’s own temporal interests. For the misfortune of the church is 
that persons who assume positions and dignities are commonly attracted by 
family interest and by the hope of receiving goods and honors. One must be 
called by God, as Aaron116 was, from the sole motive of giving oneself to God 
and becoming his agent and his business manager, acting only for what con-
cerns his glory and the salvation of souls.

Being called to the religious life is no good unless it comes from the Holy 
Spirit and unless grace has shaped it in a man’s heart. This is a truth about 
which everyone is convinced. Entering religion for an end other than saving 
oneself and serving God is an intolerable abuse. Now, I believe that it is just as 
important an undertaking to enter the clergy, and that entering the religious 
life in a worthy way requires an operation of grace that is at least as powerful 
as entering the clergy.

Religious orders were shaped by the spirit of faith and grace, the view of 
eternity, and the desire to busy oneself only with God and to ward off the ma-
levolence of this century. That is what sent people into the wilderness and what 
filled the monasteries. The life of the clergy was instituted by Jesus Christ who 
founded the priesthood in his church, that is, an order and an estate of persons 
destined “to purify, to illuminate, and to sanctify”117 souls by the ministry of 
the word of God and by the sacraments. Whence it follows that combining 
the religious life and the priesthood was nothing other than a means of living 
in a holy way, and since holiness was very suitable, and even necessary for the 
priesthood, these two goods, united together, make a perfect state.

And when they are not found together, those who live in the priesthood, 
but outside a religious order, have a narrow obligation to strive to acquire holi-
ness. Their state demands just as much purity as the lives of religious in orders 
and solitaries do; and the priest who, in order to excuse his carelessness about 
striving for the loftiest holiness, would be greatly mistaken if someone asked 
him about some point about perfection, recollection, prayer, mortification, 
zeal for the glory of God, and he replied that this is good for a Carthusian, for 
a Capuchin, or for a Jesuit, but he himself is not aiming so high. For although 
Christianity generally obligates all the faithful to have a very sublime virtue, 
that excuse would, however, be more acceptable from a layman involved in 
his business and his marital concerns. But it is not at all acceptable in a priest 
or another ecclesiastic. For as soon as one destines oneself for the clergy, one 
must place value upon striving for the most perfect divine union, because the 

116 This is an allusion to Heb. 5:4: “No one takes this honor upon himself but only when called 
by God, just as Aaron was.”

117 These words come from Chapter 3 of the Ecclesiastical Hierarchy of the Pseudo-Dionysius 
the Areopagite, who flourished in the late fifth and early sixth century.
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sacred ministries of the altars demand every effort that a man can make in 
order to be intimately united with God.

That is why you should, I beg you, propose to yourself everything that you 
would propose to practice if you planned to enter the most reformed of the 
religious orders. And do not tell me that every Christian should aspire to that 
perfection and to the heart’s familiar union with God. For although this is true, 
and although we do indeed see persons of every estate who achieve that de-
gree of holiness, we must nonetheless admit that, if they do not attain it, if 
they are good, and if they avoid great sins and scandals, they will be true and 
praiseworthy Christians. But if an ecclesiastic lacks that perfection, there is 
something in him that is so deformed and so monstrous that one can say that 
his life is a disorder within the church. And since people are scandalized by a 
religious who is not a man of prayer, who is not recollected, mortified, disen-
gaged from the things of the earth, and they say that he is not a good religious, 
in the same manner people are right to be scandalized and to complain about 
an ecclesiastic who does not practice mortification, recollection, and prayer.

And so, Monsieur, I want to tell you about an idea I got from a man who en-
tered the state that you are going to embrace, and I want you to note the duties 
of that state, duties from which no one in authority will ever dispense you, so 
that if you fall short, you will be extremely guilty.

The first thing at which you ought to work is to live a pure life, which consists 
of what Our Lord recommended when he said, in his first sermon: “Blessed 
are the clean of heart.”118 That purity of heart demands continual care about 
watching over oneself, in order to avoid what is called “sin,” not only grave sins 
(for everyone agrees that those sorts of sins are enormous in a priest) but also 
the light sins and everything that is not edifying and that passes for an offense 
toward God, so that one does not give thought to it, and one does nothing, just 
as the apostle said, about things that are true and sincere, what is chaste and 
upright, what is just, what is holy, what is edifying, what is considered good, 
and what is virtuous and praiseworthy in regulating behavior.119

I would therefore advise you, Monsieur, to begin your new life by declaring 
war against venial sins, that is to say, against everything one can do that is bad, 
and to know what that evil is, no matter how light that evil may be, and to enter 
upon a way that you should not conceive as being impossible. That is to say, if 
you commit faults, they are merely purely fragile faults that are done without 
being on the lookout and without deliberating on it. I beg you to believe that, 
in God’s kingdom, there are souls who spend twenty or thirty years and do not 
fall into voluntary faults, and who have a firm habit of avoiding everything that 

118 Matt. 5:8.
119 Compare this with Ph. 4:8.
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they recognize as bad: never a face-to-face lie, never something deceitful or 
anything that smacks of duplicity; never anything that displeases one’s neigh-
bor, unless unintentionally. For that, one must not have recourse to the advice 
of generous casuists and those who are loose about the rights of nature.

Our Lord calls you to this purity of heart by uniting you to his divine priest-
hood and calling you to the clerical state. The person who lives in another way 
bears a certain hardening within himself (although he often does not clearly 
realize it), a hardening that, even without reaching the issue of mortal sin, puts 
shadows in the heart, and such a great opposition to holiness that, with this 
obstacle, one will never take the first step along the way that leads there. For 
this first step absolutely demands that one aim firmly at practicing the sort of 
purity that consists of not doing the least intentional fault.

The second thing I deem very important for you is the love of prayer. A priest 
should make a profession that is open to prayer, not only saying the breviary, 
which the church obligates him to do, but also doing mental prayer, observing 
a regular time for thinking about divine things, for meditating on God’s law, 
and for requesting things from him, stopping to this end near God and tak-
ing pleasure in talking with him and busying oneself with considering eternal 
truths. As for me, I think that a churchman should meditate day and night on 
the Lord’s law and should keep turning some good thought around in his spirit.

To be a man of prayer, one must withdraw from all employments that do not 
strive toward God. Churchmen who amuse themselves by amassing money, 
becoming involved in lawsuits, splitting hairs, and collecting money for some 
other end than alms-giving, are, I believe, in great danger of being poorly re-
ceived by Jesus Christ at the hour of their death. A churchman is a man of God, 
that is to say, his affairs are God’s affairs. If he is mixed up in something else, he 
betrays his ministry. As Saint Paul said: “To satisfy the one who recruited him, a 
soldier does not become entangled in the business affairs of life.”120 Any priest 
who accumulates money and who wants to amass riches for another end than 
succoring the poor, or for ornaments and the good of the church, is danger-
ously ill in his interior.

From the spirit of prayer is born the absolute disengagement from the world 
and from all creatures that is the third necessary thing for an ecclesiastic. He 
should be like the Levites of the old Law, separated from the rest of mankind 
who, compared with him, are profane. His conduct should be that of a man 
who is disengaged from all self-interest and who cares for nothing earthly. 
Only the affairs and the interests of God are the object of his concerns and 
his employments. That applies to him more directly than to more withdrawn 

120 2 Tim. 2:4.
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 religious who are not priests, because among religious the separation from 
temporal things is their choice and their study, but for a priest it is his state.

Resolve, therefore, Monsieur, when giving yourself to God and to the divine 
ministries, no longer to have any affection but for serving altars and souls. 
What should operate in you is a perfect disengagement from all perishable 
things, in order not only to give yourself to ecclesiastical functions whenever 
they require you, but also to apply yourself to it with total liberty of heart and 
a perfect nudity of spirit. Thus you will find yourself disposed to accomplish-
ing this great law of God’s that orders us to “love with all our heart, with all our 
soul, and with all our strength,”121 and then teach others to serve him. With-
out this disengagement and this liberty of heart, you will never be capable of 
speaking efficaciously to others and convincing them about virtue.

This disengagement should be seen in all things, even in the remuneration 
you receive for services rendered at the altar. You should receive that remu-
neration with a spirit so generous and so detached from money that everyone 
will know that you are content with what the devotion of the people inspires 
them to give you, not asking more. Even among laymen one sees persons who 
receive an emolument for their employments and who subsist on it, who are 
honorable persons of such disinterested virtue that they take only what one 
wants to give them. This can be seen in a number of lawyers and physicians 
who are reputed to be exempt from avarice. They live in disinterest and they 
are not like some others, who are avid for lucre and famous for the ardent care 
they take to be well-paid. Behaving that way is far more fitting for a priest than 
for everyone else who behaves that way, I do not say concerning the income 
from their livings, but concerning the actual day-to-day retributions that they 
receive for their ministry. And it certainly is difficult to understand how, even 
though they are solidly devout and men of prayer, they still show as much 
ardor about making money from their functions as the legal profession does 
from increasing their fees from one day to the next.

I recently met a man from your region who, although he had neither an in-
heritance nor a living, had resolved to accept nothing for the special services he 
did for souls, or for carrying out his functions. He was a very interior man. God 
recently took him from this world. It is true that he practiced perfection and 
demonstrated extraordinary disengagement. But I dare say that anyone who 
shows the same generosity will never lack for anything. God is too faithful to 
ever abandon those who abandon everything for love of him. But there are so 
few who have enough courage to go that far! “Who is he, that we may praise 
him?”122

121 This evokes passages from Deut. 6:5; Mark 12:30; and Luke 10:27.
122 Wisdom of Ben Sira 31:9.
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I assure you, Monsieur, that perfect disengagement from temporal goods is 
something so rare in this world that one does not know where to find it. For 
the best persons, whose goodness is judged by their state and their profession, 
are not exempt from that universal love for money; so they who do not place 
their hopes and support in it can quite rightly pass for saints. There are count-
less reasons to excuse the passion that people have for money and to justify the 
intrigues they use to get it. Everyone is ingenious in this matter, and only God’s 
light can show that these reasons and these excuses are false pretexts, not true 
reasons and legitimate excuses.

If you are exempt from that stain, as all truly spiritual persons are, you will 
be precious in God’s eyes, esteemed and blessed among men, cherished by the 
angels and the saints of paradise, which is the only fortune to which you should 
aspire. If God wants to send you goods, accept it as a means of doing good works 
and of relieving the poor, but never use your abundance for your convenience. 
That is the spirit of the saints. I wish it for you, as appropriate for making you 
decide efficaciously in favor of that form of life that I am proposing to you.

On this subject I want to cite an example that I already wrote about in a 
work that will perhaps be published. God placed fear of him before our eyes, 
like a barrier to prevent us from doing evil; and from time to time he produces 
effects of his justice capable of imprinting that fear in hearts. If the priests and 
the faithful servants of God have engraved it deeply into hearts, they must then 
go to God by love, and by a love that establishes them in a perfect trust in God.

I know as a certainty that about three years ago there was, in this Jesuit prov-
ince of Guyenne, a priest who was sleeping all alone in a house that was part 
of the living he possessed. Near him, he heard a noise so horrible that he was 
extremely frightened, to the point that his sheets were soaked with perspira-
tion. In this terrified state, he heard, in the ruelle between his bed and the wall, 
a voice that said:

Do not be afraid. I am the soul of your brother the priest, who possessed 
this living before you and who lived in this house. I am damned, and God 
sent me here to instruct you, so that you will be careful not to fall into 
the misfortune where I am. Two-thirds of all priests are damned for three 
crimes: avarice, impurity, and vengeance. Those who are the lowest in 
hell are the priests, then comes the legal profession. I am in a very sad 
place, where I do nothing but weep.

The conversation was very long, but I only know what I have just told you. 
Besides, although these sorts of apparitions and revelations are not articles of 
faith, I nonetheless believe they are true, not only because I learned it from an 
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upright man who knew the person but also because there are certain circum-
stances about the place and the events that we need not go into here.

God keeps a very concealed guidance over men, and he behaves that way 
out of a wise disposition of his providence, in order to produce merit for our 
faith. From time to time, across the centuries and in all countries, he nonethe-
less causes examples and experiences to burst forth and make palpable to us 
the truths of the faith, and we are forced to receive them; and it is a strange 
blindness, to do as those strong spirits do who, as much as possible, flee be-
ing convinced by miracles and the other extraordinary things that theologians 
call “motives of credibility.” As for me, I believe that the truths of the faith are 
sometimes made manifest by proofs of that sort, which are so dazzling and so 
solid that they cannot reasonably be resisted; and I consider happy those per-
sons whose humble docility makes them believe, and unfortunate those who 
stubbornly reject them, and who take pleasure in convincing themselves that 
what they have been told is false—which comes from their desire to remain 
free in their errors and their lack of regulation.

Let us avoid this proud spirit, Monsieur, I beg you, and let us not have trou-
ble believing what conforms to the sentiments of the church and, moreover, is 
sufficiently authorized. What I have just told you, I consider to be indubitable, 
and from it I draw the consequence that, if priests are not extremely diligent 
about remaining united to God, living in the world and destitute of the help 
available in orders with strict rules, they will easily fall into a cowardice and a 
blindness that will precipitate them into sin, and having once gotten the habit, 
they will finally reach a hardening that is almost incurable owing to unworthy 
participation in the sacraments.

I pray Our Lord to keep you in his holy protection and that he will incessant-
ly keep you by his grace, so that you will not fall asleep should that misfortune 
occur. He will do it if you try to practice the three things I have pointed out in 
this letter. I am, in him, your very humble servant,

Jean-Joseph Surin

 Letter 530

Saint-Macaire, April 7, 1664
To Father Vincent Huby, Jesuit, at Vannes.123

123 Vincent Huby (1608–93) was a professor of theology, a preacher, and a missionary to 
Bretagne. In 1644, he opened the first house of retreat in Vannes, a space whose sole 
 vocation was the practice of Loyola’s Spiritual Exercises. He then encouraged Catherine 
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My reverend father,
May the peace of Jesus Christ be with you.

In your letter of January 30, you asked me to write something to stir a heart 
to contrition and to lead a heart to resign itself patiently to God in its suffering.

One would have to be richer than I am to fully satisfy your request. I shall 
nonetheless simply tell you that I believe that one of the fundamental points 
of the spiritual life is to feel continual pain for one’s sins and that, properly 
speaking, this is what the true spirit of penance consists of: the entrance to the 
kingdom of God. It was by this that Our Lord began to preach his Gospel and 
this was also how John the Baptist preached to the people.124

It is extremely important to establish these depths in the souls that plan to 
give themselves perfectly to God. They must be clearly convinced that if they 
want to build the edifice of perfection still higher, they must dig more deeply 
into the foundation of contrition for their sins. So that, not content to do their 
confessions well and to accomplish their penance, they will enter into such a 
profound knowledge of themselves and will catch fire with such a desire to sat-
isfy God, that they will consider passing their life in pain and in tears, in order 
to deplore their infidelity toward God.

I hold that one of the reasons why souls usually make so little progress in 
grace, and why so few of them reach holiness, is because they are too super-
ficial in carrying out the duties of the purgative life. One leaves too soon the 
pains and the tears of penance, because they are too bitter and disagreeable for 
nature. And so, one does not dig, and one does not get a firm enough founda-
tion of humility, the principal stones of which are the memory of past faults 
and contrition over them. I therefore find nothing better, when one has re-
duced a soul to a good conversion, than to put before its eyes the two models of 
penance: Saint Peter and Saint Mary Magdalene, both of whom wept over their 
sins, their whole life long. As that soul is increasingly moved by God, it should 
increasingly assert itself in the spirit of compunction and in the resolution to 
never lose from sight the blurred view of its sins, and make them a satisfaction 
for God that only finishes at death.

Now, if penance is to be solid and perfect, it must be done out of love; and the 
appropriate oil for the perpetual flame of this penitent love, is to fill the spirit 
with touching considerations, and fill the heart with generous  resolutions and 

de Francheville (1620–89) to open the first house of retreat for women, which she did 
in 1675. In 1644, he initiated a correspondence with Surin. It was Huby who saved Lalle-
mant’s and Rigoleuc’s papers, and who also saved Surin’s notes for his tertianship courses. 
See Lallemant, Spiritual Doctrine, ed. Ranum, introduction.

124 See Mark 1:2–4 and 15.
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ardent desires to do penance, viewing oneself with an enemy eye and in the 
manner of a judge who looks at a criminal whom he feels obliged to punish 
in accordance with the rigors of the law. Our Lord not only gave this spirit to 
those among the saints who had been sinners but he also gave it to those who 
had conserved their innocence, such as John the Baptist and, in the Society of 
Jesus, Blessed Luigi Gonzaga who, although he was always as pure as an angel, 
practiced strange austerities throughout his life; and there is the other holy 
young man, Jan Berchmans,125 whose wise words included: “Do great penance 
for the least defects.” One can even note that the saints who most excelled in 
the love of God are also among the ones who were strictest toward themselves.

It is the practice of all the souls that are truly moved by the pain of their sins, 
and who convert to God in a spirit of love, to confine themselves in penance 
and not come out until Our Lord himself takes them out. He often does this 
by his Holy Spirit, forbidding them and obviously ordering them to follow a 
behavior that is gentler and freer, and taking from them, by his divine consola-
tions, the rigors these souls had embraced.

The considerations on which one can base this fervent resolution to pass 
one’s life in tears, in moans, and in the holy cruelties of penance, are those that 
Saint Ignatius proposes in the first week of his Exercises. He proposes a medita-
tion on the terrible truths that the faith teaches us: the view of death that will 
surprise us, the view of the redoubtable tribunal of Jesus Christ, before whom 
we will have to appear; the view of the hell that we have merited. But above all, 
it is the memory and the thought of God’s love for us, the graces he has planned 
for us, the benefits and the generosity with which he has showered us. That is 
the serious reflection that we shall make upon our ingratitude toward a God 
who has given us such prodigious proofs of his goodness.

Let us contemplate the mirror of all the penitent saints: Jesus Christ in Pi-
late’s praetorium and on the cross. In the praetorium, he appears before all the 
people as an object of abomination, in the ridiculous regalia worn by a king in 
a farce: a bundle of thorns on his head like a crown, a reed in his hand like a 
scepter, an old purple mantle, his face all disfigured with spittle and blood, his 
body all torn by whiplashes, exposed to the eyes of an enraged populace who 
considers him lower than the greatest scoundrel of all the criminals, and who 
cry out loudly: “Let Barabbas live, and Jesus die, let him be crucified.”126

That object is so moving that when a soul realizes it is a criminal and 
knows that a God, by an excess of love, has put himself in that state for it, 

125 Jean Berchmans (1599–1621), a novice from Flanders who was known for the penance he 
practiced in the refectory.

126 Luke 23:18, which actually reads: “Away with this man! Release Barabbas to us.”
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it is  impossible for the soul not to be stirred up against itself and, by a cor-
respondence of love, to decide to spend its days in sorrow and to say, with the 
prophet, “I will engrave this souvenir on my memory and my soul will dry up 
from the pain of seeing this object always present to my spirit.”127 This is what 
made hearts that are harder than rocks melt in tears, and what stirred penance 
in the most delicate souls and the souls that were most full of self-love. Nothing 
is more capable of forming the spirit of contrition in us.

From this, love and the desire to suffer are easily born. For if an incarnate 
God was willing to appear in the state in which Pilate showed him to the peo-
ple, it was in order to tell mankind, by his example, what Saint Ignatius says in 
the Constitutions: “Because of the love and reverence owed to him, we should 
desire to be esteemed as fools, and to find glory by wearing his livery.”128 Now, 
Jesus Christ’s livery is the garb of a crucified man, that is to say, of a victim of 
every type of suffering. To be solid, penance should be done out of love, and 
love is founded on what I have just written.

There, my dear Father, is my reply to your question. I am respectfully
Your very humble servant in Jesus Christ,

Jean-Joseph Seurin

 Letter 531

Saint-Macaire, circa April 10, 1664
To Monsieur Du Sault, councilor in the présidial of Guyenne, at Bordeaux129

Monsieur,
I am sending you the apanages130 of the cross. Please distribute them to the 

persons in your household, drawing them by lot. Be on the lookout for fervent 
souls, because if they are not fervent, they are almost incapable of doing this 
exercise:

127 Lam. 3:20–21. That is Surin’s translation of the Vulgate. The New American Bible translates 
these verses in this manner: “Remembering it over and over, my soul is downcast. But this 
I will call to mind; therefore I will hope.”

128 This is Surin’s abbreviated rendering of the Constitutions of the Society of Jesus, General 
Examen, Chapter 4, 44.

129 The du Sault were a family of jurists in Bordeaux.
130 Apanage: “What sovereigns give their young children as their rights of succession. A land 

is given as an apanage and it returns to the Crown if the holder dies without male heirs. 
Figuratively it means things that are the consequences of something: infirmities are the 
apanages of human nature”; daf 1694. Surin’s letter seems to be providing the raw mate-
rial for an educational parlor-game to be played during Holy Week.
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1. To be elevated over the earth. And so, we must elevate ourselves above 
lowly and earthly things, disengaging ourselves totally from our affection 
for them, in order to devote ourselves entirely to God and to follow his 
orders, no matter how rigorous and painful they may be.

2. To be attached without being to detach oneself from one’s suffering. We 
should bind ourselves to our crosses and lovingly adhere to God’s will, 
which keeps us bound to it, remaining there constantly until the end, 
without seeking to detach ourselves, no matter how harsh those crosses 
may be.

3. To be suspended between earth and heaven in such a manner that one 
does not participate in the agreeable goods of either. That is very great 
suffering, but one must be resigned.

4. Torture or suffering. One is only bound to the cross in order to suffer. 
When one espouses the cross, one surrenders oneself to suffering and 
pain, and each person should resolve to imitate Jesus Christ.

5. The wounds. The crucified person not only suffers, but his suffering also 
comes from the wounds of the nails that hold him. Since he remains that 
way until he dies of his wounds, happy is the soul that is wounded, es-
pecially if the wound is made by the arrow of divine love and if the soul 
finds its cross in that most desirable wound.

6. Nudity. The crucified person is naked. That is why Jesus was stripped of 
his garments and remained covered only by embarrassment and wounds. 
Poverty is a great thing, be it external or internal! It is grand, both in the 
suffering that accompanies it and in the goods that follow it.

7. Ignominy. The state of the cross is a state of all sorts of rejection, scorn, 
confusion. As disciples of Jesus Christ, we should love it.

8. The death agony. From the excessive pain, the crucified person finally 
reaches a state that is between life and death, participating in the one 
and in the other. It is a divine agony, a blessed state that prepares one for 
the supernatural life of perfect love.

9. Abandonment. Jesus, in his agony, was abandoned even by his Father. 
That is the great ordeal of God’s children and true spirituals: to have God 
as an opponent and then be more closely united with him.

10. Thirst. Having shed his blood and being incredibly exhausted, the cruci-
fied person is reduced to a languor worthy of compassion. Jesus Christ 
suffered that. Thirst for God, thirst for his glory, thirst for the salvation of 
souls, thirst for suffering, thirst for enjoying God, all of that is found in the 
cross in a sublime manner that is worthy of our veneration.

11. Extremity. That is the state where the crucified person cannot bear it any 
longer. This is also a disposition of the soul that is at the end of its strength, 
deprived of God’s palpable succor, prey to its rigors,  overwhelmed by 
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 suffering and everything that nature fears in the present and in the fu-
ture, lost in God like a victim immolated to his last will.

12. The consummation. This is the accomplishment of all God’s plans in Je-
sus Christ crucified. That is why his head droops, as if to tell his Father 
that he has carried out his orders. Happy the soul who, seeing all of God’s 
plan accomplished in it, can say: “It is finished.”131

13. Obedience. Jesus suffered all the pain and all the opprobrium of the cross 
in order to obey his Father, who had decided upon that type of death. 
This is the coronation of the soul that prefers death to disobedience.

14. Death. The cross leads to this. Death is the loss of everything and the 
passage to the other life. The soul then falls into the hands of its Creator, 
who shows it how much he loves virtue and how much he hates vice, how 
frightful he is toward the wicked and how favorable to the good. After 
death, there is nothing but eternity.

 Letter 544

September 28, 1664
To Mother Jeanne des Anges, prioress of the Ursulines, at Loudun

My very dear daughter,
May the peace of Our Lord […]

This letter refers back to the one I wrote yesterday. Having finished that let-
ter, I went out with the father whom I am accompanying and the lady at whose 
house we are staying, in the woods near that house, which is one of the most 
beautiful in Guyenne. The woods lead to a moor where the local lord went 
hunting with three falcons, and Our Lord permitted two or three things that 
made me reflect and that I will share with you.

We were sitting in the grass at the very place where we talking about God 
and reading about animal instincts in Grenada’s Catechism,132 things that were 
greatly elevating us to God. We heard, in that moor, the shouts of the hunters 
and the barking of the dogs, and not long afterward one of the falcons flew past 
us at an incredible speed, pursuing a partridge that fell almost at our feet; and 
then the falcon threw itself upon the partridge and, clutching it in its claws, 
first killed the partridge by cutting its throat with its beak, and then began to 

131 John 19:30.
132 Luis de Granada (1504–88) was a Dominican friar. His prolific writings do not appear to 

contain a “catechism.”
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tear off its feathers in a manner that made me think of what I had heard the 
devil who was possessing you say to a man: “I will carry you off to hell just as 
a bird of prey carries off a partridge.” I could see how furious that bird of prey 
was, and how cruel he was to the poor animal he had captured and over which 
he was triumphing.

It was not long before the gentleman galloped up and, having dismounted, 
craftily picked up the partridge and, to satisfy his bird, gave him a piece of the 
poor partridge; then he put the hood on the falcon and placed him on his wrist 
so that he could hunt something else that he was eager to catch; for his princi-
pal falcon, the finest one, upon seeing its prey and profiting from the weather, 
which was fine and calm, went up into the air as the best-trained and noblest 
of these birds do, and flew so high that we could barely see it, and it watched 
the dogs and the hunters from way up there, and it having ascended we lost 
sight of it for a while. No matter how hard the gentleman and his falconer tried, 
they could not get it back, so they returned home that evening desolate at hav-
ing lost a very fine bird, which I had observed and contemplated that morning.

That taught me that if one flies too high, one can go astray and be lost, and 
that it is not enough to have serenity and fine weather; one must know how 
to elevate oneself and not follow things that attract one, and forget the things 
one must take into account and depend upon. For the soul, attracted by the 
pleasures and the delights of its spirit, never forgets what makes it do its duty. 
It should not lodge so much in heaven that it forgets what it is supposed to do 
on earth, forgets obedience and charity; otherwise, by the natural loftiness of 
the spirit, one gets lost.

In the morning, we shall see whether there is any news of that lost bird.  
I saw that the man greatly regretted having lost his falcon, and I advised him 
not to become attached to anything in this world, no matter how small it is, for 
a small thing can make us lose what is dearest to us and, after all, nothing lives 
forever.

Tomorrow, we shall leave here. That is how this life is spent, in a variety of 
activities and encounters. My affair consists of profiting from and arranging 
everything I can for God’s service, in which I beg you to help me by your devo-
tions with God. Beg him, please, to give me, by his grace, the qualities neces-
sary to a man like me, who is also a hunter and who sees, as I have recounted, 
that one loses a very great deal when one does something from pride. There 
is something else, something very fortunate: when the soul lifts itself high by 
contemplation, the things of heaven make it so forgetful of earth that it no 
longer gives it a thought, and it does not recognize all the things of this world, 
just as that bird flew so high that it forgot about its master, to which it was 
greatly attached, and it forgot the place where it had been for its entire life, 
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ever since it was taken from its mother’s nest. Being very high, on a calm day, it 
forgot everything and it got lost. Perhaps souls also get lost in a very holy way, 
because they follow celestial things and devote themselves totally to divine 
and supernatural ideas that make them forget their father and their mother 
and everything related to earth.

In the end, the bird who was lost yesterday returned this morning, and I 
had been thinking that it would return on its own, without a search. Yet the 
gentleman and the falconer are pursuing it everywhere, and it surrendered on 
its own and has been returned to its sweet captivity. It is the same with us, after 
our wanderings: Our Lord calls us and makes us return to his goodness, which 
we cannot do without and in which we are always well.

Do you recall that, since tomorrow is the feast of Saint Michael, that great 
archangel’s name should awaken divine love in us? For Michael means Quis ut 
Deus? Who is like God? Who merits being loved by him, served by him? Or who 
can merit that as he does? I pray that he will perfume you with his grace and 
with the sacred unction of his love; that this unction will soak into your heart 
so deeply that neither the bitternesses of this life, nor the suffering of illness, 
nor the troubles and languors of infirmity will have nothing to do with you.

 Letter 574

Late December 1664
To Mother Jeanne des Anges, prioress of the Ursulines, at Loudun

My very dear daughter,
Since the last letter I wrote you, I must tell you again about the thought that 

came to me, to prepare for your spirit a bed into which you, languishing as you 
are, can put it in a perfect repose where, if the suffering of your body is not 
relieved, the suffering going on in your spirit will be greatly relieved. This soft 
and yielding bed is the wound in the loving side of our Savior and Redeemer, 
Jesus Christ, and its very delicate pillow is conformity to God’s will. That will 
should be the most agreeable thing in the world on which anyone who has 
some experience in his love can rest. In addition to that pillow on which you 
can put your head, there are also three good mattresses.

The first is meditating on the pains and suffering of Jesus Christ, the nails, 
the whips, the thorns, the spittle, the vinegar, the scorn, the swearing, the cal-
umnies, the mockeries, and generally all the bitternesses with which Our Lord 
was showered in his passion. Your soul must take its rest in that, in order to 
sweeten its travails and its pains, and in order to consecrate them by resem-
blance with his.
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The second is the gaiety of his divine spirit over offering itself to his Father 
as a bloody baptism, which he bore so generously for the love of mankind and 
for your profit, since you are one of the souls who must believe in him, and for 
whom he prayed; for he asked God his Father not only for his apostles but also 
for those who should believe in him by their words.

The third treasure that should be part of your bed is the precious glory of his 
soul, which, among all the torments, was the foundation of the entire building 
of his passion, so that the sufferings of the sensible part were founded on and 
supported by that immense glory that, after his death, occupied the entire sub-
stance of that holy soul. May that glory also be the foundation on which your 
entire state rests, and may it give such vigor, hope, and trust that throughout 
all the ills of nature, you may go take a depth that stops and totally sustains 
your spirit.

May you rest, live, and die in that bed, in order finally to encounter eternal 
life. It is in this Lord that I am yours.

 Letter 583

Bordeaux, January 21, 1665
To Madame du Houx, at Loudun133

My very dear daughter,
May the peace, etc.

This is to beg you to render to our dear daughter134 all the charitable as-
sistance she may need, to console and comfort her spirit in the illness that 
was described to me as being virtually at the extremity. With the disposition 
of a heart prostrated before God in all humility and also with a true contrition 
for her past sins and negligence, she is perfectly trusting about the merits of 
Jesus Christ and she relies on the strength of his grace that never fails for those 
whose entire vigor is in him.

I beg you to help her rest sweetly on his sacred side where that opening is 
that was made to receive us and to shelter us against the enemies of our sal-
vation. May her shield be faith, and may the experience of so many mercies 
received from his hand be a soft pillow on which she can rest. Recall to her the 

133 Upon becoming a widow in 1645, Madame du Houx (1616–77) entered the Visitandines. 
Her spirituality and common sense made her extremely popular, and she dispensed ad-
vice and spiritual guidance. In the 1650s, she became acquainted with Jeanne des Anges, 
and through her with Surin.

134 Jeanne des Anges (de Certeau).
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anguish of the cross that this loveable Lamb suffered so lovingly for us, and 
may the enemies who always molested her lack the power to defy the goodness 
that has told her in advance about so many goods. This is the blessing I wish 
for her in this final passage: may she have full recourse in and support from the 
grace of Jesus Christ, and if she dies on the ashes, that is, in the spirit of true 
penance, she will also rise in him by the lively faith and the perfect assurance 
that Jesus Christ is God, that all the powers of heaven, earth, and hell yield to 
him and, calling for him and invoking him through the protection of his Holy 
Mother and Saint Joseph, her husband, she will surrender herself and abandon 
herself to him forever, as the one she should have loved above all things in the 
world. I am yours, etc.

Bordeaux, January 21.

 Letter 584

Bordeaux, January 21, 1665
To Mother Jeanne des Anges, prioress of the Ursulines, at Loudun135

It is now that peace must dwell in your heart, in order to be sustained in the 
state to which one is reduced when one cannot go on. That is the state where I 
imagine you being now, having to fight the rigor of the season and the illness in 
your chest that robs you of your strength and leads you to the extremity.

I beg you, my dear daughter, let us consent to God’s will and let us not resist, 
by our own will, anything that he orders. And because all the events that you 
are going through are ordered by his providence, let us accept them peacefully, 
as from his hand, without wearying ourselves or being repelled. Nothing is as 
sweet as obeying God, when one does it with a humble and amorous respect 
and when one knows the advantage there is in consenting to the Creator’s 
orders.

To everything he wants and that he commands, say:

Amen. May your will be done on earth as in heaven, that is to say, in my 
body as in my spirit, and may all your plans be carried out and accom-
plished in me. May your creature give you perfect obedience; may she not 
have the least movement of life other than according to your ordinance 

135 When this letter reached Loudun, on January 28, Jeanne des Anges had already received 
the Sacrament. She died singing one of Surin’s hymns, a hymn that was originally com-
posed by him to combat her possessing demons.
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that you promulgated in your eternal council and whose execution I pre-
fer above all others.

No matter how rigorous God’s ordinances may be, I have a sure refuge 
in the adorable person of my savior Jesus Christ. It is for this dear Son that 
God first uttered the death sentence. Notwithstanding the privileges of 
his dignity and his eternal birth that exempted him from the tribute com-
mon to all mankind, he was subject to the law of death from which God 
excused no one. In consideration of the treatment given to Jesus Christ, 
obedient unto death on the cross, I surrender myself and abandon myself 
to whatever my God wants to do with me, in order to keep his Son com-
pany. I submit to the law to which he willingly submitted; I accept with 
him the suffering of Adam’s children, and I want, with all my heart, to 
pass where he passed and to die with him. Thus, by order of my Creator, I 
place my soul in the hands of my Redeemer so that, having been washed 
in his blood, I shall be agreeable to the eyes of the one who drew me out 
of nothingness. I consecrate myself to him and dedicate myself to him, 
in order to be the victim of his divine will, immolated in homage to his 
grandeur. I beg him most humbly no longer to consider me according to 
what I am in myself, nor as garbed in my natural colors, but according 
to what I am in his only Son and as if I were garbed in his merits, his in-
nocence, and his justice. May he forget what I am, and may he see only 
Jesus Christ in me.

That, my Lord and my God, is the only title in virtue of which I want 
to appear before you, being myself only sin and abomination, having in 
my depths only woe and nothingness. But in Jesus Christ, and by Jesus 
Christ, you shall see me with the eyes and the heart of a father, as one of 
the members of that beloved Son in whom you placed all your affection, 
and I, all my trust.

Speak that way, my dear daughter, and keeping your spirit profoundly annihi-
lated in these sentiments, elevate yourself to Jesus Christ with great love; and 
with a holy impetuousness, as much as you are capable, leap into the wound 
in his side; throw yourself into it and lodge in that holy cavern, the shelter of 
sinners; keep yourself there, sheltered from your enemies. In the past, God al-
lowed them to approach you, but they could not prevail over you. He delivered 
you from their power and, having freed you from their snares, he gave you Jesus 
Christ and his merits, his doctrine and his suffering as a safeguard and a sup-
port. Remain constantly attached to him and may the combats in which you 
may become engaged never separate you from him. Establish your dwelling 
in the midst of the three persons of the Holy Trinity. May the goodness of the 
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Father, the sweetness of the Son, and the consolation of the Holy Spirit inun-
date your heart. Overflowing with these graces, armed with this reinforcement, 
go to meet the Bridegroom. Finding you humble and truly penitent, he will 
embrace you tenderly and will place you among his dearest brides. It is in him 
that I am […]

 Letter 585

January 26, 1665
To Madame du Houx at Loudun

I wish my very dear daughter, Mother Jeanne des Anges, a sweet rest in the 
open side of Jesus Christ. In her languors and her exhaustion, may she stay 
in that retreat not only peacefully but also joyfully. May she constantly reside 
there and sleep her last sleep, closing her eyes to the things of this earth, first 
by a sweet contemplation of eternal goods, and then by the final collapse that 
will make her soul pass into God’s clear vision.

May her spirit dilate in the thought that the Son of God, our Lord Jesus 
Christ, reposes in her heart like an object of her love, nothing henceforth is 
capable of troubling or annoying her. And so, her travail having finished, the 
winds and the tempests having ceased, may she stretch out freely in that deli-
cious bed and say with the prophet king: “This is the place of my repose in the 
century of centuries. I will make it my sojourn, for I chose it.”136 Here I want to 
finish my course and here I plan to stop all the movements of my heart. This is 
what I have aspired to for so many years. Here is where I found the “peace that 
surpasses all thoughts.”137

I wish that dear daughter that blessed peace, for eternity, assuring her that I 
am, in Jesus Christ, dying and dead for the love of us,

Her most humble servant.

136 This is Surin’s loose and very personal paraphrase of Ps. 132:4, as translated in the New 
American Bible: “I will give my eyes no sleep, my eyelids no rest, till I find a place for the 
Lord.”

137 This too is Surin’s paraphrase of Phil. 4:7: “Then the peace of God that surpasses all under-
standing will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.”
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