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 St. John Vianney

Model of Discipleship

By Father Joseph Hirsch

Each of the Saints teach us through their lives how to give a deeper and more committed response to God’s Call in our lives.  St. John Vianney was born into a poor family during a difficult time in history in France. His life shows the truth of the saying, “There is no age so difficult that saints can’t thrive.”  We live in an age of many challenges, distractions, contradictory values, and yet we live in an age of unbelievable opportunity to do good.  We are Called By Name to serve the greatest cause.  We are called to serve the greatest leader. We are called to serve within the family of the Catholic Church.  What will be your response?  
1. As a child, John Vianney learned faith from the heroic witness of his family and many others. At that period of time of the French Revolution it was forbidden to shelter a priest or attend Mass.  Priests were put to death and families severely punished.  For a number of years the Vianney family sheltered priests and John witnessed the courageous faith of priests, religious, and especially his family. Who have been the heroic witnesses of Faith for me in my life? How has my family helped me grow in the Catholic faith?


2. John had a focused desire to seek God’s Call for him in his life. Do I desire to seek God’s Will for my own life? Can I trust that the God who created me and gave me life has a design, purpose, and mission for me? (Psalm 139)


3. John did not blame God, others, or life for the handicaps or limitations which he had to endure. For example, being illiterate and not being able to study until he was an adult and for having to spend several years in the Service as a “deserter” because of situations beyond his control and misguided information. Is there anyone I am holding a grudge against and need to forgive?  Are there any bad experiences or memories that I am still dwelling on and need to let go of? Do I blame God or make excuses for the problems, tragedies, or damages done to me in my life?  


4. He understood his smallness and his greatness.  Humility is not simply acknowledging one’s smallness.  Humility is a strength when it recognizes that we are totally unable to be holy or successful without God’s grace, but with God’s grace we can do things which far transcend our native abilities.  John Vianney was even able to make a joke when someone called him an ass.  His reply was “Samson killed one hundred Philistines with the jawbone of an ass.  What do you think God could do with a whole one?”  Another phrase comes from Mother Teresa who used to say, “Look what God can do with nothing.” What are my strengths and talents from God?  What are my weaknesses? How can God use my weaknesses for good?

5. Perseverance: Great things happen one step at a time.  When Father Vianney arrived to Ars, the level of the practice of the Faith was very weak.  Father Vianney worked tirelessly and faithfully for a number of years before conversion happened.  People resisted his call for conversion.  They spread rumors about him that he was unfaithful as a priest.  The diocese was called to investigate the priest.  Father Vianney never gave up on the people nor his mission.  How do I react when people criticize me or make fun of me for living my faith? Anyone can be strong for a moment.  The Lord is calling us to be Marathon runners, not just sprinters. In what areas does the Lord want to teach me perseverance through a deeper trust and hope?


6. Fatherhood(motherhood): Every man is called to Fatherhood and every woman is called to Motherhood.  We are called to lead others to the Fatherhood of God.  Souls will be entrusted to our care.  Father Vianney was very aware that he was a Spiritual Father to the people who came to him for the Sacraments.  What are the qualities of a good father or mother? How can I develop or grow in those qualities now? (For women)How can I as a woman imitate the Motherhood of Mary?

7. Father Vianney had a special devotion to the Sacraments of the Eucharist.  He would often speak of his love for Jesus Christ in the Eucharist and would spend much time in prayer before the Blessed Sacrament. How much time do I spend praying before Jesus in the Eucharist?  In addition to Sunday, is it possible for me to go to Mass during the week? How does the Eucharist lead me to a deeper encounter with the person of Jesus Christ?

8. As a confessor St. John Vianney witnessed personally the power of God’s healing mercy in the Sacrament of Reconciliation.  He would spend 15-18 hours a day hearing confession.  He understood the mercy and the love of God for sinners and spent his life being that instrument of God’s mercy for the people he served. By the end of his life up to 300 people would come daily to his parish to see him or to confess.  How do I encounter Jesus in this Sacrament of Reconciliation? Are there any sins that I am holding back and need to confess?  How often do I go to confession? How does the Lord want to bring me to a deeper healing through this Sacrament?

9. Father Vianney had a special devotion to the Blessed Mother and to the saints.  He regularly prayed the Rosary.  A special saint for him was an early Roman martyr, St. Philomena.  He was aware of the Communion we have with the saints through our prayers.  How can I grow in my devotion to Mary and the saints? What does it mean to really say I believe in the “Communion of Saints”?  How can the intercession of the saints, this “cloud of witnesses” (Heb. 12.1) help me to live my Faith and discover my Vocation in the Church?


10. Redemptive suffering: Colossians 1.24: “I am now rejoicing in my sufferings for your sake, and in my flesh I am completing what is lacking in Christ’s afflictions for the sake of his body, that is, the church.”  St. John Vianney fasted and offered daily sacrifices in union with Christ for the conversion and salvation of his people.   One of his prayers was, “My God, my all, You see how I love You, and I do not love You enough.  My God, You have given me all; behold the little that I give You.  Give me the strength to give more.  My God, here is all—take all; but convert my parish.  If you do not convert it, it will be because I have not deserved it.  My God, I count my merits as nothing, but Yours are infinite.  May they win for me the grace of suffering.  My God, I consent to suffer all that You may wish for all my life…for a hundred years…and the most bitter suffering, but convert them.”(p.33-34).  What value can my sacrifices and suffering have for the good of others? How willing am I to make sacrifices or offer my sufferings as prayer for others? What is Jesus asking of me?


11. St. John Vianney was a spiritual athlete.  He lived a life of service giving himself completely to God.  His prayerful asceticism had the effect of teaching him to be a disciplined disciple.  Through God’s grace, he gained a self mastery over the temptations which are part of every person’s life. We live in an age of self-indulgence and comfort. How do I practice self-control of food, drink, speech, etc?  I will never learn self-mastery without training.  In what ways is the Lord calling me to a deeper union with Him through the moral virtues, especially Temperance? Chastity?

12. Father Vianney had to discern through what are true consolations(true good) and false consolations(apparent good).  He thought for a long time that God was calling him to leave the parish for a life of prayer and contemplation.  In fact, he learned over time that his real vocation was to remain in the parish ministry.   The difficulty in discipleship is not just to reject sin, but to discern what is good, better, best, and to choose to do and to be the best for Christ.  The beauty of the saints is that they did not give God what was left over but gave Him their best.  What is the best that I could give to God right now?  In the future?

13. Absolute trust in God’s Providence: At the Providence School for the poor children of his area, St. John Vianney was under-staffed, under-funded, and overcrowded.  The needs always exceeded the resources; yet the good priest always had a childlike trust that the God who calls will also supply.  Read the story about the corn on page 60 as just one example of this trust.  Do I tend to feel like all the weight and stress of my problems and of my future are on my shoulders and depend too much on myself? There is a saying, “I don’t know what my future holds, but I know Who holds my future.” How is the Lord calling me to place my trust more completely in Him?

14. The power of evil over good: Father Vianney experienced harassment from the devil during the night.  He experienced the power of evil and yet did not fear the devil and his machinations.  Instead he would say after a difficult night that the devil was angry because the next a great sinner was preparing to come to confession; “There will be a big fish tomorrow!”  How often do I become afraid of the problems and challenges of life?  How can I learn from St. John Vianney how to trust and hope even in the face of scandal and true evil? 

15. Father Vianney’s love for Jesus Christ overflowed into a mission of service to those in need whether they were members of the parish who needed visits or the children of the Providence School.  Who are the people in need in my family? Parish? School? Do I thirst like Mother Teresa to spend my life for others? 

16. We become who we are through the self-giving of others.  Early in his life Father Bailey was a special inspiration for John Vianney. During his ministry there were many lay people who helped and supported Father Vianney to care for the children and the needs of the parish. Even the saints could not become saints without the help of others.  Who has been an inspiration in my life and a support? What difference do I want my life to make for others?  What price am I willing to pay to be God’s instrument others?


17. The Book of Sirach states, “Call no one happy before his death; by how he ends, a person becomes known.” St. John Vianney died as he lived spending his life for others in a spirit of prayer and deep faith, hope, and love.  A hundred years from now what will be important to me?  What relationships will be most important?  Who makes eternity with loved ones possible?  What will I wish I had done with my life? What difference will I wish my life would have made for others?  How do I live my life today directed to my final goal?  

18. What is the next step the Lord is asking me to take in my Call, Vocation, and Mission? St. John Vianney, pray for us!
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