
Saint John Vianney 
Patron	Saint	of	Diocesan	Priests	-	A	Secular	Franciscan	

Saint John Vianney, patron saint of diocesan priests, was well 
known for his love of the saints. He would often read of their holy 
lives and found great inspiration to model his own life on their 
example. One particular saint that John Vianney was greatly 
inspired by was St Francis of Assisi. His admiration for St Francis 
was so great that Vianney himself desired to become a Franciscan 
Capuchin Friar. However, after strong instruction from his bishop 
not the leave his position as parish priest in the French town of 
Ars, Vianney found that the best way he could continue to live his 
Franciscan spirituality, while remaining a diocesan priest, was to 
join the Third Order Franciscans - today known as the Secular 
Franciscan Order. 
 

Go	Repair	My	Church	

The Story of St Francis of Assisi is well known. During his conversion, Francis one day found himself 
in the derelict church of San Damiano in Assisi. There on the wall hung the famous San Damiano 
crucifix. After some time of prayer Francis heard the voice of Jesus speaking to him from the cross 
saying: “Francis, go repair my Church, which, as you see, is falling completely to ruin.” Taking this 
message literally Francis began to repair the old church, stone by stone. Only after some years did 
Francis realise the deeper meaning to the message – Christ was calling him to “repair” his people and 
to bring them back to God. 
	
St John Vianney found himself in a similar situation when in 1818 he 
was appointed parish priest of the small town of Ars. On his arrival, he 
saw that the local church had not been in use for many years and itself 
was in need of repairing. However, just like St Francis, Vianney saw that 
the greatest “repairing” to be done was not on the physical building, but 
rather the people. He was faced with a population of approximately 230 
residents who were still suffering the aftermath of the anticlerical terror 
that swept throughout France during the French Revolution. The 
residents lead immoral lives and had turned away from God and from 
practicing their faith. They had little interest in religion and preferred to 
spend Sundays working in the fields rather than attending mass. Vianney 
was confronted with domestic violence, constant drunkenness, immoral 
dances, offensive songs and conversations, as well as gossiping and 
blasphemous use of the Lord’s name. The people failed to see their errors 
and felt no need to attend the sacrament of confession.  
	Just like St Francis, John Vianney found himself following God’s call to “Repair my church.” He spent 
the next 41 years “repairing” his community, transforming them from godless people to devoutly 
practicing and repenting Catholics. His enormous work as the parish priest of Ars had earned him such 
a reputation, so much that over 20,000 people from all over Europe, and even as far away as America, 
would annually flock to Ars to see him. During this time Vianney would spend up to 18 hours a day in 
the confessional. In total he had converted 80,000 hardened sinners of every sort. 
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St	John	Vianney’s	Franciscan	Spirit	

Alter	Christus	–	Another	Christ	

St Francis of Assisi has often been referred to as the most Christ-like person 
to have ever lived - after Jesus himself. It was his greatest desire to imitate 
Jesus as perfectly as he possibly could. Through his near to perfect 
observance of the gospels and of living the gospel life, Francis achieved the 
greatest calling for any Christian – to be ‘Alter Christus’ (‘Another Christ’). 
Throughout the centuries men and women from all over the world have been 
attracted to St Francis, and have desired to follow Jesus in his footsteps. Saint 
John Vianney was one of these people; his Franciscan spirituality had a 
profound effect on who he was as a Christian.  
 
One day there was a peasant who came to see John Vianney. When asked 
whom did he see in Ars, the peasant of Macon replied: “I saw God, in a man.” 
It seems that St John Vianney achieved the heights of Christianity as did St 
Francis – He became ‘Another Christ,’ and this is precisely what led to the 
conversion of Ars. The people of Ars were attracted to Christ, and they found 
him through St John Vianney. A true encounter with Jesus always leads to 
conversion.  
 

There is no doubt that John Vianney’s Franciscan spirituality had a major 
effect on him achieving the difficult task that faced him in Ars. By following 
in the footsteps of St Francis, Vianney devoted himself to a life of poverty, 
penance and prayer. 
 
John Vianney had a great love for the poor, and his love for poverty matched 
that of St Francis. His house stood practically empty as he gave away most of 
his furniture – including his bed. Most of the time he slept on the floor, if not 
on a bundle of wood down in the cellar. Often he got 2-3 hours of sleep each 
night. 
 
Keeping in line with St Francis, Vianney practiced a harsh diet, consisting of 
two boiled potatoes each day and a piece of bread. Vianney denied himself 
the the sweet taste of fruit, or even a few drops of water in the height of summer. Quite often he fasted all 

day until he would collapse from physical weakness. He wore a simple cassock, often torn or worn out, 
similar to that of St Francis; and to follow in Francis’ footsteps more closely Vianney also wore a 
penitential garment underneath his cassock which caused friction and stained his skin a redish-brown.  
	
In true Franciscan humility, Vianney brushed away any attempts to have honorary titles bestowed upon 
him. However, on one unsuccessful occasion, when his bishop bestowed him with the honorary title of 
Canon with a special cape (referred to as the Cappa Magna), John Vianney took this very valuable 
cape, sold it, and gave the money to the poor.  
 
St Francis was known for staying up all night in deep prayer. St John Vianney also led a deeply devout 
prayer life. Parishioners would come by the church at all hours of the day and find him kneeling in 
prayer. As an extra penance Vianney would not allow himself to lean his elbows on the kneeling bench 
while in prayer.  
	

"Cantico delle creature" by Piero Casentini. Copyright: 
Santuario di San Damiano, Assisi. Used with permission. 
	



		

If I were to meet a 
priest and an Angel, I 
should salute the priest 

before I saluted the 
Angel. The latter is the 
friend of God; but the 
priest holds His place. 
St. Teresa kissed the 

ground where a priest 
had passed. When you 

see a priest, you 
should say, "There is 
he who made me a 
child of God, and 

opened Heaven to me 
by holy Baptism; he 
who purified me after 

I had sinned; who 
gives nourishment to 

my soul. " At the sight 
of a church tower, you 

may say, "What is 
there in that place?" 
"The Body of Our 

Lord. " "Why is He 
there?" "Because a 

priest has been there, 
and has said holy 

Mass. " 
St	John	Vianney	

 

John Vianney developed a loving relationship with his people. He would 
visit their homes and discuss farming techniques with them (Vianney 
himself grew up in a farming family and worked on the land in his youth). 
He found their common ground and came to know the residents on a 
personal level. He listened to them in a kind, meek and gentle manner, just 
like a true father. He lovingly challenged them in their faith, and over time 
they would invite him to their homes to share in a meal. Slowly he 
developed a strong friendship with his people. He lovingly but firmly 
showed them their misguided ways of life.  
 
It took Vianney 10 years to convert the whole population of Ars. During 
this time, little by little, attendance at mass increased and the residents had 
turned around their immoral lives. They felt the need for confession and to 
offer their lives up to God. Work on Sundays had ceased, as well as 
domestic violence, immoral behavior and blasphemy. Tavern doors had 
closed as there was no more business. After this great transformation 
Vianney was known to say “Ars is no longer Ars.” 
 
St John Vianney became a mentor to the people of Ars. He showed them 
the way to Christ by setting the example and never veering away from it. 
One of his parishioners once wrote about him saying: “Our priest always 
does what he says himself; he practices what he preaches. Never have we 
seen him allow himself any form of relaxation."       
 

St	John	Vianney		
An	Inspiration	to	Priests	

	
St John Vianney had a great love for the priesthood. He saw the holy priest 
as an ‘Alter Christus.’ He once said “If I were to meet a priest and an Angel, 
I should salute the priest before I saluted the Angel. The latter is the friend of 
God; but the priest holds His place.” 
 
In the year 2000 – The year of the Priest – Pope Benedict XVI said that John 
Vianney is “a true example of a pastor at the service of Christ's flock." It is 
precisely this “example” that makes him an inspiration to priests today. It 
was Vianney’s example of selflessness, penance, prayer and love that led to 
the conversion of “Christ’s flock” in Ars. His example also showed his 
strong rejection of societies contraceptive views of materialism, wealth, pride 
and unnecessary luxuries.  
 
The priest who is the ‘Alter Christus,’ holds one of the most important 
positions in society. It is through the priest that Christ enters our very being. 
Today, more than ever, our society is in need of many holy priests. John 
Vianney led the example of priestly sanctity, and his actions continue to 
inspire priests to follow in his footsteps.  
 

“If I were to meet a saint come down from heaven and some poor priest at the very same time, 
first I would honor the priest, running to kiss his feet, while I would say, ‘Wait, St. Lawrence, 

for this man’s hands touch the Word of life and possess superhuman power!” 
St	Francis	of	Assisi	

	
"Cantico delle creature" by Piero Casentini. 
Copyright: Santuario di San Damiano, Assisi. Used 
with permission. 
	
	



	

	 The	Secular	Franciscan	Order	
	

The Secular Franciscan Order is inviting diocesan priests, deacons and 
bishops to follow the example of their patron saint, St John Vianney, and 
follow Christ in the footsteps of St Francis of Assisi. Secular Franciscan 
priests join the long list of religious who themselves were Third Order 
Franciscans, including: twelve popes (St John XXIII, St Pius X, Pius XI, 
Pius XII, Leo XIII), St Elizabeth of Hungary, St Louis - King of France, 
St Thomas More, St Joan of Arc, St John Bosco to name but a few. In 
fact, there are more saints and blesseds among the Secular Franciscans 
than in the First and Second Franciscan Orders combined. 
 
The General Constitutions of the Secular Franciscan Order states: ‘The 
OFS is open to the faithful of every state of life. The following may 
belong to it: 
- The laity (men and women) 
- The secular clergy (deacons, priests, bishops) [Article 2.2] 
 

	
	

Pax	et	bonum!	
	
	

	

“Most high, 
glorious God, 
enlighten the 

darkness 
of my heart and 
give me Lord, 

a correct faith, a 
certain hope, 

a perfect charity, 
sense and 

knowledge, 
so that I may 

carry out 
Your holy and 

true command.” 
 

	St	Francis	of	Assisi	

Secular	Franciscan	Order	Australia	

Email:	national@ofsaustralia.org.au	

Web:	www.ofsaustralia.org.au	

Pope Francis himself has set a magnificent example for us today. By taking 
on the name ‘Francis’ (of Assisi) the Pope sees clearly that the example 
shown to us by St Francis is what our current world is in desperate need of. 
Throughout his many talks, homilies and encyclicals the pope continually 
calls us to follow Christ in the footsteps of St Francis. If the Pope sees this as 
a clear message for the church of today, then all of us are called to embrace 
the Franciscan spirit as he has and to follow Christ through the simple 
example of Francis, just as St John Vianney did himself.  
	

Just like Sts Francis of Assisi and John 
Vianney, priests today are called to 
“rebuild my Church.” The priest is a 
mentor to his parishioners, and it is through 
his example that the Holy Spirit can inspire 
parishioners to follow Jesus more perfectly. 
Parishioners can be greatly inspired to live 
holy lives when they witness it being lived 
by others. A truly holy priest who shows a 
good example of living a gospel life can 
have a major influence on his parishioners. 
Priests of the Secular Franciscan Order can 
build vibrant Franciscan fraternities within 
their own parishes and inspire their 
parishioners to become ‘Another Christ’ 
within their own secular calling in life.   
	

“Br Fire” by  
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