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The title sounds like a contradiction of terms. The 
exceptional character of “holiness” hardly aligns 
with the mind-numbing repetitiveness of a “rou-

tine”—except, perhaps, in religious life!
For St. Francis de Sales (1567-

1622), Bishop and Doctor of the 
Church, that exception appears, 
instead, to be the norm. Renowned 
for his classic Introduction to the De-
vout Life, his masterful Treatise on the 
Love of God, and his insightful Let-
ters of Spiritual Direction, Francis also 
wrote a lesser-known book called 
The Spiritual Directory. Originally 
published for the Sisters of the Vis-
itation of Holy Mary, this little guide 
sets forth a daily plan of devotion 
that succinctly captures the saint’s 
profound understanding of what we 
now know as the “universal call to 
holiness.”

St. Francis de Sales approached 
the subject with a firm, but not yet 
popular, conviction that holiness 
was something for everyone. In 
fact, he wrote the Introduction to 
the Devout Life as a practical guide 
to holiness for people living “in the 
world.” At the basis of his instruc-
tion lies a foundational premise, namely, that “besides 
those three kinds of devotion [in the contemplative, 
monastic, and religious life] there are several others 
adapted to bring perfection to those living in the secular 
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state. ... Wherever we may be, we can and should aspire 
to a perfect life.”

A perfect life, devotion, holiness—whatever the 
terminology, points to our common Christian vocation. 

For St. Francis de Sales, that call-
ing comes to be fulfilled in ways 
both particular and ordinary.

In his view, true devotion is 
suited to, and depends for its lo-
cus on, one’s particular vocation. 
That is, the duties of one’s own 
state-in-life constitute the arena 
in which holiness is to happen. As 
such, it would be false to suggest 
that a wife and mother try to ful-
fill the same religious exercises of a 
woman in a convent; instead, each 
has her own vocation in which 
eminent charity is to be practiced 
promptly, actively, and faithfully.

Whatever one’s particular 
state-in-life, holiness is meant to 
happen there. Rather than en-
visioning devotion as something 
over and above, or in addition to, 
the rest of one’s life, St. Francis de 
Sales affirms that it is cultivated 
precisely in and through one’s day-
to-day realities. In other words, 

holiness need not be construed as an extraordinary phe-
nomenon; it does not consist of a series of superhuman 
actions or a life of heroic habits. In the saint’s view, the 
devout life should be the norm, not an exception. For 
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all its other-worldliness, the Christian life is still an ordi-
nary one, carried out in this world, through the particu-
lar state to which God has called each of us, but in a life 
lived extraordinarily well. 

St. Francis de Sales highlights this ordinary or “ev-
eryday” conception of the devout life as something that 
can and should become part of each believer’s routine. 
Pedagogically, he guides souls toward this perfection by 
getting them to see devotion as something to be worked 
at “every day.” In his letters, for instance, he regularly 
reminds his readers that, while we should be “firmly re-
solved to serve God with our whole heart and life,” nev-
ertheless, we need not have any anx-
ious care or concern about the entirety 
of the spiritual life. Rather, he says, “let 
us think only of living today well, and 
when tomorrow comes, it also will be 
today and we can think of it then.”

In Salesian spirituality, the univer-
sal call to holiness entails an ordinary 
(everyday) and dedicated (every day) 
attentiveness to God’s will. That theory 
comes to be embodied in the religious 
order that St. Francis de Sales founded 
together with St. Jane de Chantal —the 
Visitation of Holy Mary. 

The two founders envisioned their 
institute in a way quite different from 
other religious Orders of the time. The 
Visitation would welcome all ladies 
called to a contemplative vocation, 
even those unable to endure the ascetic 
hardships of traditional monastic life. 
The Sisters could even engage in some degree of chari-
table work among people in need (following the exam-
ple of the biblical Visitation). But their primary focus 
was not apostolic, in today’s sense of the active-contem-
plative distinction; rather, whatever they did each day 
was to be marked by, and to lead to, a deepening of their 
heart-to-heart relationship with God.

To aid the Sisters in accomplishing that, the saintly 
bishop shared his thoughts on how to live devoutly in the 
monastery. His Spiritual Directory followed a genre com-
mon to religious life at that time. Complementing the 
Rule or Constitutions, a “directory” or “custom book” 
indicated to the nuns the distinguishing traits of their 
particular Order, as these were lived out in a common 
life that united all houses of that Order across different 
geographical and cultural locales. More specifically, the 

writing set forth what obligations the nuns were to fulfill 
and provided some spiritual motivation for doing so.

In keeping with his emphasis on holiness as a matter 
of how we are to do whatever it is we are called to do, St. 
Francis de Sales included in his Spiritual Directory some 
holy thoughts about the ordinary activities that made up 
the Sisters’ daily routine. Corresponding to the horarium 
of monastic life, the Salesian directory begins with “Ris-
ing” in the morning and ends with “Retiring” at night; 
in between, we find the saint’s instructions on prepar-
ing one’s day, participating in the Liturgy of Hours and 
Mass, eating meals, working in silence, enjoying some 

recreation, and examining one’s con-
science. In addition, he penned advice 
on the Sisters’ regular practice of going 
to Confession and receiving Holy Com-
munion, as well as on how they should 
routinely interact with key personnel 
in the monastery (i.e., the Mistress of 
Novices and the Superior).

About each of these subjects—most 
of which hardly seem to concern the 
stuff of sanctity! – St. Francis de Sales 
counseled a twofold approach to trans-
forming daily routines into opportuni-
ties for holiness. First, the Sisters are to 
make themselves as attentive as possi-
ble to God’s presence, which pervades 
all things. On “rising,” for example, they 
were taught to consider the Resurrec-
tion, in that very moment in which they 
were experiencing a version of it them-
selves! Second, the Sisters are invited to 

affirm their intention to be united with God in each of 
their activities. Whether receiving a gift of divine Provi-
dence in their nourishment, or cooperating with the Cre-
ator in their work, or abandoning themselves to rest in 
the arms of the God who cares for them—anything they 
do serves as an opportunity to be united with God, which 
remains the end goal of all that they do.

Indeed, the article on the “Direction of Intention” 
summarily captures the genius of the saint’s opportunis-
tic approach to holiness. In this instruction, St. Francis 
de Sales encourages the Sisters to say a little prayer at 
the beginning of every action, “both exterior and interi-
or.” In this prayer, they are to ask for grace, offer to God 
what they are about to do, and promise to accept what-
ever comes from it as an expression of the divine will. 

In this way, every activity the Sisters undertake is 

“St. Francis de Sales 

highlights ordinary  

or ‘everyday’ 

conception of the 

devout life as 

something that 

can and should 

become part of 

each believer’s 

routine.”. 
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Some have claimed that 
the Spiritual Directory de-
mands too much, that it con-
strains its follower with too 
many thoughts to consider. 
From this viewpoint, his in-
structions amount to an av-
alanche of observances. Oth-
ers fault this writing as saying 
too little, especially compared 
to the saint’s other magisterial 
texts. The critique here sees 
in this book merely superficial 
pieties that may be useful for 
beginners in the religious life 

but offer no spiritual depth for longer lasting benefit.
Against both forms of this “activist” bias, St. Jane de 

Chantal reminds one of the Visitation superiors that fol-
lowing the Spiritual Directory does, indeed, “constrain” 
the Sisters! It does so, she says, precisely by showing 
them that what is truly good—union with God—can 
only come about by mortifying our natural passions and 
self-interests so as to turn our attention to, and redirect 
our intention toward, the One who ultimately sets us 
free for eternal happiness. And that conversion to holi-
ness is, indeed, a lifelong task. 

Later, in an introduction Saint Jane wrote to the 
Visitation custom book of 1624, she who was his closest 
collaborator states that the Spiritual Directory faithful-
ly reflects the intention of St. Francis de Sales, namely, 
“that our whole life and all our works be dedicated to 
union with God, so that we might assist in the renewal 
of the Church and the salvation of our neighbor by our 
prayer, works and good example, and that we might ex-
cel in every kind of virtue.” 

That dedication, that renewal, that salvation, that ex-
cellence —it all adds up to a life of perfection, a truly de-
vout life that is our universal Christian vocation. For the 
Sisters of the Visitation, and for every state-in-life inspired 
by the Salesian tradition, the Spiritual Directory offers a 
roadmap to that holiness. . . as a matter of routine.
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transformed into an expres-
sion of worship. The routine 
practice of asking, offering, 
and accepting thus becomes 
a routine spiritual triad bring-
ing about the conversion 
from self toward God that un-
dergirds the work of holiness. 

Moreover, applying this 
habitual prayer to all that 
they do enables the Sisters to 
see their daily routines with-
in the arc of eternity. In that 
more eschatological perspec-
tive, the various moments 
and diverse activities of their lives afford them the pos-
sibility of union with God here and now. And if, in those 
times, their intention is to fulfill God’s will, then their 
actions cannot fail; for if their sole aim is to please God, 
then they do – no matter the activity or its outcome!—
for through that simple prayer they have already given 
themselves and their actions into God’s hands. 

In fact, the entire Spiritual Directory exudes this 
intentional dynamic. Common to all of the articles—
whether about secular or sacred actions —is the rec-
ommended repetition of spiritual “aspirations.” For St. 
Francis de Sales, these biblical or other verbal expres-
sions convey short, ardent movements of the heart to-
ward God. For each activity of the day, he suggests holy 
thoughts that serve to focus the Sisters’ attention and 
intention; but he reminds them that they always enjoy 
the liberty to converse with God however the Spirit 
moves them.

Adopted at various moments throughout the day, 
these holy thoughts keep one mindful of God’s loving 
presence and serve to arouse affection for God in all 
things. Of their importance, Francis de Sales writes in 
the Introduction to the Devout Life that this type of prayer 
“can supply the lack of all other prayers, but its loss can 
hardly be repaired by other means. Without this exer-
cise,” he continues, “we cannot properly lead the con-
templative life, and we can but poorly lead the active life. 
Without it, rest is mere idleness, and labor is drudgery.”

Guided by this method of aspiring to God in all 
things, the Spiritual Directory brings the Salesian notion 
of holiness into the routine matters of each day—which 
also happen to be the activities that take up the most 
time every day! Nevertheless, the saint’s learned in-
struction has not always been enthusiastically received.




