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FS400 Provincial Letter 7 (March 2016)
Purification: Conversion from Sin, Conversion to Devotion

Dear Young People, Dear Lay Mission Partners, Dear Brothers and Sisters of the Salesian Family,

The peace of the Lord be with you always! Last month we reviewed our Patron St. Francis de Sales’
teaching about Devotion, as expressed in his second masterpiece, The Introduction to the Devout Life (the
Philothea). This year most of the month of March falls within the sacred season of Lent. So I think it is
fitting to dwell on what St. Francis de Sales teaches us regarding “Purification”, “Conversion from Sin and
Conversion to Devotion”. “Conversion” is a word that we like to use today. In his time, St. Francis of Sales,
along with a thousand-year-old tradition, liked to speak of “Purification”.

Conversion or Purification is the precondition for Devotion. St. Francis says: “the soul that aspires to
the honour of being the spouse of the Son of God must ‘put off the old man and put on the new’ (Eph
4:22.24). She does so by forsaking sin, and removing and cutting away every obstacle which may prevent
her union with God. The beginning of a new state of health is to be purged of our poisonous humours.”

Conversion, Purification, includes a double movement. Using the language of physics, we could speak
of a centrifugal movement (Conversion from Sin) and a centripetal movement (Conversion to Devotion).
The two prepositions “from” and “to” are meant to indicate this double movement from something to
something. The converted, purified, person passes from the ugliness of dirt to the beauty of cleanliness.

Is conversion, this double movement from and to, instantaneous or gradual? Instantaneous
conversion/purification, is extremely rare. Normally, conversion/purification is gradual. In Chapter 5 of Part
II of the Philothea, St. Francis writes: “St. Paul in a single moment was cleansed with a perfect purgation. So
also were St. Catherine of Genoa, St. Mary Magdalen, St. Pelagia, and certain others. But this kind of
purgation is as miraculous and extraordinary in the order of grace as the resurrection of the dead is in that of
nature, and therefore we ought not to expect it. The ordinary purification and healing, whether of the body or
of the mind, takes place only little by little, by passing from one degree to another with labor and patience.
[...] The soul that rises from sin to devotion may be compared to the dawning of the day, which at its
approach does not expel the darkness instantaneously but only little by little. The cure, says the aphorism,
which is made slowly is always the surest. The diseases of the heart, as well as those of the body, come
posting on horseback but depart slowly and on foot™.

In the work of conversion, St. Francis warns us against two possible pitfalls: first, the pitfall of
becoming discouraged, as we see ourselves still so imperfect, and so give up striving for devotion; second,
the pitfall of thinking, after a little effort has been made, that we are already converted and need no longer
strive for conversion. St. Francis writes: “The exercise of purifying the soul neither can nor should end
unless with our life itself. Let us not be disturbed at the sight of our imperfections, for our perfection consists
in fighting against them. And how can we fight against them without seeing them, and overcome them
without encountering them? Our victory consists not in being unconscious of them, but in refusing to
consent to them, and not to consent to them is to be displeased with them. It is absolutely necessary, for the
exercise of our humility, that we should sometimes suffer wounds in this spiritual welfare. But we are never
overcome, unless we lose either our life or our courage. Imperfections or venial sins cannot deprive us of our
spiritual life, for this is lost only by mortal sin. It only remains that we do not lose our courage. “Save me, O
Lord!” said David, “from cowardice and discouragement” (cf. Ps 54[55]:9 Latin). It is happy for us that in
this warfare we shall always be victorious, provided that we are willing to fight.”

Wishing you and me a happy experience of purification and conversion in this Lent and Holy Week, in
Jesus Mary Joseph StFrancis DonBosco, I am, Yours affectionately,
Fr. Lanfranco M. Fedrigotti, Provincial
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