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ST MARGARET MARY ALACOQUE 

 
Peter Dwan 

 

Margaret Mary Alacoque, the fifth of the seven children of Claude Alacoque, a 
royal notary, was born on 22 July 1647, at Lhautecour in the Charalais district of 
Burgandy in France. She was baptised in the parish church of Verosvres three days 
later. Lhautecour is situated in a vast amphitheatre, surrounded by rocks, and 
crowned by mountain forests of pines and ancient oaks. 

Often during her childhood Margaret Mary stayed with her godmother, 
Madame de Fautrieres-Corcheval in her chateau. There in the small memorial 
chapel, Margaret Mary learnt to pray to and love Our Lady. 

Claude Alacoque died when Margaret Mary was eight. Trials followed. Madame 
Alacoque tried unsuccessfully to collect the money Claude was owed. Margaret 
Mary's godmother left the district the following year and the Alacoques were forced 
to live with their in-laws. Those coarse women were glad to have the Alacoques at 
their mercy. The Alacoques were persecuted by their in-laws, who locked all the food 
cupboards. Margaret Mary would have starved had not kind neighbours brought her 
food. Her clothes were also locked away, so she had to beg for a cloak to wear to 
Mass. 

Margaret Mary prayed for her persecutors, and grew to love Christ's silence 
during His Passion. 

Margaret Mary went to boarding school, at a school run by the Urbanist Sisters 
in Charolles. There she was stricken with a wasting sickness, probably connected with 
consumption. She went home and was in bed for two years. She was cured after she 
promised Our Lady that, if she was cured, she would become a nun. While in her teens, 
Margaret Mary had visions of Christ as He was during His Passion. 

Besides having to endure persecution from her relations, Margaret Mary had to 
contend with her mother's pleading to consider marriage as the only means of 
escape for them both. She eventually came to believe that her promise to Our 
Lady to become a nun was not binding. To please her mother, when she was 
eighteen, Margaret Mary agreed to attend dances. She decided to stay home and 
devote herself to prayer and the works of charity. However, one night, after she had 
returned home from a dance, Christ appeared to her and reproached her. This made 
Margaret Mary resolve to keep her promise to become a nun. 

One day, after Communion, Christ told her that He wanted her to enter the 
Visitation Order, which had been founded by Sts Francis de Sales and Jane Frances de 
Chantal. In 1671, when Margaret Mary called at the Visitation convent in Paray-le-
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Monial, she heard Christ say: "It is here that I want you." She entered the Parar-le-
Monial convent on 25 May 1671, leaving her mother in the care of her brother, 
Chrysostom, and his wife. It was eight years after Pope Innocent X had issued his Bull 
Cum occasione which condemned Jansenism. Jansenism stressed God's justice and 
disregarded His mercy, making the confessional a rigorous tribunal and discouraging 
frequent Communion. Margaret Mary's mission would lead her into direct conflict 
with Jansenism. 

When Margaret Mary entered the convent, she did not feel at home among the 
forty aristocratic nuns, some of whom did not have genuine vocations. Margaret 
Mary proved something of an enigma to the Mistress of Novices, Mother Anne 
Frances Thouvant. Realizing that she had an exceptional novice in Margaret Mary, 
Mother Anne Frances told Margaret Mary to go and place herself in front of Our 
Lord like a canvas before a painter. Margaret Mary later wrote: "My sovereign Master 
made me see that my soul was like that canvas on which He wished to paint all the 
features of His suffering love." Margaret Mary had an ardent desire to love Christ 
and to suffer. 

On 25 August 1671, Margaret Mary was clothed in the black habit of the 
Visitation Order. Our Lord promised her that she would taste the sweetness of His 
love's caresses. He also made Margaret Mary see that He would take possession of 
her heart and that she was to surrender all affections which kept her from Him. 

Despite Margaret Mary's obedience, sometimes she was so absorbed in prayer 
that she would remain in ecstasy in the chapel long after the community exercises 
were over. She was rebuked for this and was told that if she could not free herself 
from such a state, she could not be admitted to her Profession. The Visitation Order 
discouraged singularity and did not expect the extraordinary to feature in the lives of 
its members. Although always kind and fair, Mother Anne Frances deemed it her 
duty to command Margaret Mary to sweep the cloisters instead of making her 
morning meditation. 

In May 1672, Mother Saumaise became Superior at Paray-le-Monial. During 
her retreat before Profession, Our Lord told Margaret Mary that He wanted her 
as a victim to His Heart. Margaret Mary was professed on 6 November 1672. 

The first of the four Great Apparitions, during which Our Lord revealed His 
Sacred Heart to Margaret Mary occurred on 27 December 1673; Our Lord said to 
Margaret Mary: 

"My Divine Heart is so full of love for men, and for you in particular, that it is 
unable to contain within itself the flames of its burning love. It must spread them 
abroad by means of yourself, and so manifest itself to men to enrich them with the 
treasures this Heart contains. I reveal to you the price of these treasures. They 
contain graces of holiness and salvation which are necessary to draw men from 
the abyss of Loss. " 
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"I have chosen you in spite of your unworthiness and ignorance, for the 
attainment of this great design, so that it may better appear that it has been done 
by Myself." 

The second Great Apparition occurred either in 1673 or 1674. The Sacred Heart 
was shown to Margaret Mary on a throne of fire and flames, shedding rays on every 
side, brighter than the sun and as transparent as crystal. Our Lord told Margaret 
Mary that His unbounded love had been the source of His sufferings. His great desire 
to be perfectly loved by men had led Him to disclose to them His Heart, and giving 
them, when love had grown cold, this final proof of His love and proposing to them an 
object to engage them to love Him. 

Margaret Mary wrote: 

"He assured me that we must honour the Heart of God under the figure of 
this Heart of flesh picture of which He wished to be exposed in order to touch the 
insensible hearts of men and that wherever this picture should be exposed to be 
singularly honoured, it would draw down every sort of blessing." 

The third Great Apparition occurred during the Octave of Corpus Christi 1674. 
Our Lord complained about men's coldness, and asked Margaret Mary to receive 
Communion on the First Friday of every month and to make a Holy Hour from 
eleven o'clock till midnight every Thursday night. Our Lord added: "Do nothing, 
however, without the approbation of your superiors and directors, for as long as you 
are under obedience, the Evil One will be unable to do you any harm. He has no 
power over the obedient." 

 Right from the beginning, Mother Saumaise wondered whether to accept 
Margaret Mary's visions as genuine. In her uncertainty, Mother Saumaise bided 
her time. She asked doctors to examine Margaret Mary and priests to interview her. 
The priests thought that Margaret Mary was imagining things. However, when 
Margaret Mary sought permission for the Holy Hour and the First Friday 
Communion, Mother Saumaise was forced to adopt a definite attitude to her 
visions. 

Following the third Great Apparition, Margaret Mary became seriously ill. 
Mother Saumaise commanded her to ask Christ to restore her health, and 
promised that a cure would be seen as confirming the apparitions' authenticity, 
and that permission would be given for the Holy Hour and the First Friday 
Communion. 

 Shortly afterwards, Our Lady appeared to Margaret Mary, promised to 
restore her health, warned her of future trials and promised her her protection. 
Margaret Mary later wrote in her autobiography: "Ever since, Mary has truly kept her 
promise to me." Shortly before the fourth Great Apparition, Our Lord promised 
Margaret Mary that He would send her a co-worker. 
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The greatest of the four Great Apparitions occurred on 16 June 1675. Our Lord 
appeared above the altar, pointed to His Sacred Heart and said: 

"Behold this Heart which has so loved mankind that it has spared Itself 
nothing . . . and yet has received in return from the majority of mankind only 
ingratitude, coldness and the neglect of Me in the sacrament of My love. But what is 
even more painful to Me is that it is hearts consecrated to Me which use Me 
thus. 

 "Because of this, I ask you to have the first Friday after the Octave of 
Corpus Christi kept as a special Feast in honour of My Heart, by the receiving of 
Communion upon that day, and by making a reparation of honour for all the 
insults offered to the Host during Its exposition upon the altars."  

This vision indicated that, instead of being local and private, as devotion to 
the Sacred Heart had hitherto been, it was to become public, universal and 
liturgical. 

Margaret Mary had other revelations. One Friday, after Communion, Christ 
made His Great Promise to Margaret Mary: 

"I promise you, in the excessive mercy of My Heart, that Its all-powerful love 
will grant to all those who communicate on nine First Fridays of the month the 
grace of final repentance. They shall not die in Its disfavour, nor without 
receiving their sacraments, and My Divine Heart will be their assured refuge in 
their last moments." 

This Great Promise has been accepted by the Church, which promotes the 
Nine First Fridays. Although objections have been raised against this Promise, they 
have been answered. Let us briefly consider the chief objection. People who have 
made the Nine First Fridays have died without the last sacraments. The answer to 
this is that by saying "their sacraments," not "the sacraments," Our Lord promised 
that people who made the First Fridays would receive the last sacraments if they 
needed them. 

Margaret Mary's co-worker was the Jesuit, Fr Claude de la Colombiere (now 
Blessed Claude de la Colombiere.) Following a period in Paris, where he had debated 
with supporters of Jansenism, Fr Claude de la Colombiere was appointed Superior of 
the Jesuit community at Paray-le-Monial. Through having come into contact with 
Jansenism, a religious outlook without love, Fr Claude de la Colombiere was being 
prepared for his mission to promote devotion to the Sacred Heart, a devotion based 
on love. When he first preached to the Visitation community at Paray-le-Monial, 
Margaret Mary heard an interior voice say: "This is he whom I send to you." 

When Margaret Mary asked Christ how devotion to the Sacred Heart was to be 
propagated, He replied that through his preaching and writings, Fr Claude de la 
Colombiere would do "his utmost to establish this devotion and so give pleasure to 
My Divine Heart." 
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Margaret Mary initially found it hard to tell Fr Claude de la Colombieje of her 
visions. However, he assured her that her difficulty was an opportunity to offer 
another sacrifice to God. Margaret Mary then found it easier to talk to Fr Claude de 
la Colombiere. After becoming convinced of the genuineness of Margaret Mary's 
visions, Fr Claude de la Colombiere told her that she had nothing to fear about 
them. Margaret Mary's long conversations with Fr Claude de la Colombiere led to 
much criticism of them both, and she was accused of trying to deceive him. 

Margaret Mary and Fr Claude de la Colombiere consecrated themselves to the 
Sacred Heart on 21 June 1675. Fr Claude de la Colombiere told Margaret Mary to 
write an account of her visions. She obeyed, but later burned the manuscript. She 
was later commanded never to destroy any manuscripts she had written under 
obedience. Fr Claude de la Colombiere then asked Margaret Mary to write down the 
commands she had received from the Sacred Heart concerning himself, and his role 
in establishing the devotion. 

After seven years at Paray-le-Monial, Fr Claude de la Colombiere was appointed 
chaplain to the Duchess of York, Mary of Modena, at St James' Palace. While there, 
he corresponded with Margaret Mary and promoted devotion to the Sacred Heart. 
He returned to France in 1679 and was placed in charge of the scholastics at Lyons. 
Because he was seriously ill with consumption, Fr Claude de la Colombiere's 
superiors sent him to his parental home, then to Paray-le-Monial. While there, he 
was able to convince the new Superior, Mother Greyfie, of the genuineness of 
Margaret Mary's visions. 

On 15 February 1682, Fr Claude de la Colombiere died. Margaret Mary lived 
another eight years, during which she promoted devotion to the Sacred Heart. When 
Mother Christine Melin became Superior, she appointed Margaret Mary her 
Assistant, dismissing Margaret Mary's protests about her unworthiness. Margaret 
Mary was even more dismayed when, six months later, Mother Christine appointed 
her Mistress of Novices. 

While Mistress of Novices, Margaret Mary stressed obedience and a great desire 
for Communion. She sought to make the novices appreciate the value of prayer and 
mortification, and, above all, devotion to the Sacred Heart. 

During Margaret Mary's lifetime, those nuns who had previously rejected the 
devotion came to realize how mistaken they had been. The event which caused 
opposition to the devotion to vanish was the reading of Fr Claude de la Colombiere's 
Spiritual Retreat in the refectory. The work contained a tribute to the extraordinary 
graces and privileges granted to "a particular person." Realizing that that person was 
Margaret Mary, the Community set up an altar to the Sacred Heart in the 
community chapel and erected a Sacred Heart chapel in the convent grounds. 
Margaret Mary's words of gratitude and implied forgiveness brought joy to all. 
Devotion to the Sacred Heart had been firmly established by the time of Margaret 
Mary's death on 17 October 1690. 
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St Margaret Mary Alacoque was canonised by Pope Benedict XV in 1920. May 
we learn from her life the importance of devotion to the Sacred Heart and Our Lady 
and the necessity of frequent Communion and obedience. 

 

 

****************** 

 

 

 

 

 

Heart of Love, though I fear everything from my weakness and sinfulness I hope 
for all things through your goodness and mercy. I place all my confidence in you.  

 

 St Margaret Mary Alacoque 

 

 

 


