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Envision, if you can, a world so different from our own,  
a world with no highways, no stores, no fast food along the way.  Envi-
sion using a fragile birch bark canoe, with no food save a bit of dried corn 
to eat.  Envision paddling 800 miles in 30 days, about 25 miles a day, 
constantly on the lookout for an Iroquois ambush—warriors with guns 
against your bows and arrows—who will torture you mercilessly if they 
capture you alive. 
 
Here follows the story of these great priests, the first martyrs in New 
France, heroes for their time and ours.  Their story is so compelling that, 
as much as possible, we have used their own words to tell it. 
 
Along the way, we hope you will feel the fire of the faith that compelled 
the missionaries to give up land, position and power to bring the love of 
Jesus to the inhabitants of a new continent – willingly suffering extreme 
hardship, even to the point of shedding their blood for Jesus and the peo-
ple they came to convert. 
 
 
 
      Pierre de Rosa 
      September, 2010 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Editor’s notes:   
 
 

Direct quotations from the Huron Relations and other sources are italicized in Arial Narrow font, and the 
source is given immediately after the passage. 
 
 
The name Huron was given by the French to the Wendat (Ouendat) Nation.  After the Beaver Wars of 
1649, the remnants of the Wendat Nation dispersed.  Some went with the Jesuits to Montreal and 
others ended up, eventually, in what would be later known as Kansas, where they became known as 
the Wyandot. We use the term Huron, for consistency with the Huron Relations, our primary source 
material, recognizing the current practice of referring refer to the natives of the area as Wendat.  
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The Age of Faith 
 
The time of our story, the seventeenth century, gave 
the Church and the world many great saints, whose 
witness to the gospel inspire us to this very day.  
Eight of those saints and countless other “workers in 
the vineyard” brought the faith to New France. 
 
Among them were the Jesuit missionaries who creat-
ed a grand experiment in the forest of what is now 
Ontario, eight hundred miles from the budding colo-
ny of Montreal, on the St. Lawrence River.  They 
called the settlement Sainte-Marie, and it was to be-
come hallowed ground when blood was poured out 
for the sake of the gospel. 
 
Of those martyrs, we will follow the story of their 
most perfect example of selflessness and dedication 
to the people of the new world, St. Jean de Brébeuf 
 
 
The Canoe Trip from Montreal to  
Sainte-Marie among the Hurons 
 
The canoe route can still be paddled today.  An in-
formative visitor center is located on Highway 69 
where it crosses the French River near Recollet Falls. 
 
The trip from Montreal to Huronia covers roughly 
800 miles.  The route followed by the Jesuits started 

in Montreal.  From there it went up the Ottawa River  
to the Mattawa River to Lake Nipissing (by the pre-
sent day city of North Bay, Ontario), then down the 
French River and along the coast of Georgian Bay to 
the land of the Hurons.  The shorter route, by way of 
the Saint Lawrence River and Lake Ontario, had 
been successfully blockaded by the hostile Iroquois 
who were bent on destroying the Huron fur trade.  
Listen to the words of Fr. Brébeuf: 
 

 I understand that the journey is of more than 300 
leagues.  [1 league measures about 2 ½ miles] True, the 
distance is shorter by way of the St. Louis Rapids and the 
Lake of the Iroquois [Lake Ontario], but our fear of ene-
mies, compared with the few advantages to be gained, 
made that route impossible.  Of the two usual hardships 
along the way, the first is that of the rapids and portages.  
Your Reverence has already seen enough of the rapids 
near Quebec to know what they are like.  All rivers in this 
country are filled with them and this is particularly true of 
the St. Lawrence when one gets beyond the Riviere des 
Prairies. 
 From that point onwards the river has no smooth 
bottom but is broken up in several places, rolling and leap-
ing fearfully as an impetuous torrent.  In places it can even 
drop suddenly many feet…When approaching these falls 
or rapids, it is necessary to go ashore and carry all the 
baggage—even the canoes—on one’s shoulders through 
woods and over high and troublesome rocks.  Much effort 
needs to be put into portaging because some are three to 

 

                           JESUITS, HURONS 
               and the  

   FIRE OF FAITH 
        

                                                          by PIERRE DE ROSA               
 

Here follows the remarkable and true story of how the 
Faith was brought to the Huron Nation. 

 
(The words of the Jesuit Superiors themselves are powerful, and are written in italics) 
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ten miles long, to which must be added the necessity of 
making several trips along a portage, no matter how little 
baggage one has. 
 In some places, although the current is strong, 
the approaches to the falls are somewhat calm and the 
natives get into the water, hauling their canoes and guid-
ing them by hand, with extreme difficulty and danger.  
Sometimes the water suddenly comes up to their neck so 
that they are forced to let go of the canoe and save them-
selves as best they can from the fast current, which by 
now has caught the canoe and is sweeping it towards the 
falls.   This happened to one of our Frenchmen who was 
alone in his canoe and the natives had abandoned it to the 
mercy of the current.  His skill and strength, however, 
saved both his life and the canoe with all that was in it.  I 
kept count of the number of portages (from Montreal to 
Georgian Bay) and I find that we carried baggage 25 times 
and dragged the canoes at least 50.  At times I took a 
hand at helping my native companions in these situations, 
but the river bottom is made up of stones so sharp that I 
could not walk for long because I was barefooted. 
 Another unusual hardship pertains to food.  It is 
not infrequent that we go hungry because we missed a 

food cache that had been hidden on the way down from 
the Huron Land.  When we do find them, our hunger is still 
not satisfied even after eating everything in the cache be-
cause the usual meal is only a little corn, crushed rather 
coarsely between two stones, or sometimes left whole, 
and taken with fresh water.  Not very appetizing, to be 
sure.  Now and again there is fish, but only by chance, 
except when we meet a tribe from whom we can buy it. 
 Adding to these hardships there is the sleeping 
on the bare earth or some hard rock if unable to find ten or 
twelve square feet to put together even the skimpiest of 
shelters.  To this, we add the need to endure the continual 
stench of extremely  tired men.  There is also the trudging 
through water and mud, in darkness, and in the forest un-
derbrush where the stings of countless swarms of mosqui-
toes and their cousins give us a sore trial. 
 I only mention the additional hardship of enduring 
a long and boring silence.  In mentioning this hardship, I 
have in mind those who are traveling up to the Huron land 
for the first time, who have nobody of their own language 
to talk with, and who do not know the native language. 
 …all of us had to begin, through these experienc-
es, to carry the Cross which our Lord offers tor His honor 

Indians and Trappers, by Frederic Remington, Frederic Remington Art Museum 
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and the salvation of these poor people.  Indeed, I was at 
times so weary that my body could do no more.  But, at 
the same time my soul was filled with a deep content be-
cause I was suffering for God.  Unless a person has expe-
rienced this there can be no appreciation of it.                         
 
(Excerpted from Huron Relation for 1635, paragraphs 6 – 
9, pp 8-11. Jean de Brébeuf, S.J.) 
 
 
What motivated the Jesuit Martyrs? 
 
It is often difficult for our modern minds to conceive 
of enduring such hardships.  It is especially difficult 
when there is no apparent reason to do so.  Perhaps 
the biggest stumbling block for us today is believing 
that the missionaries endured such deprivation and 
suffering solely for the love of God.  This is what St. 
Jean de Brébeuf writes to future missionaries: 
 

 Here (in the land of the Hurons) we have nothing, 
it seems, which encourages people toward the good.  We 
are among people who are astonished when you speak to 
them of God and who often have only horrible blasphe-
mies [insults against God] in their mouths.  Often you are 
compelled to deprive yourself of Mass, and when you do 
have the opportunity, a little corner of your longhouse must 
serve you for a chapel. The smoke, the snow, or the rain, 
all prevent you from decorating and embellishing it, even if 
you had the means.  I pass over the small chance of priva-
cy there is among these primitive strangers, who scarcely 
ever leave you, who hardly know what it is to speak in a 
low voice.  Especially, however, I would not dare to speak 
of the danger there is of ruining oneself among their impu-
rities, as would be the case for anyone whose heart is not 
sufficiently full of God to firmly resist this poison.  But 
enough of this; the rest can only be known by experience. 
“‘But is that all?” some will exclaim. “Do you think by your 
story that you can throw cold water on the fire that con-
sumes me and lessen ever so little the zeal I have for the 
conversion of these poor Peoples?  I want you to know 
that these things have served only to confirm me the more 
in my vocation.  I want you to know that I feel myself more 
carried away than ever by my affection for New France 
and that I have a holy jealousy towards those who are 
already enduring all these sufferings. I want you to know 
that all these labors seem to me nothing in comparison 
with what I am willing to endure for God.  In fact, if I knew 
a place under Heaven where there was even more to be 
suffered, I would go there.” 
 Ah! Whoever you are to whom God gives these 
sentiments and this light, then come, come, my dear 
Brother, it is workmen such as you for whom we ask.  It is 

to souls like yours that God has appointed the conquest of 
so many other souls whom the Devil still holds in his pow-
er.  Do not worry about difficulties—there will be none for 
you, since it is your whole consolation to see yourself cru-
cified with the Son of God.  The forest silence will be 
sweet to you, since you have learned to commune with 
God and to converse in the Heavens with Saints and An-
gels.  The food would be very insipid indeed if the gall en-
dured by our Lord did not render it sweeter and more sa-
vory to you than the most delicious viands of the world.  
What a joy it is to run these rapids and to climb these 
rocks for him who has before his eyes that loving Savior, 
harassed by His tormenters and ascending Calvary, load-
ed down with His Cross.  To him who considers the Cruci-
fied One, the discomfort of the canoe is very easy to bear.  
What a consolation!—I must use such terms because oth-
erwise you would not be happy—what a consolation, then, 
to see oneself even abandoned on the trail, sick or even 
dying of hunger in the woods, and of being able to say to 
God, ‘My God, it is to do Your holy will that I am reduced 
to the state in which You now see me.’  Above all, you will 
contemplate the God-Man who expired upon the Cross 
and cries to His Father, My God, my God, why have you 
abandoned me?  If God, among all these hardships main-
tains you in health, no doubt you will arrive happily in the 
Huron country with these holy thoughts, His grace makes 
for easy travelling. 
 

(Excerpted from Huron Relation for 1636, Part 1: Chapter 
3, paragraphs 8-10, pages 93-94.  Jean de Brébeuf, S.J.) 
 
 

Travel Advice 

 
In a letter from Father Jean de Brébeuf to future mis-
sionaries he displays both his love for the people he 
served and practical advice for those who will follow 
him to the missions. 
 

Instructions for the Fathers of our Society  
Who will be Sent to the Hurons    

                                                                                     

-  You must love these Hurons, ransomed by the blood of 
the Son of God, as brothers 

-  You must never keep the Indians waiting at the time of 
embarking 

-  Carry a tinder-box or a piece of burning glass, or both, 
to make fire for them during the day for smoking, and 
in the evening when it is necessary to camp; these little 
services win their hearts 

-  Try to eat the food they offer you, and eat all you can, 
for you cannot eat again for hours 

-  Eat as soon as day breaks, for Indians, when on the 



 

20190607A                                                            Jesuits, Hurons and the Fire of Faith                                                       Page 6 

road, eat only at the rising and the setting of the sun 
-  Be prompt in embarking and disembarking and do not 

carry any water or sand into the canoe 
-  Be the least troublesome to the Indians 
-  Do not ask many questions; silence is golden 
-  Bear with their imperfections, and you must try always 

to be and to appear cheerful 
-  Carry with you a half-gross of awls, two or three dozen 

little folding knives (jambettes), a hundred or so fish-
hooks, and some plain and fancy beads with which to 
buy fish or other commodities from the nations you 
meet, in order to feast your Indian companions, and be 
sure to tell them from the outset that here is something 
with which to buy fish 

-  Always carry something during the portages 
-  Do not be ceremonious with the Indians 
- Do not begin to paddle unless you intend always to 

paddle 
-  The Indians will keep later that opinion of you which they 

have formed during the trip 
-  Always show any other Indians you meet on the way a 

cheerful face and show that you readily accept the fa-
tigues of the journey. 

                                            Father Jean de Brébeuf, 1637  
 
(Excerpted from Brébeuf – A Giant in Huronia, pp 13-14.   
Angus J. Macdougall, S.J.) 
 
 
The New World 
 
The new world was true mission territory.  The na-
tives of New France had not heard the Word of God 
preached to them until the missionaries arrived with 
the first of the French settlers, particularly Samuel de 
Champlain, in the early 1600’s. 
 
The missionaries faithfully sent accounts of each 
year’s activity back to France, to report on their 
work, both to inspire the faithful in France to support 
the missions, and to fan the spark of vocations 
among young men to come to the missions and assist 
in the harvest.  These accounts are called the Jesuit 
Relations.  The Relations sent to France from Huron 
country were called the Huron Relations. 
 
 

Profile of the Huron Nation 
 
 The Jesuit Relations provide a picture of native na-
tions and their customs and morals, as they were be-
fore their encounter with the white man.  Fr. Brébeuf 
is a primary ethnological source of early encounters 
with the Hurons nation. 
 

 Brébeuf does not have enough words in praise 
of Huron sociability.  “We see them adorned with rather 
beautiful virtues.  For one thing, they have a great love 
and unity that they are careful to cultivate by means of 
their marriages, their gifts, their feasts, and their frequent 
visiting.  When they return from fishing, or hunting, or the 
fur-trade, there is much celebrating: and if they had taken 
something exquisite or even if they had purchased such 
a thing, or if it had been given to them, they put on a 
feast throughout the whole village.”(JR8:126).  In 1636, 
Brébeuf adds: “If they become ill and ask for something 
for their cure, people hurry to supply it” (JR 10:210-212). 
       “… There also exists among them a code of right 
behavior.  In fact, there are no elaborate bows, compli-
ments, and vain flatteries, but in their meetings, their vis-
its with each other, and their festivities, they use gestures 
with which no one could take offense.  In their meetings, 
they greet each other by name, or perhaps by ‘my friend, 
comrade, or uncle if the other is an older person.” (JR 
10:212-14). 
 Huron hospitality is proverbial.  Brébeuf de-
clares: “They never shut the door in the face of a 
stranger, and once inside the dwelling, they share the 
better things of what they have…one may stay as long as 
one wishes…In the matter of hospitality and assistance 
due to one’s neighbor, the Hurons are unable to under-
stand that in such a great country as France there are so 
many people in need because it would be so easy to 
remedy this situation with a little bit of good will.” (JR 
10:210). 
 “Let us note, as a final trait, a great self-control 
and an astonishing capacity for suffering.  The Hurons 
pride themselves on never showing anger.  ‘They do not 
become annoyed easily, says Brébeuf, and even if they 
think that they have been slighted by someone, they give 
the impression of ignoring it; at least, one finds much 
lesser tendency to exhibit what passes in public for 
spleen and vengeance’  (JR 10:210).  Finally, in suffer-
ing, they behave with patience and resignation.  ‘We 
have seen entire villages on their beds, nourished with a 
little insipid sagamite [a sort of corn meal porridge], and 
yet not a word of complaint, not a sign of impatience.  
They receive the news of death with more equanimity 
than European Christians, to whom one almost dare not 
speak of such a thing.  Our natives not only accept such 
news without despair, but are not disturbed by it and do 
not turn pale even the slightest.’” (JR 8:130). 
 …Brébeuf, [however] cannot keep silent alto-
gether about their more visible vices…He especially de-
cries their unbridled licentiousness.  He sees in this moral 
fault one of the most serious impediments to their conver-
sion.  Sensual, and attached to their pleasures, the Hu-
rons are “gourmets to the point of throwing up” (JR 
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8:126).  Regarding their conjugal life, two things please 
Brébeuf immensely: the one being that they do not marry 
their relatives who are in a direct or collateral line of de-
scent, thus distancing themselves as much as possible in 
this matter (JR 8:120)…But Brébeuf goes on to add: 
“There is enough here to deplore because the men fre-
quently change wives and the women do the same.” (JR 
8:120.) Marriage appears to be more of a conditional 
promise than a permanent commitment.  They change 
partners over the least thing. 
 
(Excerpted from Jean de Brébeuf, pp 92-95. Rene 
Latourelle, S.J..) 
 
St. Jean de Brebeuf’s comments on Huron marriage 
and divorce make us reflect on our own culture and 
wonder if modern day America has lost its Christian 
sense of the permanence of marriage bond. 
 

Huron Spirituality and Beliefs 
 
One of the great northern rivers of Ontario, the 
Missinaibi, flows for four hundred miles from near 
Georgian Bay through the wilderness to James Bay.  
Along the way, after traversing the Thunderhouse 
Falls portage, this author paddled upstream to get a 
look at Conjuring House Rock.  It is an impressive 
monolith, and it is just such unusual features in the 
landscape that cause us to pause and ponder. 
 
The Christian view of these marvels is that they are 
meant to lead us to reverence the Creator of all.  
There is another view, one that sees spirits in the 
marvels, spirits whom one can invoke—in turn for 
homage and obedience to their demands—hence the 
term “conjuring.” 
 
Being Christians, we neither paid homage to, nor 
presented any gift to, spirits—real or imagined—at  
the base of the natural tower.  Our belief is that the 
features and forces of the created world—rocks, ani-
mals, forces of nature, and even spirits—as magnifi-
cent as they may be, are not the Creator.  Therefore, 
we reason that creatures are not to be paid homage 
due to God alone, as only evil would result.   
 
The two world views, Christian and Native, are in 
direct contradiction to each other on the issue of ap-
peasing spirits; therefore a view accepting both posi-
tions is intellectually and religiously impossible.  
Christian theology warns that paying homage to oc-
cult forces fosters confusion and addiction among 
practitioners; and any apparently good result gener-
ated serves only to further confound those people 
attempting to conciliate hidden powers. Creatures 
cannot give what is in the power of only God to give. 

 
Instead, Christians worship the Creator, and give 
Him thanks for the wonders of the natural world 
which inspire us to marvel at His power, beauty and 
majesty.   
 
Remarkable accounts of attempts at communion with 
occult spirits abound in contemporaneous records 
written during some of the first encounters of Chris-
tianity with native, North American religions.  Even 
accounting for the fact that the accounts were com-
posed by European missionaries with their own cul-
tural bias, the between-the-lines message under-
scores the prevalence of conjuring among native reli-
gions.   
 
Around the year 1645, a Huron Christian responded 
to one of his nation’s conjurors who had recourse to 
a spirit whom he invoked.  The Christian Huron re-
plied to the conjuror’s demands for respect: 
 

     …“Truly, I have had only compassion for thee after 
hearing thy discourse.  I am not obstinate, however, and 
am ready to admire thy wonders, provided that I see them.  
Cause a mountain to rise here, in the sight of every one 
who hears us, then I will acknowledge that truly thy power 
is great.  But if thou canst not do it, allow me to adore only 
Him who has made all the mountains ”                                 
 
(Excerpted from Huron Relations for 1646, Chapter 5, par-
agraph 19.  Paul Ragueneau, S.J.) 
 
The Jesuit missionaries to the seventeenth century 

Hurons “had been tormented at the beginning of the mis-
sions by the question: Were the Huron customs penetrat-
ed by diabolical influences and interventions?  Fr. Brébeuf 
believed they were.  Fr. J. Lalemant was convinced of it.  
Fr. Ragueneau [writing 12 years after Fr. Brébeuf, about a 
now largely Christian Huron nation] concludes that the 
demon is much less involved than had been thought.  We 
cannot in any event deny that there were traces of sham-
anism in this activity.” (footnote to chapter 13).    
 
(Excerpted from Huron Relation for 1647, footnote to 
Chapter 13.  Father Paul Regueneau, S.J.) 
In the 1646 Huron Relations, Father Ragueneau 
gives a lengthy observation and reflection in chapters 
12 and 13 on native religion’s charms, healings, 
witchcraft, soothsaying, and also the Jesuits’ first 
mention of the native’s knowledge of the Divinity, 
called Ariskouy by both the Hurons and the Iroquois 
 
It appears that the Huron spirituality was complex, 
but confused.  Rigorous questioning by the mission-
aries showed a developed belief in dreams, in the 
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power of medicine men to effect cures, in appease-
ment of spirits living in nature.  The missionaries’ 
one consistent conclusion was that much time and 
energy was spent following ineffective dictates of 
dreams and appeasing spirits—to no avail.  Nonethe-
less, the practices were the native religion’s attempt 
to order their lives. 
 
The fault the missionaries found with the native reli-
gion was that while natural remedies may have been 
beneficial at times, the recourse to dreams and sham-
anism [Shamanism: the reliance on medicine men to 
use magic to cure the sick, divine the hidden and 
control events] was (a) ineffective in achieving the 
ends it desired, namely the health of the sick, and (b) 
bordered on the occult, and communication with and 
worship of evil forces.  Certainly (c) the blood lust 
experienced by the villages during the torture of pris-
oners, with merciless cruelties, cannibalism of flesh, 
and drinking the blood of victims suggests desensiti-
zation to evil and collusion with the devil.  Offerings 
to spirits and certain sexual licentiousness during 
feasts also point to a culture attached to 
pagan practices. 
 
Of course, a thoughtful comparison to 
modern society suggests that if the sev-
enteenth century Jesuit Missionaries 
were to come to America today, they 
would find similar pagan horrors in our 
post-Christian civilization, one that 
might make modern America a mission 
territory of its own. Pornography, the 
general acceptance of living together 
without the benefit of marriage (even 
among baptized Christians),  divorce and 
remarriage, the cultural “mainstreaming” 
of homosexuality in the media, terrible 
abuse of children, widespread abortion 
that is accepted, institutionalized and 
protected by the laws of the country, and 
recurring and horrific genocides of the 
20th century – all make the Iroquois ex-
terminations of the Huron, Petun, Neu-
tral and Erie nations of the 1600s pale in 
comparison. 
 
Though technological advances accumu-
late from generation to generation, the 
call to conversion is ever new in each 
generation—and in each person. It can 
be said that the Huron and Iroquoian na-
tions of the 1600s and 1700s did not 
have the benefit of Christ preached to 
them.  Thus one can understand if their 
attempts to reach the Divine were 
fraught with superstition and confusion 

and spiritual “dead-end” streets.  Understanding their 
strong cultural upbringing, it is truly remarkable that 
10,000 to 12,000 Hurons were converted by 1649, 
out of an original population of perhaps 30,000 – in 
the space of some 15 years. 
 
One fears that God may be more severe in His judg-
ment of our own civilization, which has grown up 
Christian, but frequently returns to sinful ways. 
 
The Jesuits attempted to cultivate the Huron’s natu-
ral interest in spiritual matters, and introduce to them 
Jesus and Christianity.  Along with that, a new mo-
rality would be necessary, one which reflected the 
teachings of Jesus, and which was a surer way to 
communion with the Divine.  

 
 On the way to Quebec, there are some rocks that 
the Hurons particularly revere and to which they never fail 
to offer tobacco when they go down to trade.  They call 
one of them Hihihwray, meaning ‘a rock where the owl 

Conjuring House Rock, Misssinaibi River, Ontario 
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makes its nest.’  But the most celebrated is the one they 
call Tsanhohi arasta, ‘the home of Tsanhohi,’ which is a 
species of a bird of prey.  They tell marvels of this rock.  
According to their story, the rock was formerly a man who 
was—I know not how—changed into stone.  In any event, 
they can make out the head, the arms, and the body, but 
he must have been extraordinarily powerful, for this mass 
is so vast and so high that even their arrows cannot reach 
the top of it. 
 They also hold that in the hollow of this rock there 
is a demon capable of making their journey successful.  
That is why they stop as they pass by and offer it tobacco, 
which they simply put into one of the clefts, addressing the 
rock with this prayer…’Spirit who dwells in this place, here 
is some tobacco which I present to you.  Help us, guard us 
from accidents, protect us from our enemies, and after 
having made good trading, may we return safe and sound 
to our village’.  I could willingly say thereupon, ‘Lord, 
please accept the prayers from their lips’.  My God, listen 
to them, and make Yourself known to them, because they 
desire to speak to You. 
 
(Excerpted from Huron Relations for 1636, Part 2, Chapter 
3.   Jean de Brébeuf, S.J.) 
 
 

17th Century Native Youth  
 
What the seventeenth century Jesuit Missionaries 
have to teach us today (more than three hundred fifty 
years later) is that the human condition, unredeemed 
by Jesus, is the same from generation to generation, 
and from one corner of the world to another.  We 
humans are more alike than different from each oth-
er, especially when it comes to our spiritual lives. 
 
This lesson is inspiring and comforting.  The eyes of 
faith allow us to see that our problems and worries 
and temptations are not new to our generation, but 
they are the problems and worries and temptations of 
people everywhere, in every age. 
 
If we can realize that spiritual truth, then we under-
stand the spiritual battle more clearly and, with the 
grace of God, avoid spending years of our lives 
treading down dead end paths that do not improve 
our lives, but only lead to confusion, disenchantment 
and despair.   
 
In contrast, the way of the saints leads to peace and 
incredible joy—even in the face of suffering and 
death. 
 
We have to be wise enough to understand the new 
twists and packaging the devil presents to us, to con-

fuse our understanding.  Here, in comparison,  are a 
few examples from the seventeenth century forests 
of North America. 
 
 
Sexual Temptations 
 
“Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see 
God.”  A corollary to this beatitude might be “they 
shall see as God sees.”  Impurity has a way of cloud-
ing minds, like wearing a pair of dark sunglasses at 
night.  It is impossible to see clearly, and we can 
then lose our way.  Impurity clouds the heart, so we 
cannot see things the way God sees things, we see 
only with distorted vision.   
 
17th Century Hurons fought the same battle.  Before 
the Gospel was preached to them by the Jesuit mis-
sionaries, they only knew the ways of their customs, 
which were overloaded with sexual temptations and 
a tendency to treat women as objects of pleasure. 
 
Father Paul Ragueneau, the superior who wrote the 
Huron Relations for 1648 and 1649 tells what he 
heard from a Huron Christian on the subject of what 
issues keep more natives from converting to the 
Faith.  The Huron Christian spoke about the mystery 
of suffering, the difficulty of living a Christian life 
among friends who ridicule them, and confusion that 
results from sexual sins.  This is what he wrote more 
than 350 years ago: 
 

 Some time ago, I asked one of our Christians 
what, in his opinion, delayed the progress of the Faith here 
among the Hurons.  Although the Hurons surpass our 
hopes, they do not yet equal our desires.  This is the an-
swer that he gave me: 
 “When the non-Christians reproach us and say 
that God has no pity on us because disease, poverty, mis-
fortune , and death assail us as readily as them; and when 
we reply that our hopes are in Heaven, many of them do 
not comprehend what we say.  They understand as little of 
what we tell them as if we spoke a foreign language.  
Many others have good thoughts, good desires, and even 
make good beginnings, but when the non-Christians speak 
ill of them they dare not continue on their way.  They re-
lapse into sin, and do not get out of it when they try.  Final-
ly, lewdness upsets the minds of many, because after 
committing that sin, I know not how it is but they no longer 
see in the Faith what they once saw there.” 
 
(Excerpted from Huron Relations for 1647 and 1648, 
Chapter 9, paragraph 1, p 88. Paul Ragueneau, S.J,) 
 
Baptism, rather than removing such temptations, 



 

20190607A                                                            Jesuits, Hurons and the Fire of Faith                                                       Page 10 

sometimes seemed to intensify them.  Father Lale-
mant wrote about the struggles endured by the Chris-
tians and also about how the old ways gave not 
pleasure but bitterness and misery. 

 
 A few days after his Baptism, a Christian met a 
non-Christian woman, who pulled him gently by his coat 
and said to him:  “I am yours.”  “You take me for another,” 
he replied.  “You belong to the devil; I have nothing to do 
with him.” 
 A young non-Christian, who had frequently been 
refused by a Christian girl, looked for an opportunity of 
meeting her alone when she went for wood in the adjacent 
forest.  “No one sees you,” he said to her, “why should you 
be ashamed to sin with me?”  “Kill me in the midst of these 
woods,” replied the Christian maiden.  “No one sees you 
now.  Why should you have a horror of your crime?  For 
my part, I would more willingly suffer death than commit 
the sin to which you solicit me.”  The scoundrel did not 
repeat his request.  “Cursed race of Christians!” he said as 
he withdrew, “they are everywhere inexorable.” 
 We would never learn of the fidelity displayed on 
many similar occasions by our Christians, who are often 
content that Heaven alone should be their witness, were it 
not that the non-Christians themselves are the first to tell 
about these virtuous deeds.  Some do this by laughing at 
what they consider excessive naïveté in losing (so they 
say) the pleasures of an age that can never return, 
through fear of an imaginary fire that they have never 
seen.  Others are touched to the heart by the incident, and 
speak of it only with respect, judging thereby that the purity 
of the Faith has pleasures that surpass those of the sens-
es and raise the soul above the common. 
 A Christian young man…wept for the sin of an 
aunt who was forgetful of her salvation.  He said to us: 
“You do not know what a torment it is to have the Faith 
and to abandon oneself to sin, you who have always lived 
in innocence.  I know what it is because for some days 
after my Baptism I lived in the debauchery of youth.  It was 
a torture to me.  My mind was greatly troubled by it, and 
those bestial pleasures were no longer for me such as 
they had formerly seemed, before I had any knowledge of 
the Faith.  I found in them more bitterness than sweetness.  
My heart had no rest and in the midst of those pleasures it 
experienced nothing but disgust.” 
 It is, beyond a doubt, because God is good even 
to sinners, that He has pity on those who belong to Him 
and does not wish that after having tasted the joys of 
Faith, they should find any peace or content outside of it. 
 
(Excerpted from Huron Relation for 1643, Chapter 13, 
paragraphs 11 to 12, pp 364-365. Jerome Lalemant, S.J.) 
 

 
Superstition 
 
Superstition is difficult to recognize, because the 
more educated we are, the more susceptible we are 
to propaganda, precisely because we think we are not 
susceptible to it.  Without vigilance we can find our-
selves believing certain superstitions, such as: be-
lieving we will not become successful unless we 
work on Sundays; having no time for prayer, because 
we are too busy working; feeling we won’t be loved 
by another person unless we give our body to the 
other person before we are married.  In addition, the 
so-called “new age” movement has resurrected old 
customs of seeking control over the things of the 
earth.   
 
The native Hurons (and for that matter the Iroquois 
and Algonquians and most of the nations in the new 
world) had many superstitions which controlled their 
lives.  That is the outcome of superstition; it makes 
us bow to something that is not God.  No good 
comes from that.  Finally, when that superstition 
causes us to curse God and scorn holy things, it is a 
sign that we are in the grip of evil. 
 

 I thought I would conclude this chapter with the 
conversion of a magician, the most famous one in this 
nation.  The fear of Hell seemed to have touched his heart.  
He had already publicly thrown his charms into the fire and 
had announced, in the presence even of the non-
Christians, that the Demons would never have anything to 
do with him, that God alone deserved to be loved by eve-
rybody, and that, in truth, the Devils conspired together 
only for our misfortune. 
 But, before his Baptism, he returned to his vomit, 
and the shame that he now feels for having cast discredit 
on his past art makes him blaspheme against God more 
horribly than ever, and give himself up to all the Demons, 
although from time to time his conscience has urged him 
to come to us and ask pardon.  I pray our Lord that He 
may derive His own glory from this situation.  But, to tell 
the truth, it seems that this unfortunate man is numbered 
among the reprobates.  In a word, he would wish to belong 
entirely to God in Heaven, and entirely to the Devil on 
earth. 
 
(Excerpted from Huron Relation for 1644, Chapter 7, para-
graph 6, p 400.  Jerome Lalemant, S.J.) 
 

 But, the greatest opposition that we meet in these 
lands to the spirit of the Faith consists in the fact that their 
remedies for diseases; their greatest amusements when in 
good health; their fishing, their hunting, and their trading; 
the success of their crops, of their wars, and of their coun-
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cils—almost all abound in diabolical ceremonies.  Hence, 
as superstition has contaminated nearly all the actions of 
their lives, it would seem that to be a Christian, one must 
deprive himself not only of pastimes which elsewhere are 
wholly innocent and of the dearest pleasures of life, but 
even of the most necessary things.  In a word, it is to die to 
the world at the very moment that one wishes to assume 
the life of a Christian. 
 After examining their superstitions more closely, 
we find that the Devil does not interfere nor give them any 
help beyond the operation of nature.  Nevertheless, they 
do have recourse to him; they believe that the Devil 
speaks to them in dreams; they invoke his aid; they offer 
gifts and sacrifices to him, sometimes to appease him and 
sometimes to render him favorable to them; they attribute 
their health to him, their cures, and all the happiness of 
their lives.  In this, they are all the more miserable in that 
they are slaves of the Devil without gaining anything from 
it, not even in this world, of which he is called the Prince 
and wherein he seems to have some power. 
 
(Excerpted from Huron Relation for 1645, Chapter 1, para-
graphs 14 to 15, p 422.  Jerome Lalemant, S.J.) 
 
After a sorcerer by the name of Tonneraouanont 
tried healing some Hurons, Father Le Mercier spoke 
to the people assembled: 
 

 You are very wrong to do what you are doing, 
you show plainly that you do not believe what Echon [the 
Huron name for Fr. Jean de Brébeuf] has taught you; that 
man (speaking of the sorcerer) has not the power that you 
think; it is only He who has made heaven and earth who is 
the master of our lives.  I do not condemn natural reme-
dies, but these sweats, these dances, and these feasts are 
worth nothing, and are altogether useless as far as restor-
ing health is concerned. 
 
(Excerpted from Huron Relation for 1637, Chapter 5, para-
graph 36, p 72.  François Le Mercier, S.J.) 
 
 
I am the Lord your God; you shall not 
have strange gods before Me 
 
Superstition advances into devil worship.  It is very 
insidious because we are not aware of it.  By the 
time we are aware, we are often trapped, and become 
“slaves to sin.”  
 
Recognizable forms of demon worship today include 
so called “black masses;” and the renewed popularity 
in witches and wiccans leads many to solicit evil.  
Some unfortunate people actually seek the devil and 

seek to obtain control over the future.  As Catholics 
we know that only God knows the future, and we are 
to worship Him only.  The problem with superstition 
is that in the attempt to foretell the future “a pact 
with the devil” has to be made.  It works like this: 
The devil promises some foreknowledge in exchange 
for loyalty to him, instead of to God.  The devil’s 
“loyalty” is actually a form of slavery.  We become 
slaves.  God wants us to be free, but the devil wants 
us to be a slave, and he makes it so appealing, that 
we fall for his lie.  When we fall for the devil’s lie, 
our lives are turned upside down, and we waste our 
time and energy and talents, exactly what the father 
of lies wants us to do.  Instead of giving our best to 
God, our families and our country, we spend it fool-
ishly searching for knowledge of things unknown, 
control over others, playing with fire. 
 
The Catechism of the Catholic Church explains the 
issue in more detail: 
 

 Idolatry not only refers to false pagan worship.  It 
remains a constant temptation to faith. Idolatry consists in 
divinizing what is not God.  Man commits idolatry whenev-
er he honors and reveres a creature in place of God, 
whether this be gods or demons (for example, Satanism), 
power, pleasure, race, ancestors, the state, money, etc… 
(2113). 
 …The commandment to worship the Lord alone 
integrates man and saves him from an endless disintegra-
tion…(2114). 
 All forms of divination are to be rejected: recourse 
to Satan or demons, conjuring up the dead or other prac-
tices falsely supposed to “unveil” the future.  Consulting 
horoscopes, astrology, palm reading, interpretation of 
omens and lots, the phenomena of clairvoyance, and re-
course to mediums all conceal a desire for power over 
time, history, and, in the last analysis, other human beings, 
as well as a wish to conciliate hidden powers.  They con-
tradict the honor, respect, and loving fear that we owe to 
God alone. (2116). 
 All practices of magic or sorcery, by which one 
attempts to tame occult powers, so as to place them at 
one’s service and have a supernatural power over oth-
ers—even if this were for the sake of restoring their 
health—are gravely contrary to the virtue of religion.  
These practices are even more to be condemned when 
they have recourse to the intervention of demons.  Wear-
ing charms is also reprehensible…Recourse to so-called 
traditional cures does not justify either the invocation of 
evil powers or the exploitation of another’s credulity. 
(2117) 
 
(Excerpted from Catechism of the Catholic Church, pub-
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lished 1994, paragraphs 2113 through 2117)  
 
 
Superstition and Demon Worship 
 
In the 1600s the Hurons had a highly developed ritu-
al of seeking advice from spirits and then following 
their demands to the letter. When the country was 
being converted to Christianity, tensions were bound 
to erupt, as the new Christians found their old ways 
to be superstitious at best and devil worship at the 
worst.   
 
They could not participate in the rituals of their 
country any longer, which caused great outcry 
among the non-Christian Hurons.   
 
Matters became complicated quickly for several rea-
sons.  Huron hospitality dictated that a peson should 
welcome everyone into one’s home; yet to go to a 
friend’s home to participate in a superstition feast 
was not something a Huron Christian could do.  
Many diseases were unwittingly introduced by the 
French and large numbers of Hurons died from the 
European diseases.   Further, the chiefs of the nations 
were the ones who traditionally led the ceremonies 
appeasing the spirits—their position as chief re-
quired them to preside over ceremonies—something 
in conscience they could no longer do if they were to 
convert to the Faith.  The following situation in-
volved a Chief (called a Captain) who had become a 
Christian; and also involved one of the poorest mem-
bers of the nation.  The language appears dramatic to 
our ear; modern language is more comfortable ex-
pressing theological issues in psychological terms.  
Still, read what Father Lalemant writes: 
 

 It was in the middle of winter.  Diabolical supersti-
tions flourished everywhere, and the powers of Hell had 
caused continual homage to be rendered to them [devils] 
for two entire days, promising the cure of a sick person. 
The most impious man in the village had undertaken the 
cure with the assistance of his Demon.  When he saw that 
none of his efforts were of avail, he complained that the 
Christians were not participating in such a public festival. 
In particular, he asked that a new Christian, Charles Tson-
datsaa, should unite his voice to his more strenuously to 
invoke the aid of the demon who was to restore the sick 
person to health.  It is the highest duty of the captains to 
obey these impostors.  A council was held; the matter was 
deemed important; the chief men were deputed by public 
authority to attack all the Christians at the same time. 
 Charles was greatly surprised at seeing three of 
the leading captains enter his cabin, “My God!” he ex-
claimed in the depths of his heart, “block the efforts of 

these slaves of Satan who come to bring me something on 
his behalf.  Counsel me, O God, in this emergency”.  He 
did not know what brought them, but he was quite sure 
that, as these hellish ceremonies were at their height, the 
minds of those wretches were possessed only by the Dev-
il.  “Good day, my brothers,”  he said to them.  “As you 
have come to see me, it is for me to entertain you.  I will 
tell you the thoughts that I had of you not long ago.  I feel 
compassion for you.  You obey a master who is the most 
infamous in the world.  You use your voices every day to 
proclaim his commandments.  It is not you who command, 
but he.  Why do not all the people believe?  And, why do 
not you yourselves be the first to believe?  Then you would 
really be captains, obeying God alone, and would make 
our country the happiest on earth”.  After this—Charles is 
not deficient in intelligence or language—he declared to 
them the equity of God’s commandments, the truth and 
greatness of His promises, and the eternal misery of all 
who refuse to obey Him. 
 As his speech had no end, the captains had great 
difficulty in securing any opportunity for answer.  At last, 
the boldest advanced and said: 
 “My brother, I do not come here alone, or of my 
own accord.  The council has sent us to say a word to you, 
but I dare not speak.  No, it is not I who speak, but all the 
longhouses.  Have you not seen that sick woman who 
languishes!  She is exhausted, and her voice has but 
strength enough to say to you: “Tsondastsaa, have pity on 
me!”  All the people have striven for her during the last two 
days, but our remedies are without effect, not being ani-
mated by your voice.  Such a one desires that you should 
be the one to preside with him at the ceremony (to the 
demon).  Do not refuse the people that favor, for a single 
day.” 
 Charles Tsondastsaa replied: “My brothers, you 
know that I am a believer.  This longhouse is holy.  Were I 
to sin, what example would I give to those who are on the 
point of being baptized?  Command me when we go to 
war to put myself in a dangerous place, and even if I were 
alone, I would charge against the enemy; but I would ra-
ther die than commit sin”. 
 An apostate [Apostate: one who has given up the 
faith] said to him: “My brother, this is not an evil without 
remedy.  We have just spoken to the Black Robes [the 
native name for the Jesuits] who teach you.  It is true that 
they do not wish to exhort you to obey us on this point but 
they have promised us that tomorrow they will wipe out 
your sin.  Courage, therefore, and fear not a sin that to-
morrow will no longer exist, after you shall have con-
fessed”. 
 The Devil is very cunning, but a heart whose mot-
to is “Death rather than sin” is not to be taken in by such 
snares.  The struggle did not end there, but this new Be-
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liever (Charles) remained ever consistent.  Finally, they 
endeavored to bribe his wife, but on all points they met a 
brave refusal. 
 At the same time, a captain, more impetuous 
than they, had entered the longhouse of some other Chris-
tians.  Addressing the youngest, he said to him in a fiend-
ish voice: “My nephew, make a truce for one day with the 
Faith.  Our country is going to ruin and the sick are dying.   
Where can we flee to avoid death?  Why do you keep 
away from our dance?  Why do you refuse to do this act of 
kindness to the people?  It is the Christians who kill us, 
since they will not help us. Come and dance today, my 
nephew, and tomorrow you shall resume the practice of 
the faith”. 
 To all this the young Christian answered not a 
word.  He bowed his head between his knees, according 
to the custom of the country, meaning thereby that he 
would do nothing of the kind.  The head of the longhouse 
was not satisfied with so simple a refusal; he preferred a 
more energetic declaration of the faith that held sway in all 
his family.  He said to the captain: 
 “You will lose your time here; even the children 
will not obey you.  The Devil has no authority here, where 
God alone is Master.  I speak in the name of all, for I know 
that their faith is like mine.  We may, indeed, all be massa-
cred, but no one can force us to pay the homage that you 
render to the Devil”. 
 The captain became furious, and redoubled his 
shouts, his threats, and his blasphemies against God.  In 
the end, he was compelled to abandon his design when he 
saw that even the children looked at him with an untrou-
bled gaze as if he were merely paying a visit. 
 There was not one longhouse where any Chris-
tian lived that did not bear witness on that day, that their 
faith was stronger than the power of all the captains.  Even 
one poor little man, Mathias Atiessa, who was the butt of 
the village, had nevertheless sufficient intelligence and 
courage to check the insolence in that respect.  “Cease to 
believe”, the captain says to him at last, after many use-
less efforts.  “Both my son and I”, he replied, “would soon-
er die”.  “But if your son should fall ill?”  “I would rather see 
him die”’ replied the father, “than have recourse to your 
diabolical remedies and dances.”  What do the Black 
Robes give you to induce you to believe this way?”  
“Paradise”, he replied.  “You speak very boldly for a beg-
gar, even if they gave you a robe to cover yourself”.  “I will 
be rich in heaven, but from what I see”—he replied to the 
captain, who had formerly shown some inclination toward 
the faith—“it is precisely that which prevents you from be-
lieving; you think only of this life, and not of eternity”.  This 
poor man has more good will than intelligence but if God 
makes even the tongues of children eloquent, this is not 
the first time He had given to the souls of the weakest the 

means of confounding those who think that they are the 
greatest minds of the Earth. 
 When evening came, the Christians felt greatly 
consoled at learning from one another what had happened 
to them.  “The devils” said Charles, “appeared today in my 
longhouse—yes, three devils from Hell, but clothed with 
flesh.  They wished to overturn it, but God held it up.”  
Thus did they attribute all the glory of the event to God. 
 
(Excerpted from Huron Relation for 1642, Chapter 4, para-
graphs 1 to 8, pp 251-253.  Jerome Lalemant, S.J.) 
 
The spirits and demons of the twenty-first century 
are entrenched in our own culture as firmly as they 
were in the seventeenth century.  Think about our 
cultural acceptance of same sex marriage, contracep-
tion, widespread pornography, marginalization of the 
poor, pursuit of money above people, politicians who 
say they are pro-life but vote pro-abortion.  It makes 
us ask ourselves, who are the devils whom we obey?  
Are we strong enough as the early Huron Christians 
to resist the entrenched devils of our own day? 
 

 
Divorce and Remarriage 
 
Perhaps one of the greatest scourges of modern soci-
ety (with our advantages of psychology, medication 
and education) is that we cannot remain faithful to 
each other in our marriages.  Now this is not a prob-
lem for teenagers, because they are not yet married.  
But it is a problem for parents.  
 
Yet, in another way, it is a problem for teens, be-
cause we often live what we have learned at an early 
age.  The child of divorced parents has no personal 
experience of permanence in marriage; and when 
difficulties arise in his or her own marriage, may 
respond the way he or she learned in childhood, by 
divorcing the spouse—plunging further into confu-
sion and despair.   The problem is complicated be-
cause it is so ingrained in our culture; and oftentimes 
divorce is the only option available to an abused 
spouse.  But one thing we can all agree upon is that 
we all know friends (perhaps even ourselves) who 
have grown up in broken homes, and it causes untold 
heartache and tragedy, even among  Christians.    
 
 

Misunderstanding and Ridicule  
from the Culture 

 
Teen years are particularly sensitive ones.  While we 
search for our place in the world, we do not want to 
be ostracized or excluded from our friends.  It is 
lonely when we have no friends. 
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If many teens look the same—with the same hair 
styles and jeans, tattoos and body piercings, and mu-
sic,—in that social phenomenon  we can recognize 
our search for acceptance by being like our friends.  
But even adults often feel the same way.  Go to a 
business meeting and it appears as if all the men 
bought suits and shoes from the same store.  Home 
neighborhoods in suburbs are amazingly similar.  
Adults often want to “keep up with the Joneses;” 
they even have the same number of kids as their 
neighbors.  It is little wonder that their children feel 
the same way. 
 
The struggle with our culture arises when we learn 
another way to live, a way based on the Gospel.  
When one tries to live differently from the prevailing 
culture, the culture reacts quickly, often strongly.  
We may get ridiculed and sometimes excluded.  In 
the case of the Huron Christians, they were excluded 
from the common ways of enjoying life, such as 
their feasts (our parties), sexual excesses, and the 
esteem of neighbors. 
 
The missionaries, who also dressed differently from 
the Hurons, were often ridiculed, and daily faced the 
real possibility of someone laying a tomahawk to 
their skulls.  They incurred the wrath of the chiefs 
particularly, because the missionaries were teaching 
a way of life that in many ways was in direct opposi-
tion to what the chiefs represented.  They were treat-
ed with the same scorn and derision that Jesus re-
ceived at the hands of the scribes and Pharisees. 
 

 …we tell the people that to honor God and be 
happy in Heaven they must abandon vice, live as men and 
not as animals, think more of their immortal souls than of a 
body that will rot after death.  Finally, we tell them that 
good works are needed with Faith.  That is what seems 
difficult for them, frightens and repels them from the holi-
ness of our mysteries; that alone makes them hostile to 
us. 
 Our [missionaries] soon experienced this fact 
among the nomadic people [the Algonquin nation].  When 
it was necessary to come to the point, to condemn vice, to 
reprove those who had two wives, to forbid recourse to 
diabolical superstitions, then they encountered more oppo-
sition and had to struggle more arduously.  Then the in-
struments of the Devil and those who pass here for Magi-
cians became more insolent in blaspheming against the 
Faith, in making use of threats, and in doing even more.  
Whoever comes here must carry his life in his hands and 
expect death, perhaps as much from the fury of an Algon-
quin or of a Huron as from an Iroquois foe.  A native who 
does not fear the justice of God or of man will very readily 

commit a crime.                                 
 
(Excerpted from Huron Relation for 1644,  Chapter 9- 6, p 
406.  Jerome Lalemant, S.J.) 
 

The Deaths of  St. Jean de Brébeuf and  
St. Gabriel Lalemant 
 
No account of St. Jean de Brébeuf and St. Gabriel 
Lalemant fails to recount their excruciating martyr-
dom.  It is a spectacle of cruelty which rivets the at-
tention of those who hear it.  We know from the Jes-
uit Relations that the natives inflicted the worst kind 
of tortures upon those of the enemy they singled out 
for their ‘caresses.’  The Hurons tortured captured 
Iroquois warriors with the same thoroughness and 
cruelty practiced by the Iroquois on Huron captives.  
So, in a way, we must not be surprised that the victo-
rious Iroquois reserved for the two French priests, 
considered special prisoners indeed, cruel and ago-
nizing tortures.  What especially marked the tor-
ments of Brébeuf and Lalemant was the particular 
role of certain renegade Hurons serving with the Iro-
quois.  These incited the Iroquois against the black 
robes. 

  
 The definition of a Christian martyr is one who is 
put to death out of hatred for the Faith.  Martyrdom is also 
rooted in the gospel text which says: ‘A man can have no 
greater love than to lay down his life for his friends’ (John 
15:13).  We see all this verified in the suffering and death 
of Brébeuf and Lalemant.   
 
(Excerpted from Brébeuf, A Giant in Huronia, p 44.  Angus 
J. Macdougall, S.J.) 
 
Father Paul Ragueneau, the superior of Sainte-Marie 
left us a stirring account based on Huron eye-
witnesses and the condition of the priests’ bodies 
recovered from the ruins of the village of Sainte-
Ignace.  Listen to his words: 
 

 As soon as they were taken captive, they were 
stripped naked and some of their fingernails were torn out.  
The ‘welcome” they received upon entering St. Ignace was 
a hailstorm of blows with sticks upon their shoulders, their 
loins, their legs, their breasts, their stomachs, and their 
faces. There was no part of their bodies that did not then 
endure its torment.   
 Fr. Jean de Brébeuf, overwhelmed under the 
burden of these blows, did not on that account lose care 
for his flock.  When he saw himself surrounded by Chris-
tians whom he had instructed, and who were captives with 
him, he said to them: “My children, let us lift our eyes to 
Heaven at the height of our afflictions; let us remember 
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that God is the witness of our sufferings, and will soon be 
our exceeding great reward.  Let us die in this Faith; and 
let us hope from His goodness the fulfillment of His prom-
ises.  I have more pity for you than for myself; but sustain 
with courage the few remaining torments.  They will end 
with our lives; the glory which follows them will never have 
an end.” 
 They said to him: “Echon, (this is the name the 
Hurons gave him) our spirits will be in Heaven while our 
bodies are suffering on earth.  Pray to God for us, that He 
may show us mercy; we will invoke Him even to the point 
of death.” 
 Some non-Christian Hurons—former captives of 
the Iroquois, naturalized among them, and former enemies 
of the Faith—were irritated by these words, and because 
our priests in their captivity had not their tongues captive.  
The cut off the hands of one, and pierced the other with 
sharp awls and iron points; under their armpits and on 
their loins they applied hatchets heated red-hot in the fire, 
and put a necklace of these around their necks in such a 
way that a any movement of their body gave them a new 
torture.  If they tried to lean forward, the red-hot hatchets 
on their back burned the shoulders everywhere; and if they 
tried to avoid that pain, bending back a little, their stom-
achs and breasts experienced a similar torment; if they 
tried standing straight without leaning to one side or the 
other, these glowing hatchets, touching them alike on all 
sides, were a double torture to them.  Belts of bark filled 
with pitch and resin were put around them, then set afire, 
which scorched the whole of their bodies. 
 At the height of these torments, Fr .Gabriel Lale-
mant lifted his eyes to Heaven, clasping his hands from 
time to time, and uttering sighs to God, whom he invoked 
to his aid.  Fr. Jean de Brébeuf remained like a rock, in-
sensible to the fires and the flames, without uttering any 
cry; he maintained a profound silence which astonished 
his executioners.  No doubt his heart was then reposing in 
His God.  Then, returning to himself, he preached to those 
non-Christians, and still more to many good Christian cap-
tives, who had compassion on him. 
 Those butchers, indignant at his zeal, girdled his 
mouth, cut off his nose, and tore off his lips to stop him 
from speaking of God.  But, his blood spoke much more 
loudly than his lips had done.  His heart not being yet torn 
out, his tongue did not fail to render him service until the 
last sigh to bless God for these torments and to exhort the 
Christians more vigorously than he had ever done. 
 In derision of Baptism, which these good priests 
had so charitably administered even at the breach in the 
palisade and in the height of battle, those wretches—
enemies of the Faith—took to baptizing them with boiling 
water.  Their bodies were entirely bathed with it, two or 
three times, and more.  These torments were accompa-

nied by biting gibes: 'We baptize you,’ said these wretch-
es, ‘so that you may be blessed in Heaven, because with-
out proper Baptism one cannot be saved.’  Others added, 
mocking: 
 ‘We treat you as your friends, since we shall be 
the cause of your greatest happiness up in Heaven.  
Thank us for so many good deeds, because the more you 
suffer, the more your God will reward you.’ 
 The ones doing this were non-believing Hurons; 
of old, enemies of the Faith.  Taken captive by the Iroquois 
at some earlier time, after they had already received suffi-
cient religious instruction for their salvation, now they impi-
ously abused that knowledge.  But in reality, they were 
contributing to the glory of the priests.  It is very much to 
be feared that their cruel deeds were for their own misfor-
tune.   
  The more these torments were increased, the 
more the priests entreated God that these cruel deeds 
should not be the cause of the damnation of these poor 
blind tormentors.  The priests pardoned them with all their 
heart.  It is surely now that the two priests say in heaven, 
We have gone through fire and water, and You have led 
us into safety. 
 When they were being fastened to the post where 
they were to suffer these torments and where they were to 
die, they had knelt down, embraced it with joy, and kissed 
it piously as the object of their desires and love, and as a 
sure and final pledge of their salvation.  The two priests 
prayed for some time, but longer than those butchers were 
willing to permit them.  They put our Fr. Gabriel Lalemant’s 
eyes and applied burning coals in the hollow sockets. 
 Their tortures were not of the same duration.  Fr. 
Jean de Brébeuf was at the height of his torments at about 
three o’clock on the same day of the capture, the 16th day 
of March, and rendered up his soul about four o’clock in 
the evening.  Fr. Gabriel Lalemant endured longer, form 
six o’clock in the evening until about nine o’clock the next 
morning, the seventeenth of March.   
 Before their deaths, their hearts were torn out by 
means of an opening above the breast, and those cruel 
primitives inhumanly feasted on them, drinking blood—that 
was still quite warm—from its source with sacrilegious 
hands. While the priests were still quite full of life, pieces 
of flesh were removed from their thighs, the calves of the 
legs, and their arms, which the executioners then placed 
on coals to roast, and then ate in their sight. 
 Their bodies were slashed in various parts; and 
to increase the pain, red-hot hatchets had been thrust into 
these wounds. 
 Fr. Jean de Brébeuf had the skin of his skull torn 
away.   They had cut off his feet and torn the flesh from his 
thighs, even to the bone, and had split one of his jaws in 
two with the blow of a hatchet. 
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 Fr. Gabriel Lalemant had received a hatchet blow 
on the left ear.  It had driven into his brain and exposed it.  
We saw no part of his body, from the feet even to the 
head, which had not been broiled, and in which he had not 

been burned alive, even the eye sockets, into which those 
impious ones had thrust burning coals. 
 They had broiled their tongues, repeatedly putting 
into their mouths flaming brands, and burning pieces of 

 
 

                  

Brébeuf and Lalemant stand ready for boiling water and fire “Baptism”, and flaying. 
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bark, not willing that the priests should invoke in dying, 
Him for whom they were suffering, and who could never 
die in their hearts.  I have learned all this from persons 
worthy of credence, who saw the event, and reported it to 
me personally.  They were captives along with the priests.  
They had been kept to be put to death at another time, but 
were able to escape. 
 Let us leave these objects of horror and these 
monsters of cruelty.  Some day all those body parts will be 
endowed with an immortal glory and the greatness of their 
torments will be the measure of their happiness.  From 
now on, they live in the realm of the Saints, and will dwell 
in it forever. 
 We buried these precious relics on Sunday, the 
21st day of March, with so much consolation and such ten-
der feelings of devotions in all those who were present at 
their obsequies, that I know none who did not desire a 
similar death rather than fear it.   
 
(Excerpted from Huron Relation of 1649, Chapter 4-4 to 
10, pp 152-155.  Paul Ragueneau, S.J.) 
 
 
Hope 
 
The Cross is a stumbling block for the non-believer. 
 
As Christians and Catholics, we know that the battle 
has already been won.  As black as things may seem 
at times, Jesus has already won.  He won precisely in 
his submitting Himself to death on a cross.  The very 
moment that the Devil appeared victorious—when  
Jesus died His horrible death by crucifixion—was 
the very moment that the Devil was vanquished for-
ever.  We do not need to fear him.  The Father of 
Lies has lost the battle, and he knows it.  He contin-
ues to fight and can only win a battle when we lose 
our focus on Jesus.  When we sin, it is not that Jesus 
lost a battle; it is that we chose to lose sight of Him. 
 
One of our most wonderful gifts is the gift of confes-
sion in the Sacrament of Reconciliation.  It clears the 
conscience and gives a new start.  It is our sacrament 
of forgiveness and hope, where we are showered by 
the mercy of God, like being outside in a downpour.  
It had the same effect on Huron Christians three hun-
dred fifty years ago: 
 

 A non-Christian one day asked a Christian wom-
an what they all went to do, one after the other, in the 
chapel.  She replied simply that they went to confess their 
sins.  “And how,” said he, “do we sin?  As for me, I do not 
recognize any sins.”  “There is nothing surprising in that,” 
replied the good woman; “your life is but one continued 

succession of sins.  How could you distinguish them?  We 
who have the Faith are always on our guard, and thus we 
easily recognize our faults.”   
 
(Excerpted from Huron Relation for 1642,  Chapter 7- 13, 
p 273. Jerome Lalemant, S.J.) 
 
Here is an outline of what inclines them to the Truth we 
preach to them. 
-  The art of inscribing upon paper matters that are beyond 

sight. 
-  The strict conformity to reason that is found in all our 

maxims. 
-  The unity of our doctrine.  They are astonished that the 

same things are told them at Quebec as we preach 
here. 

-  Our own certainty in upholding what we teach. 
-  The contempt that they see us show for death and for all 

the dangers we incur. 
-  The aversion—which they admire—among the French of 

any kind of sensuality, to which they for their part aban-
don themselves by a propensity that is a part of their 
nature. 

-  The opinion they now have that we are not a people to 
deceive ourselves in a matter of so much importance. 

-  The Christian confidence in the goodness of God that 
we have shown them in the adversities we have suf-
fered. 

-  This principle: That man did not create himself, and con-
sequently must go back to his origin, which can only be 
an independent Being. 

-  The vanity they are continually discovering in their nor-
mal attitudes. 

 
(Excerpted from Huron Relation for 1638, Chapter 8, para-
graph 7, p 169. François Le Mercier, S.J.) 
 
 

Heroic virtue and faith among Huron 
Christians amidst danger and temptation. 
 
Learning that the Huron Christians lived heroic and 
virtuous lives in the middle of a world that did not 
know the Faith, and did not value chastity, inspires 
us to be strong in our own lives. 
 

 I saw that a good Christian [Charles Ondaaiondi-
ont, ambassador to the Susquehannah Nation] returned 
from a very long journey of six months’ duration; still more 
fervent than when he had left us.  I wished to inquire more 
minutely how he had managed to continue in a state of 
innocence that so astonished me.  He replied: 
 “I was always on my guard.  In the morning, I 
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thought that perhaps before noon I might be captured by 
the enemy [the Iroquois], who are to be feared all along 
the way and thus I prepared myself for death.  At noon, I 
thought that perhaps I might not live even till nightfall, and 
thus I communed with God.  In the evening, I feared that 
we might be attacked during the night while we slept.  
When we reached a place of safety, I feared the dangers 
of the return journey.  If there had been a Confessor near 
me I would perhaps have been less upon my guard, owing 
to the facility of obtaining pardon.  On my arrival they pre-
sented me with a woman, but I would have nothing to do 
with her.  On the following day, they brought me another, 
better formed, but her also I refused.  They then asked me 
to choose for myself the one that pleased me the most.  I 
told them that what restrained me was fear of a God, and 
belief in a Paradise and a Hell.  Thereupon I spoke to 
them of our Mysteries, which they admired.  They com-
plained that the Europeans [Dutch and English] with whom 
they trade did not come to instruct them this way; after 
that, they let me be.” 
 
(Excerpted from Huron Relation for 1647-48,  Chapter 11, 
paragraph 18, p105.  Paul Ragueneau, S.J.) 
 
Lessons can inspire.   Cultures apart, we realize that 
we are more similar to the Hurons than different 
from them.  
 

• Young Christian Hurons lived in times that at 
first glance are so different from ours.  But their 
spirits struggled with temptations quite similar to 
the temptations we face in our modern civiliza-
tion. 

• Christian communities of the Hurons were 
model communities that lived in the midst of a 
pagan culture.  Our communities can be the 
same. 

• The Jesuit Martyrs gave us sublime and perfect 
examples of living in the world, of bringing the 
world to Christ and of dying to ourselves as we 
live for Jesus.  That is the special gift that we 
find at Sainte-Marie Among the Hurons and the 
Shrine of the North American Martyrs. 

 
Much ado is made of the fact that the Jesuit Mission-
aries were steeped in a Judeo-Christian and Europe-
an theology and cultural biases.  The noise is made 
by our generation which holds tolerance to be the 
ultimate value—tolerance of all religions as equally 
valid and true. 
 
Actually, it does not matter that the Jesuits were pre-
conditioned by their French culture of the 17th Cen-
tury.  We are all creatures of our own cultures.  What 
matters is the same human condition is found among 

both missionary and native, Christian and non-
Christian.  The threads of our inclinations—both no-
ble and base—run in everyone, Frenchmen, Native 
Canadians, and modern Americans. 
The lesson taught by our visit back 350 years to a 
time and civilization so different from our modern 
and technological world, is that our Christian faith 
gives us a new way to live our lives.  Our faith un-
derstands and makes holy our desires, and guides our 
wills to avoid temptations which lead us to self-
destruction…so we can reach heaven and bring oth-
ers with us.  And fortify us to enjoy the peace of 
Heaven right here on earth.   
 
At the time of Father Brébeuf’s death—in the space 
of some 15 years—one-third to one-half of the  Hu-
ron population had converted to the Christian Faith 
 
In God’s mysterious plan, the mission ended abrupt-
ly, and the remnants of the nation were dispersed to 
east to Montreal.  Some migrated west, eventually to 
Kansas.  

 
     “Those who had been converted became the core of a 
Christian presence among both the Iroquois and among  
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western aboriginal nations.   
 
    “Thus, through the Huron Christians and the blood of 
the Jesuit martyrs, the faith was kindled through North 
America.”   
 
(Pastoral Letter of the Canadian Bishops, September 14, 
1999.) 
 
Almost 300 years after the mission at Sainte-Marie 
was burnt to the ground and the Huron nation was all 
but annihilated, Pope Pius XII elevated eight heroic 
martyrs to the altar.  They were Jesuit Fathers Jean 
de Brébeuf, Antoine Daniel, Gabriel Lalemant, 
Charles Garnier, and Noël Chabanel, who died on 
what is now Canadian soil in the region of Midland, 
Ontario, together with Father Isaac Jogues and two 
donnés (lay volunteer workers), René Goupil and 
Jean de la Lande, who died in what is today the Unit-

ed States, in the region of Auriesville, New York. 
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Pierre de Rosa majored in philosophy and theology at St. John Vianney 
Seminary.  He has led wilderness canoe trips in Onatrio for decades, as far 
north as James Bay to Moosonee and Fort Albany.  He is the group chief of 
the Niagara River Explorers, a unit of the Federation of North American 
Explorers.  His involvement with teens and his interest in the missionary 
activity of New France, has led to this study of the Jesuits and the Hurons.  
He lives in Niagara Falls, New York, with his wife, Arlene, and their four 
children. 
 
 
The Federation of North American Explorers is an international associa-
tion of the Catholic Church for youth and young adults that strives to build 
its members into “ordinary saints.” through an adventurous outdoor pro-
gram and a fervent spiritual life.  FNE and its founding counterpart, the 
Federation of Scouts and Guides of Europe, are established in 21 countries 
with over 65,000 members.  FNE’s founder was Venerable Fr. Jacques Se-
vin, a close friend of Lord Baden Powell. Paul Ritchi of Toronto brought 
the movement to North America.  
 
 


