
 
 

Provincial Offices, United States Province ⏐ Mailing address: P.O. Box 289, Hales Corners, WI 53130-0289 

Street: 7373 S. Lovers Lane Rd, Franklin, WI 53132 ⏐ P: 414-425-6910 ⏐ F: 414-425-2938 ⏐ www.dehoniansusa.org 

 

March 14, 2024 

 

Dear Brothers and Sisters, 

 

March 14 is a significant day for the Priests of the Sacred Heart. It’s the birthday of the 

Founder of the Congregation, Fr. Leo John Dehon, SCJ. Born in France in 1843, Fr. 

Dehon’s love for the Sacred Heart began with his mother who dedicated herself to the 

Sacred Heart. 

 

If we delve into the life of Fr. Dehon, we can sense a man of great humility, charity, and 

gentleness. To the young people he ministered to, he’s known as a good father, or “très bon 

père.” He genuinely cared for the factory workers who were exploited and impacted by the 

Industrial Revolution. The long working 

hours kept many workers away from their 

families and the church. In response, Fr. 

Dehon founded clubs and schools for young 

people. He sent his fellow priests to the 

factories to ensure that the workers’ 

sacramental needs were met. Furthermore, 

he challenged factory owners to implement 

humane working hours and conditions for 

their workers. Fr. Dehon was inspired by and 

faithful to the Catholic social teaching and 

wanted his fellow clergy and religious, as 

well as the laity to protect the dignity and 

rights of the vulnerable.  

 

Among his fellow religious in the 

congregation, he was known for his 

charitable nature. In the early years of 

founding the congregation, he endured trials 

and betrayals. He trusted people easily and 

invited his betrayers to be his collaborators. 

What inspired him to do so? He wanted to 

win souls for Christ. The words of Bishop 

Joseph Lawrence Philippe, SCJ, second 

Superior General of the congregation, 

summarize well who and what Fr. Dehon 

embodied: “He carried with him the love of 

Christ, a love that progressively led him to 



 

 

the devotion of the Sacred Heart, to whose service he would consecrate his life.” One 

heartwarming example of Fr. Dehon’s embodiment of the love of the Sacred Heart was 

when he held a dying member of his community in his arms, sharing in the last moments 

of the man’s life despite the fact that he had betrayed Fr. Dehon and caused him many 

grievances and tears.  

 

I’ve attached a short biography of Fr. Dehon. I kindly ask for your prayers for Dehonians 

throughout the world on this special day.  

 

I am grateful for your ministry of extending the love of the Sacred Heart in souls and 

society. Please know that you are in my prayers.  

 

Respectfully yours, 

 

 

 

 

Very Rev. Vien V. Nguyen, SCJ 

Provincial Superior 

Priests of the Sacred Heart – US Province 

 

  



 

 

Ven. Leo John Dehon, SCJ 

Founder of the Priests of the Sacred Heart 

March 14, 1843 – August 12, 1925 

 

Born in 1843 in La Capelle, France, Leo Dehon was born into a prosperous family whose 

holdings included rich farmland, prized livestock, and thoroughbred racehorses. His father 

envisioned a career in law or politics for his son. However, starting in high school, Leo’s 

vision for himself was much different than that of his father. Leo was a sophomore in high 

school when he felt an intense call during Midnight Mass to become a priest. He told his 

father that upon graduation he wanted to enroll in the seminary. But his father said no, and 

so Leo went to Paris to study law. In Paris, Leo explored the city’s culture and arts, and 

was active in his parish, where he attended daily Mass, taught religion to neighborhood 

children and, as a member of the St. Vincent de Paul Society, visited the poor and elderly. 

He followed his father’s wishes, but after five years in Paris, Leo’s dream of being a priest 

was still very much alive.  

 

His father thought that an extended trip would finally 

break Leo’s hold on his vocation and arranged for 

him and his college roommate to go on a nine-month 

tour through Greece and the Middle East. For two 

men in their early 20s, this proved to be the adventure 

of a lifetime. Bandits shot at them as they rode 

horseback through the Balkan mountains; all their 

clothes became infested with lice in Egypt and had to 

be burned; they sailed on a barge down the Nile and 

rode camels across the Sinai desert. But the trip also 

had a spiritual dimension. They spent two weeks in 

the Holy Land, where Leo followed in the footsteps 

of Jesus. And returning home by way of Rome, Leo 

had an audience with the pope, who affirmed him in his vocation. 

 

Finally, Leo’s father relented, and Leo entered the French Seminary in Rome. He would 

always call these his “golden years.” He excelled in his theological studies and also learned 

to meditate, a method of interior prayer that for the rest of his life would connect him to 

the living love of the Heart of Jesus. Leo became convinced that sharing this love would 

be the foundation of his life and could be the remedy for much of the world’s disorder and 

misery. His ordination to the priesthood was the fulfillment of a dream, with the additional 

joy of giving Communion to his father, who had returned to the faith. 

 

Armed with three more degrees – in philosophy, theology, and church law – Father Dehon 

returned to his home diocese. His bishop assigned him to a large urban parish in the blue-

collar town of Saint-Quentin. Most of its 35,000 people were barely able to earn their daily 



 

 

bread. The majority were nominally Catholic, but few went to church. Father Dehon saw 

that the Church’s pastoral methods were out of sync with the times. He realized that it was 

not enough to simply celebrate Mass and administer the sacraments; the priest had to go to 

the people. 

 

Father Dehon began by organizing a youth group, which grew over a few years to more 

than 400 members. Always, Fr. Dehon was a kind, fatherly presence who consoled, cajoled, 

encouraged and inspired. Next he turned his attention to the young adults just entering the 

work world, offering them a safe haven from bars and 

street life. He taught them about their rights as 

workers, encouraged them to save and instructed 

them in the ideals of Christian marriage. He also kept 

business and civic leaders informed of these good 

works, soliciting their continued support as well as 

their cooperation in bettering the difficult working 

conditions of those in Saint-Quentin’s factories. 

 

At 33, Father Dehon found life smiling on him: his 

ministries were a success, he was esteemed by his 

bishop and he was welcome throughout the city. But 

he was not happy. The “busyness” of his public 

works left little time to deepen his personal relationship 

with the Lord. He considered joining a religious order 

but realized there was no one to carry on his ministries. His sympathetic bishop proposed 

a solution: Father Dehon could establish his own religious congregation if he would also 

establish a Catholic high school in the city. The bishop would get his high school, Father 

Dehon would be able to live as a religious and the new congregation would care for the 

ministries he had established. 

 

In July 1877, Father Dehon started the high school (St. John) and began a year of intense 

preparation for his new religious congregation. The following June he made his first vows. 

His congregation, modeled after the love of the Heart of Jesus, became the new means for 

Father Dehon to realize his dream of uniting himself to the love of God while sharing that 

love with others. 

 

Fr. Dehon died in Brussels on August 12, 1925. In his last days he is reported to have 

stretched out his hand toward a portrait of the Sacred Heart and exclaimed in a clear voice: 

“For Him I lived and for Him I die. He is my everything, my life, my death and my 

eternity.”  

 

*Taken from https://dehoniansusa.org/about/our-founder/ 

Fr. Dehon with early missionaries in Brazil 


