Le Chételard Spiritual Eco-Center

Written by Martin Simunsky nSJ in cooperation with Xavier de Bénazé SJ

Nestled in a 40-hectare park just 8 km from Lyon, you will find an estate managed by the Jesuits since
1929 as a house for spiritual retreats. It was to this very place that we, a group of four novices, headed
for our group experiment to learn about the diverse work of the Jesuits in the local region and to
practice communal discernment. Looking from the access road, which climbs through an avenue of
trees, we see a smaller farmhouse under renovation on the right. Ahead of us, the main building comes
into view. It is originally an 18th-century mansion once owned by the bourgeois de Ruolz family.

The Present

Today, Le Chételard offers a wide range of events. From classic Ignatian spiritual exercises, short-term
silent retreats, introductions to meditation, spiritual training, and reflections on various stages of life
(pre-marital, marital, widowed, post-divorce, academic, career) to ecological retreats, which are a
brand-new addition.

Indeed, this peaceful place underwent a major transformation in 2023. Following the papal encyclical
Laudato si’ (2015), the global apostolic preferences of the Jesuits, and after a year of communal
discernment, the transformation of Le Chatelard into a spiritual eco-center (écocentre spirituel) began.
This is under the guidance of Jesuit priest Xavier de Bénazé SJ, who originally trained as an agricultural
engineer, and Jean Le Borgne. Since 2022, Jean has served as the center’s first lay director.

One example of the programs offered is a 3-week stay for young people aged 18-35 organized by
Xavier, who is assisted by a young Jesuit from Cameroon, Nwowe Wanfeo SJ. The program consists of
morning practical work on projects (sustainable cooking, agriculture and gardening, biodiversity
conservation, eco-construction) and intellectually focused afternoons (holistic training in ecology
according to the approach of the Campus de la Transition center, the integral ecology of Laudato si’,
eco-theology, and the social teaching of the Church). Throughout the day, participants have time for
personal prayer and take part in community life. At the end of their stay, they embark on a 3-day
"begging pilgrimage" (inspired by the Jesuit pilgrimage experiment) and conclude with a 5-day silent
retreat.

More than a dozen lay employees and around 200 volunteers from the wider area participate in the
eco-center project, regularly coming here to help with food preparation, the community garden, forest
management, spiritual accompaniment, and sessions. Consequently, during Tuesday lunch, the number
of diners in the refectory grows considerably. However, there is no need to worry about finding a seat at
the table; there are five dining rooms in total, adapted to the needs of individual groups of retreatants.



A Tour of the Grounds

After lunch, a gentleman approaches me in the corridor, asking for directions. He is a man from the
streets whom the community regularly invites in. Then, a young Jesuit brother, Samuel Piffeteau SJ,
takes us on a tour of the surroundings. We walk out through the main entrance and go around the
building from the left side, where we can see its original facade with a gable. The center is located on a
hill, so this side of the building looks out over the valley. Right across the path is a slope with a meadow.
Signs of 9 themed community gardens are already taking shape on this meadow. In the future, young
families and self-sufficient seniors will participate in them, sharing life with the Jesuits in a newly
emerging wing (project implementation will begin in autumn 2028).

Sheep grazing in the meadow where community gardens are currently being established

Around the corner of the building, we hear chickens, which have an enclosure behind the herb and
vegetable bed. We continue further, entering the forest, and on this hot day, we are grateful for its dim
shade. Along the way, we find information panels with photos of our planet Earth. Visitors have the
opportunity to take a 4.6 km long pilgrimage through the history of the Earth', which spans 4.6 billion
years—each single meter thus represents a period of one million years. Together with Samuel, we walk
through the woods along the perimeter of the grounds, and in half an hour, we reach a pasture from the
other side. Here, we meet the sheep and Nougat the donkey, who, along with Pamplona the sheep, is
very friendly—as soon as we enter the enclosure, they curiously come out to greet us.

Behind the pasture, we see greenhouses and meet volunteers and a market gardener, who explains how
the vegetable supply works here. Unfortunately, French law does not allow locally grown produce to be
offered to retreat participants. Thus, the eggs, vegetables, and herbs are consumed only by the local
community, but the kitchen of Le Chatelard purchases ingredients from this market gardener. In
addition, the gardener opens a small farm market every week, offering vegetables directly from her
farm to people from the surrounding area.

A few Indian Runner ducks run across the path, currently on a slug hunt. Behind the greenhouses, the
familiar building of the farmhouse, La Ferme, awaits us under renovation; its facade is made of earth and
straw. Once completed, it will serve as accommodation for young, low-income groups (university
students, scouts, etc.). It will feature a total of 40 beds in 13 rooms, a chapel, and an equipped kitchen
where guests will have the opportunity to prepare their own meals.

We return to the main entrance. However, there is still one place left to complete the tour. Behind the
main building lies a meadow where a group of about 30 scouts camped over the weekend. Part of the

' The pilgrimage can also be made virtually using the Prie en Chemin app (available only in French).



meadow is fenced off as a construction site, where geothermal drilling for a heat pump is currently
underway. A short distance from the fencing, we see another project in progress: the renovation of the
hall La salle du bois, which will supplement the needs of the scout camp and offer facilities for larger
groups of people, up to 100 individuals.

As can be seen, Le Chatelard is a truly vibrant community place, so much so that | find myself
wondering whether a person seeking recollection in silence can actually find it. As we walk back
through the forest, | get a partial answer. Along the path, we see a discreet little oratory with a glass wall
looking out into the trees. Besides this prayer room, there are four others: the main chapel; a chapel in
the basement with an openable tabernacle for adoration; the original historical chapel from the 17th
century standing next to the main building; and finally, a modern multi-functional hall directly in the main
building. In order to meet capacity needs, the construction of a new wooden chapel is planned, which
will stand at the top of the slope overlooking the community garden and the valley. The project is
designed so that the materials used, the layout, the mandorla-shaped floor plan, the location of the
chapel, and its appearance reflect the fundamental relationships of a human being to oneself, others,
creation, and the Creator.?
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Visualization of the new chapel project

Standing at the main entrance of this place, we reflect in conclusion on who a typical visitor to Le
Chatelard might be. We try to capture the traits of this place, but it is not easy to give an answer. |
believe that we can find the answer precisely with Pope Francis—in integrity, in wholeness. In this place,
we discovered a shared care for nature, quality spirituality offered to a wide spectrum of people, and a
strong sense of community filled with good humor, lightness, and laughter.

Nwowe Wanfeo SJ and Samuel Piffeteau SJ with a volunteer visiting the enclosure with the sheep and
Nougat the donkey

2 The four fundamental relationships of the integral ecology of Laudato si’
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