Spiritan Educational History

Since 1848
(A 1982 paper,

In this paper

we

will consider the

revised)

Congregation's educational

However, the fact that in this year the Holy
Heart of Mary congregation "merged" into ours and that its
superior, Fr Libermann, became superior general makes it necessary to go back and trace certain features which exercised great
influence on the Congregation's subsequent history.
history since 1848.

Libermann 's Intellectual and Spiritual Formation
For the son of a pious Jewish family living in Alsace early in the
19th century education typically began at the age of about 5 with

From

would proceed to reading
commentary of Rabbi
Jaecke. In addition, he would learn to write Yiddish in Hebrew
characters. At the age of about 12, if he was still attending school,
he would devote himself to the books of Jewish laws known as the
Mischna, and then, guided by a learned Rabbi, to the study of the
Talmud commentaries on the laws.
Jacob Francis Libermann' s legal name whose father was an
expert in Jewish learning, showed his intelligence and application
by being admitted to Talmud studies at the age of 10. He pursued
this task daily for 5 years and then lived all this scrupulously under
the eagle eyes of his ultra-orthodox father for 5 more years. Thus
he became permeated to the very core of his being with the
the learning of Hebrew.

there he

the Torah, followed by the unpunctuated

—

—
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genuine piety of the orthodox Jew during the formative period of
his

life.

1

At the age of 20, in 1822, he went to Metz in Lorraine in
accordance with his father's wishes. The old Rabbi, however, was
thinking not so much about adding more advanced studies to
Jacob's learning as about showing his talents and learning to a
wider audience and thereby drawing attention to his son as a
future Rabbi. Away from home, Jacob for the first time came out
into contact with European culture. He secretly studied French,
Latin and even some Greek, avidly read the classics of the time,
such as J.J. Rousseau's Emile, and even the New Testament in
Hebrew. Emile, however, interested him more than the Gospel at
that time and, religiously, he became an agnostic. But on Christmas Eve 1826, he followed the example of three of his brothers and
was baptized in Paris.
When he expressed a desire to become a priest, he was admitted
to Stanislaus' College, a school which just then was becoming the
headquarters of the Missionaries of France, a group of priests to
which two well-known future Spiritans, Fr Loewenbriick and
Fr Leguay, also belonged. He spent about 7 months there following
its philosophy classes and, reportedly, also audited some lectures
at the Sorbonne. (There was no way for him to qualify as a
matriculated student.) Stanislaus
success in philosophy, but

its

was renowned

for its

academic

courses then seem to have consisted

mostly of Cartesian and Leibnitzian notions. 2
Admitted to St Sulpice in 1827, he studied theology till in 1831
epilepsy excluded him from advancing to major orders. Going to
Issy, the Sulpician house of philosophy and novitiate, he continued to live there for nearly 6 years, until in the fall of 1837 he
accepted to become assistant novice master of the Eudists at
Rennes. He left there two years later to go to Rome in connection
with the founding of the Holy Heart of Mary congregation.

At the Sulpician seminary, as nearly everywhere
at that time,

the intellectual level

was not very

else in France

high, says the

French historian Guillaume de Bertier de Sauvigny of the Institut
Catholique of Lyon. This statement does not mean that some of the
Sulpician professors did not attain a distinguished personal level of

1.

2.

N.D.
N.D.

1,
1,

35 ff.
106 f.
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excellence, but refers to the attitude cultivated

De Sauvigny quotes

1848

among
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students.

its

Fr Etienne Mollevaut, a Sulpician superior at

who advised a newly appointed teacher at the seminary
Mans: "Beware of new ideas .... Be fearful about encouraging the spirit of curiosity .... Remember that a large majority
of your students are destined to serve
peasants and in that
light consider what will be most useful to them." Felicite de
Lamennais lamented in 1828: "Never for many, many centuries,
has the clergy, taken as a whole, been so ignorant as it is today,
and never, however, has real learning been more necessary." 3 It
was a period of great intellectual effervescence in which the modern sciences of man, such as economics, psychology and sociology,
were born and in which, consequently, a well-informed clergy was
a necessity. Libermann himself was to recognize this later when he
complained in 1848: "The misfortune of the clergy in these times
has always been that it remained stuck in the past. The world has
moved foreward, and the enemy has adapted his batteries to the
conditions and* spirit of the time, but we remain behind .... We
must attack the enemy's batteries where they are and not allow
him to fortify himself by looking for him where he is no longer." 4
But in 1837 he had not yet reached this position and thought that
the Sulpicians overemphasized intellectual preoccupations at the
expense of spiritual formation. "They misconceive the Sulpician
spirit," he wrote, and "imagine that for a Sulpician it is enough to
have a certain degree of piety, ordinary piety. Provided he is a
good scholar, provided he does a good job as a teacher
he
that time,

of Le

.

.

.

.

succeed

will

saint

.

.

.

.

,

marvellously

and with

achieve this."

.

.

.

that kind of

.

.

.

,

must be a
lightheadedness one cannot

[But]

a

Sulpician

5

While agreeing with Libermann that holiness is of primordial
I'd like to recall Fr Poullart des Places' famous saying
that a fervent priest who lacks learning is blind in his zeal, even as
a learned priest who lacks piety is close to falling into heresy and
importance,

rebellion.

6

On the spiritual level, Libermann at first inevitably took over the
views prevailing in the French school of thought and he did so
3.

4.
5.
6.

de Sauvigny, The Bourbon
N.D. 10, 151.
N.D. 1, 384 f.
Le Floch, C.F. Poullart des Places,
Bertier

Restoration, p. 309.

p. 571.
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with the usual fervor of a convert. In consequence, during this
time, says the Libermann expert Fr Paul Sigrist, he showed then a
kind of unyielding harshness, excessive pessimism about "the
natural" and occasionally unrestrained anxiety. All this, however,
went contrary to the optimism and the absolute confidence in God
that had become deeply ingrained in him during his Orthodox

Jewish period.
"The pious Jew," Martin Buber tells us, "lives in the consciousness that the proper place for his encounter with God lies in the
ever-changing situation of life .... Again and again, the pious
Jew hears God's voice in a different way in the language spoken by
unforeseen and changed situations." He does not silence God
under the pretext that He has already spoken before and in a
different way. He does not try to hide from this voice behind a
model of life and work which he has undertaken before in obedience to that voice, but he always remains in an attitude of unconditional availability before

Once Libermann had

God. 7
left

the Sulpicians

and the

Eudists, this

Jewish spiritual attitude became again predominant in his outlook.
As another Libermann scholar expressed it, he was "Jew and
Christian" at the same time. In Christian terms, he wished to live
under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, manifesting himself in the
concrete situation of life. He came closer to St Paul, St Augustine
and Luther, says another Libermann expert, Fr Paul Sigrist, than to
St Ignatius and Olier. And this attitude ruled not merely his own
life but also imposed on him the greatest reverence for the way of
being proper to individuals and for the way God's grace acts on
them. It gave his spiritual message a timelessness and suitability
that makes it proper to any age and any human condition. The past
that is really past means nothing to Libermann; only unconditional
availability before God counts. It stands to reason, of course, that
Libermann did not speak about availability as an abstraction, but
referred to concrete availability in the light of each one's potential
and limitations in his or her life situation.
Faithfulness to the Holy Spirit speaking through life's changing
situations became his leitmotiv not just with respect to his congregation but also for the total openness with which he wished its
members to approach those entrusted to their care. That was why
7. Martin Buber, Der Glaube der Profeten, 1950, 104
Christ," Geist und Leben, 1963, no. 1, p. 43.

ff.;

J.

Heyke, "Jude und
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he stressed mobility rather than being stuck in the groove, flexibility rather than being frozen in a system, and adaptability which
keeps trying to see what the Spirit wishes us to do in a world that
moves on and away from the past. All this, of course, implies great
trust in experience, familiarity with the world without being overwhelmed by it, and an aversion to drawing up irrevocable lines for
the future.

was necessary

we wish

understand
he had said
he needed for laying the foundation of the Congregation, and in
particular to understand how easily he changed his attitude with
It

to recall these points

how Libermann changed

respect to scholarship

if

to

in the course of the ten years

and education.

Libermann 's Change of View with Respect

to Education

For most of the nearly 14 years he spent after his conversion in
seminaries and novitiates at St Sulpice, Issy and Rennes, Libermann had been involved in the formation of future priests. When

he went to Rome and wrote there his provisional rule
Holy Heart of Mary congregation, he specified its purpose
as "foreign and distant missions." "None of its subjects," he
added, "may remain in Europe solely to serve there for the salvation of souls. It is only for the benefit of our missions that a few of
them may live there." 8 Moreover, even though in the foreign
missions its subjects should do everything possible to create a
in late 1839
for the

make provisions for junior seminary training, they themselves should "never assume the task of
9
teaching them letters." They would be allowed only to teach
theology and devote themselves to the spiritual formation of future
native clergy and, consequently

priests in junior seminaries.

As soon, however, as Libermann had entered the seminary of
Strasbourg to prepare himself for his ordination in early 1841, his
desire to participate in the formation of diocesan priests in Europe
became very strong and he saw this desire as an indication coming
from the Holy Spirit speaking through the voices of men. In
Strasbourg he heard exaggerated reports about the sad condition of the German clergy
possibly inspired by the recent condemnation of George Hermes' s theology and wanted to make

—

8.

9.

N.D.
N.D.

2,

240.

2,

254.

—

—

—
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himself "useful to that country by assisting in the formation of holy
priests."

The

10

interesting point

is

1841 he wrote a long letter to

formation of the

German

he intended

that for this reason

establish his congregation in Strasbourg, close to

Mr Le Vavasseur,

Germany.

explaining

to

In July

how the

clergy could be undertaken without

betraying the purpose of his congregation, despite

its

consecration

and distant missions." Unfortunately, this letter is one
of the estimated 16,000 Libermann letters that have not been
preserved. Perhaps Le Vavasseur's reaction to the whole notion
to "foreign

can account for the

loss.

Libermann had already rented a house in Strasbourg to serve as
the cradle of his congregation and its intended work when he got a
painful shock. "Without my knowledge," he wrote, "several
priests who are interested in our little work for the blacks have
taken steps to get our foundation established in the interior of
11
France." These priests were Fr de Brandt of Amiens and several
Sulpicians, notably Fr Galais, who thought that it was about time
to put Le Vavasseur at the head of the congregation. Imagine the
idea of establishing it in the distant province of Alsace, where the
people spoke a strange dialect, the clergy conversed in German,
and hardly anyone was fluent in French. Writing to Libermann,
deacon Le Lavasseur told him that, in agreement with Fr Pinault,
he thought that "our work needs the whole of you and that you
should come and bury yourself with your novices in solitude
without having to worry about anything else." 12 Although he signed
"Your obedient son," Le Vavasseur's letter clearly showed that
Libermann was not expected to make any decisions; others would
do it for him.
Seeing unity threatened and considering that de Brandt could
offer a furnished house, episcopal support and a promise of vocations, Libermann gave in because he saw in this concrete situation
13
But he confessed to
a sufficient indication of the Holy Spirit.
Schwindenhammer: "As far as Germany is concerned, I am forced
to give up the idea. It causes me great pain, but what to do? Our
Lord has not judged me worthy of such a great work." 14
.

10.
11.
12.

13.
14.

N.D.
N.D.
N.D.
N.D.
N.D.

2,

376.

3,

543.

2, 423.
3, 65.
3, 192.

.

.
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Let us note here that Libermann had prudently called his
rule a "provisional rule."

teaching "letters"

open

a junior

and

was

He soon

too rigid.

a senior

As

seminary

obliged to take charge of

it."

15

wanted to
March 1844
assume the

early as 1843, he
in Haiti,

14a

and

he wrote to Le Vavasseur: despite our rule not
instruction of boys, "conditions

first

realized that his rejection of

show

that

Three months

we

in
to

will

later, in

probably be
the

month

of

same year he told the Blessed Anne Javouhey: "You
June
put a very attractive bait on your hook: the junior seminary. That's
16
In his famous 1846 memorandum to
the way to catch me."
Propaganda Fide he viewed it as "wholly the duty of the missionalso at the intellectual and physical aspects [of
ary to work
civilization], i.e., in education, agricultural and technical knowlof the

.

.

.

edge." 17 When his priests objected that "the missionary is not a
school-master," he countered: "I understand that it would cost the
missionaries very much [to act as teachers]. Nevertheless, it is
urgent to undertake this step." "To abandon the schools is to
18
destroy the future of the missions."
The following year Libermann had given up his notion that no
one should be kept home, except in the service of the foreign
missions. Writing to Le Vavasseur, whom he was grooming to
become his successor, he said that if this rule is to be interpreted in
such a way that everyone must go to the missions and that "we
may not have several houses in Europe, it is important that the
19
constitution of the congregation be changed." As a matter of fact,
Libermann had great plans for Europe. (America was still out of
the picture then, save as a possible black mission, but this situation

would change

a

few years

later.)

Leaving aside his plans to open up houses for social work among
and retreat work, which do not
concern us here, we will speak only about educational work.
Regarding junior seminaries, Libermann had been in a lively
correspondence with a Father Guibou of Nantes since about 1843.
He knew this priest, who had opened a junior seminary for late
vocations, from his days in Saint Sulpice and he wrote him some
the poor, naval chaplaincies

14a.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.

N.D. 4, 381, 384, 386,
N.D. 6, 121.
N.D. 6, 237.
N.D. 8, 248.
N.D. 9, 50 and 44.
N.D. 9, 293.

389, 458.
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unfortunately

lost,

in order to

encourage and guide this somewhat disorganized man in his
work. In 1847 Libermann offered to take over the faltering foundation; yet he wished it to remain open to all suitable candidates and
193
not only to aspirants of his own congregation.
When this attempt failed, Libermann asked Fr Briot, in April
1848, to prepare the opening of a junior seminary in St Brieuc,
19b
Brittany,
but the impending merger with the Holy Ghost Congregation and the second revolution of 1848 suspended this project.
A third attempt began in 1850, but it also came to nought
although it supplied the Congregation with several excellent candi19c
All these attempts,
dates, such as saintly Fr Joseph Guyodo.
however, served to formulate a policy which matured a few
months after Libermann's death, viz., to establish as soon as
possible junior seminaries in Brittany, Alsace, the south of France

and

Germany.

in

Regarding senior seminaries, the merger of 1848 with the Holy
Ghost Congregation provided another voice of the Holy Spirit
speaking to him. For the "registered" Holy Ghost Fathers the
education of the clergy had always been the essence of their work,
although from the 1770s on some of them had begun to go to the
missions. By accepting the merger, as outlined by the Holy See,
Libermann had to view their rule as a clear indication of God's
will
one which marvellously coincided with his own vision in
1841 and from that time on he no longer ceded to the oppo-

—
—

sition.

20

—

In 1850 he published a brochure about the Congregation

which Pere Cabon neglected

of

to include in his 14

most
volumes of

et Documents. In its first paragraph he spoke about Fr Poullart
des Places as the founder of the Congregation, and in its final
paragraph he made an appeal for candidates having a special
vocation to teach, adding that this would be their almost exclusive

Notes

task.

203

Notre
19a.

19b.

(At that time the Congregation

Dame du Gard and
N.D.
N.D.

9,

200

ff.

10, 571

19c. B.G. 30, 681

had only two seminaries:

Paris.)

ff.
ff.

20. N.D. 10, 186, no. Ill: Libermann's outline of proposed merger: "The Congregation takes charge of the education of the secular colonial clergy by operating
seminaries."
20a. Notice de la Congregation, pp. 1 and 8; Coulon, Libermann, 663, 669.
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Libermann accepted Archbishop
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Purcell's offer to staff

the interdiocesan seminary of Cincinnati; in June 1851 he ap-

Schwindenhammer its director. Three other Fathers, says
German historian of the Congregation Fr Joseph Rath, were

pointed
the

already in Lorient, the port of embarkation, to be his fellow
professors

when

entirely clear.

the affair

fell

through

for reasons that are not

21

Pope Pius IX, on his own initiative, charged
Libermann to undertake the foundation of
Segur
to
ask
Msgr de
Rome, although none of the negotiators
French
Seminary
in
the
mentioned
him
or his congregation among the societies
had
there
considered for this work. But when de Segur returned to Paris,
Libermann was dying and he arrived only in time to sketch him on
his deathbed. Yet, as we all know, a year later, Libermann' s former
secretary, Fr Lannurien, opened that papal seminary in Rome for
diocesan students and thereby effectively resumed the Spiritan
tradition of educating the clergy.
In January 1852

The widening of Libermann' s horizon should not surprise us. As
always, he wished to be guided by what the Holy Spirit indicated
in the concrete situations of

life.

When he realized that the Congre-

would "probably" be obliged

to undertake the education of
boys in junior seminaries, he also knew that this practically meant
accepting colleges. He said so explicitly with respect to Reunion.
The Jesuits wanted to open a college there, but Libermann warned
them that the bishop wanted a junior seminary and could view the
college as competition. So he advised them to offer to staff the
seminary, for "this junior seminary will be practically nothing but

gation

a college."

22

If he had lived longer, he would probably have followed the
same path as St Vincent de Paul, whom he greatly admired.
St Vincent lived for 38 years after the founding of his work and
thus had ample time to formulate its objectives. Two years before

he wrote that these were: 1. personal sanctification;
evangelizing the poor; 3. training the clergy, and "to these was
added in recent years a fourth objective, which is a corrollary of the
his death
2.

previous ones, to perform works of charity and education." 23
21.

Koren, To

the

Ends

A. Le Roy, Le T.R.P. Frederic Le
Rath, Pater Libermann, Knechtsteden, 1980, 291 f.

of the Earth, ch. 7, sect. 3;

Vavasseur, Paris, n.d., p. 220;

J.

N.D. 13, 35.
N.D. 11, 553; see also Spiritus 4, 1960, pp. 353 ff. (article by J. Le Meste); F.J.
Easterley, "The Vincentian Fathers," St Vincent de Paul, New York, 1961, p. 121.
22.

23.
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accordance with the Holy
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if

this diversity of

works was

God would

provide the
needed manpower and resources. He said so explicitly with re24
But he did not
spect to social works and the naval chaplaincies.
want to divert missionary vocations away from their task for it.
really in

Spirit,

Before speaking about the expansion of educational works after
Libermann, let us say a few words about intellectual education
under Libermann. There is no need to stress his lofty ideals and
effective ways of fostering a high level of spiritual life and zeal
here; they are well-known.
The level of studies in Libermann's seminary was not very high.
In 1847 it consisted of one year of philosophy and a little over 2y
years of theology. There was no course in scripture only private

—and none

reading

sisted mostly of

in

Church

—

history.

The seminary's

young men who had completed

a

staff

con-

seminary pro-

gram but no advanced

studies; sometimes a senior student taught
philosophy in his spare time. Libermann even sent some seminarians out to the missions to be ordained there after completing their
25
Yet, writing to the Holy See
studies privately in their spare time.
about a merger with the Holy Ghost Fathers in 1845, he spoke
about the need to establish in their seminary "a solid program of
26
studies" At that time this seminary still had a program of four full
years of theological studies, although its staffing was not up to par.
Libermann's low esteem of scholarship in his earlier years revealed itself also in his rules for the library. In his first rule he had
restricted the library to the Bible and a few pious commentaries,
but "never any scholarly commentaries"; some of the fervent

Church

Fathers; a few of the best and most solid theologians; a
couple of books on canon law; some fervent books of sermons, a
few inspiring lives of saints and some devotional ascetical works.
"Any other type of book must be banished from the library." 27

When around

1845 priests formed under Bruno Liebermann, the

theologian at Strasbourg, told

him

that

he went too

far in his

aversion to scholarly works, they did not quite convince him; yet,

he added

24.

25.
26.
27.

N.D.
N.D.
N.D.
N.D.

to the exclusion of scholarly

9, 275; 11,
9,

198

7, 95.

2,

263.

f.;

323

ff.

Compl. 52

f.

commentaries the words:
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"save if they are needed." And he also qualified the ban "of any
other type of book" with "unless they are needed." 28

Then

merger with the Spiritans he met the scholar Fr
our motherhouse with a rich library,
extensively used by J. P. Migne, the famous editor of the patrologies and of many other standard works. Gaultier was also the
soul of a circle of intellectuals meeting regularly at the motherhouse. Libermann's first view of this learned priest was "a rather
harmful man," but he changed his mind very quickly. Acquaintance with the scholars belonging to the Gaultier circle must have
opened a new world to him. It comprised such people as Migne,
at the

Gaultier,

who had endowed

the archeologist Pitra, the canonist Bouix, the distinguished jour-

nalist Veuillot, the historian Rohrbacher, the liturgist Dom Gueranger and many others. (Let us recall that there was not yet an
Institut Catholique in Paris; our motherhouse acted as a clearing
house of ideas.) The result of all this was that in 1849 Libermann
revised his rule for the library in a very reasonable way: "Luxury
and refinement must be avoided in the acquisition of books. Each
house, however, must have a library in keeping with its needs." 29
Mention has already been made of Libermann's appeal for
candidates with a teaching vocation; he warned them that they
should devote themselves wholly to the pursuit of their task
without doing more than incidental ministry. He did not want

"frustrated missionaries" in either social

which

works or educational

wholly in keeping with his profound respect for
each one's personal vocation. At the same time, this policy would
provide the Congregation with a number of experts and specialists
in various fields, who would be needed for a well-informed adpositions,

is

ministration of the Society.

293

Education under Schwindenhammer and Emonet, 1852-1895
This evolution of Libermann laid the groundwork for what
followed after his death. First of all, as we saw, the Congregation
accepted the challenge of founding a seminary for the best of the

French clergy in Rome; and we all know that it met this challenge
very successfully. Its founder was Fr Lannurien, who justified the
N.D. 2, 262 footnote 1845 ed.
N.D. 10, 560.
29a. N.D. 9, 292 f.
28.

29.
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undertaking by saying that, in addition to direct ministry among
the poor, the Congregation "should be charged with the formation
suitable for
of secular priests filled with a similar spirit,
preaching the Gospel to the lower classes of society, the poor, who
long enough have been abandoned to their fate." 30 By engaging in
this indirect apostolate among the poor the Congregation would
.

greatly enlarge

its

.

.

.

effectiveness for the neglected of the earth.

.

.

To

remain faithful to Libermann's ideas, Lannurien concluded, the
Congregation should accept seminaries whether in Germany or
other countries.

From

is only a small step. We may
1806 the Spiritans had re-established themselves by

senior to junior seminaries

recall that in

opening a junior seminary in Paris and in 1845 Fr Leguay had
planned to reopen it. Even in the 18th century they had directed
one in Meaux as well as a college in Cayenne. Libermann himself,
we saw, realized that a junior seminary is "about the same as a
college," as most of its students do not reach the priesthood so that
such a school de facto contains a mixed student body of future
priests and future laymen. Both of these categories, incidentally,
are needed to form a "people of God," as Libermann expressed it.

Thus it is not at all surprising that Schwindenhammer took the
course he did. Let us recall that in the 30 years of his administration the

of

Congregation opened a

which only one

In addition,

it

total of 31

seminaries and colleges,

—Chevilly—was reserved

established 15 trade

and

for future

members.

agricultural schools, mostly

staffed by Brothers, who were officially recognized by the government of France as teachers. Some colleges were short-lived; others
combined with existing institutions, so that by 1882 their total
number was 19.
The best known Spiritan schools date from the Schwindenhammer period. We may name, in addition to the French Seminary in
Rome, Blackrock and Rockwell in Ireland, Holy Spirit in Braga,
Portugal; others at Cellule, Beauvais, Merville and Mesnieres in
France, Duquesne in the U.S.A., St Martial's in Haiti and St Mary's

mention should also be made of the senior
which began to function in the 1850s and
holds the distinction of being the oldest extant senior seminary in
all of Africa. One of its graduates was Fr Joseph Strub, the founder
in Trinidad. Special

seminary

of the
30.

in Senegal,

USA

Province.

Spiritus, no. 2, 145

f.
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The year of Schwindenhammer's death, 1881, may deserve a
more attention. That year is also about the time Fr Libermann
would have died if he had lived as long as St Vincent de Paul did
after this saint founded his little work for "preaching the gospel to
the poor." St Vincent was a man greatly admired by Fr Libermann,
even though he joked that all he had in common with him was that
he fell out of a carriage at the same place the saint had done so.
(That joke was the way he parried an admirer's compliment about
little

his similarity to the saint.) In his old age St Vincent looked at the

—

works undertaken by his followers missions, semiand the oppressed, and schools and
marvelled: "Good God! who would ever have thought that it
would have become all this. If anyone had told me then, I would
have thought he was mocking me. Yet it was from that ["preaching
the gospel to the poor"] that God wished to begin what you see
now." 30a Although Libermann had been dead for nearly 30 years in
1881, his charism had been at work in the Congregation for apvariety of
naries,

care of the sick

—

proximately as long as that of St Vincent when this saint died.
could have made St Vincent's exclamation his own.

Schwindenhammer's

successor, Fr

Ambrose Emonet, continued

the policy of his predecessor. Omitting the

may

list

He

new

social

works,

we

the schools opened under his administration: at Epinal

and Castelnaudary in France, at Rathmines in Dublin, Ireland, at
Porto in Portugal and John Fisher's College in the Azores, at Para
in Brazil and Lima, Peru, and in Ballarat, Australia.
It

and

would be wrong to think that the staffing of all the educational
social works in the home countries diminished the personnel

One could object that at Libermann's
were stationed there while shortly after
Schwindenhammer's death it was down to 57% and at the end of
Emonet's generalate it was only 53%. While the percentages are
correct, in 1852 the total number of priests in the Congregation
amounted only to 56, so that one priest made all the difference
between 59% and 57%. And in Emonet's time, one should take
sent out to the missions.

59%

death

of the Fathers

into consideration that his superiorship coincided with that of the

great explorations of Africa

withdrawals because of

30a.

Quoted

Spiritus,

and the

illness.

resulting higher death rate

and

Before his time, the average age at

in Jean Le Meste, "Dans
No. 4 (Pentecote I960), 363 f.

le

sillage

de Saint Vincent de Paul",
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death of Spiritans in Africa had risen to about 36 years; when he
resigned in 1895 it was down again to less than 30. Around the
time of 1895, 60% of the African missionaries of the Congregation
31
failed to reach their 30th birthday.
As had happened already in Libermann's time, the missionaries
including Fr Emonet before he became
in Africa and elsewhere
superior general strenuously objected to the retention of personnel in Europe or America, except for skeleton staffs in the scholasticates and the motherhouse, even when they received all the
personnel they could support. Schwindenhammer himself was
partly to blame for this. In practice, he abandoned Libermann's
profound respect for each one's personal vocation and assigned to
teaching positions at home people who had entered the Congregation to become African missionaries. He replaced this respect by
the notion of absolute obedience to his decision after the supposedly Jesuit model a model which Libermann had explicitly
32
rejected as "out of date."

—

—

—

Schwindenhammer's influence was so

great that his idea per-

Congregation till about the time of Vatican Council
Two. By then Libermann's view had become known again, but an
attempt to re-assert it was countered with an authoritarian "That is
not the way we do things in the Congregation."
sisted in the

The Le Roy Period

Abp Le

Roy's generalate marked a striking departure from the
preceding period with respect to education. His personal experience may have had something to do with it. He had joined the
Congregation to become an African missionary. However, being
one of the few Frenchmen in the Congregation with a bachelor's
first appointment after his ordination at the age of less
than 23 "condemned" him to the college of St Denis in Reunion,
then to that of Cellule and, two years later, to that of Pondicherry
in India. When he finally made it to Africa in 1881, he was assigned
to the orphanage of Bagamoyo and ruefully wrote that his task
consisted in "seeing to it that each little boy has a chamberpot."
Restless, he obtained permission to travel around the immense

degree, his

31.
32.

Koren, The Spiritans, 1958, pp. 200 and 282.
Koren, To the Ends of the Earth, pp. 222 (., 305

f.
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vicariate to replace ailing confreres

new

locations for

Gabon.
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and to determine the best
became vicar apostolic of

missions. In 1892 he

chapter elected him superior general and
aided him greatly in diminishing the role of colleges
and social works in order to concentrate on the continent of the
future Africa. In 1895 the German government had allowed the
Congregation to return to Germany, but now it stipulated that the
Spiritans limit themselves exclusively to the training of missionaries. Then, in 1904, Combes' persecution forced the French province to withdraw from all colleges and seminaries, except Chevilly,
and to give up its industrial and agricultural schools. That meant
that about 300 Spiritans had to leave these institutions although a
later a

political forces

—

few houses managed to stay open under pro forma secularized
members. Finally, the Portuguese revolution of 1910 chased us
from the celebrated colleges of Braga and Porto. When the Congregation was allowed to return after World War One, it was again on
condition that it abstain from non-missionary work.
Moreover,

in the

missions the volcanic eruption of 1902 de-

stroyed the college of St Pierre in Martinique, killing most of

new

its

bishop of Belem efficaciously assisted
in closing the Spiritan college of Para by imposing additional
burdens on it in 1897, and the government helped him by cutting
its subsidies to the school. Across the continent, at Lima, Peru, the
very success of St Louis College killed it in the same year: it
required new buildings and increased staff just when the Congregation was in a severe financial crisis and the African missions
staff.

In Brazil the

local

were expanding mightily.

In

Ireland also financial difficulties

caused the closing of the college in Rathmines.
St Patrick's College in Ballarat, Australia,

had already been closed

in 1892 before

was

sold in 1905

—

it

Le Roy became superior

general, mainly because of internal divisions in the Irish-German-

French

staff

("The

Irish

and the French here hate each other as the
says a contemporary letter) but also

devil hates holy water,"

because of a difference of opinion with the local bishop (about
which the Australian Cardinal John Moran said: "Any reasonable
man would settle it in half an hour.")
The persecution in France led to the foundation of new provinces in Belgium, Holland, Canada, England, Switzerland and
Poland an attempt in Spain failed and these provinces bore the

—

—
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stamp of Le Roy in that they were exclusively missionary; none
developed a college except Canada, whose original agricultural
school failed as such but gave rise to an open seminary-college.
Thus, at the end of Le Roy's generalate in 1926 the only remaining schools in Europe were the two colleges in Ireland and the
French Seminary in Rome; in North America Duquesne and St
Alexandre near Ottawa. In addition to these, the people of Trinidad and Haiti had succeeded in blocking the closing of their
Spiritan colleges, and in Martinique the Congregation continued to
staff

the seminary-college of Fort-de-France. In

all,

then, only eight

schools survived the regime of Le Roy.

He

want any more. In 1923 the Holy See
strongly urged the Congregation to open a seminary for Russian
priests in France. If anything would have been in accordance with
Libermann's wishes, this was it. But that was not the way Le Roy
saw it. He vigorously resisted but had little hope of succeeding and
had already resigned himself to the inevitable. However, when
Pope Pius XI decided that the Russian college should be established in Rome, Le Roy renewed his objections. The Pope's answer
was almost, but not quite, a formal order, couched in rather severe
terms again something which would have caused Libermann to
comply at once. Le Roy, however, risked the Pope's displeasure
and, as we know, got away with it. That's why the Russian college
was entrusted to the Jesuits.
Incidentally, although Le Roy pleaded lack of personnel, he had
the personnel available. Just then he had a dozen German Fathers
whose assignment to Africa was blocked by the colonial powers.
Their provincial, wrote Le Roy, "does not know what to do with
them. I don't know either." "Let them go to Russia," he added
33
sarcastically.
The thought of using them for the Russian College
does not even seem to have entered his mind.
definitely did not

—

While one can understand Le Roy's reluctance
college or to staff anything with

German

to accept

Spiritans,

another

one can also see

down a splendid opportunity to get the
Congregation involved in a work among nations living by Marxist
and
rule before the 1989 events they were one third of mankind
to develop specialists in this field of work among some of the most
abandoned people in the world. Libermann would have said: If the

his refusal as turning

—

—

33.
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Arch. 2B-23: Le Roy a Phelan.
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send us the

when we start it. And he would not have

voiced any objections based on nationalistic considerations.
Before

consider

we pass on to the era after 1926, we may pause to
how these schools did perform. Obviously, we will have

to limit ourselves here to a

The French Seminary
tations

few

in

points.

Rome succeeded beyond

all

expec-

— so much so that the government became alarmed over the

gradual disappearance of Gallicanism and rightly blamed the Congregation for a large share of responsibility for it. When the school
celebrated its centenary it could point to more than 3,000 alumni
who had been formed within its walls. A considerable number of

them

rose to the ranks of bishop or cardinal in France or elsewhere.

—
—60 became bishops. The Congregation's influence

For example, of those
22 year period

who studied there between

1904 and 1926

on episcopal appointments was such that it was commonly believed at that time that no one could become a bishop in France

without Spiritan approval.
A story which I have not been able to verify says that once the
Sulpician Cardinal Archbishop of Paris Verdier complained about
the resulting diminished prestige of his society to the Pope. "How
many priests of their own order," His Holiness asked him, "did
the Holy Ghost Fathers recommend as bishops for France?"

"None," replied Verdier. "And whom do you think recommended
you for Paris?" the Pope continued. When Verdier answered that
he did not know, the Pope said, "They did."
The colleges in France by and large also did very well. They
became so important that some Jesuits took alarm and tried to
scare the Spiritans by prophesying the impending doom of the
Spiritans: "Their success dooms you to failure, for you have deviated from your purpose."
In Ireland, Blackrock rose almost at once to eminence. Disturbed
Jesuits

combined two of their schools into one to offer
When newspapers continued to praise the

better

competition.

school out of proportion to

its

Jesuit

relative achievements, the arch-

bishop of Dublin took them to task for sacrificing the truth to
favoritism. Rockwell also, despite some ups and downs, secured
its

place

among

the leading schools.

— including

prominent Irishmen

cation at the Spiritan schools.

The

A

substantial portion of

—received

politicians

their

edu-

lay apostolate received a world-
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wide boost by the work of one alumnus, Frank Duff, the founder of
the Legion of Mary. Rockwell also became a center of all things
Irish, from sports to Gaelic. Interestingly, one of the experts in
Gaelic was an Irish-educated German Holy Ghost Father.
In Portugal, Holy Spirit College in Braga occupied a similar
position as Blackrock in Ireland. St Mary's in Porto did not stay far

behind although the Jesuits
school in close proximity.

tried to

Alumni

compete by opening a similar
two schools played an

of the

important role in support of the Congregation when in the 1920s it
could return to their country.
In the USA, Holy Ghost College or Duquesne for more than 50
years educated practically all diocesan priests of the area, while
also maintaining its own junior seminary for the Congregation. (It
had about 100 students prior to its transfer to Cornwells.) In 1911
Duquesne became the first Catholic university in Pennsylvania and
also, reportedly, the first co-educational Catholic college in the

USA. Although Duquesne had
velop mightily after World

its

ups and downs,

War Two and

in

some

it

would de-

areas acquire a

and even international reputation.
Alexandre in Canada, after many trials and tribulations, also
assured its place among the many fine schools in that country. In
Haiti, St Martial's did much to prevent this island nation from
utterly collapsing. And in Trinidad it is generally agreed that the
Church would not have flourished as it did without the excellent
education provided by St Mary's College (and the college of St
Joseph de Cluny Sisters for girls).
national
St

From 1926

to 1962 (Vatican Council

Two)

A few months after Le Roy's resignation, Fr Richard Harnett,
Provincial of Ireland, reopened St Mary's College at

the

Rathmines

and was "very proud of it." At the same time, the Irish missionaries in Africa, who had complained about the time that was being
wasted by letting future missionaries pursue university studies,
changed their minds about the uselessness of such degrees. It was
the era when especially in the British colonies an enormous expansion of schools was taking shape. In the Onitsha vicariate of
Nigeria alone the mission had nearly 4,000 schools in 1932. Colleges and teachers training schools were needed in large numbers;
they required personnel equipped with suitable diplomas. Thanks
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to the educational tradition of their province, the Irish Spiritans

were ready for the opportunity. As the apostolic delegate Archbishop Arthur Hinsley had written in 1928: "If necessary, neglect
your churches to perfect your schools."
In 1950 Bp Joseph Whelan's Owerri diocese in Nigeria alone took
care of nearly 25% more students than did all government and
mission schools together in the whole of French Equatorial Africa.
And the two dioceses of Onitsha and Owerri at that time taught
more children in their schools than did all schools of French Africa
although these French colonies had five times their population. By
1960 the four Spiritan districts of Onitsha, Owerri, Otukpo and
Kabba had 83 colleges, teacher training schools and technical schools.
Similar but less massive expansion of higher education took

where Spiritans worked. As a
were staffing or helping to staff 30

place in the other British colonies
result, in the late 1950s Spiritans

colleges,

training

schools and seminaries in British-controlled

and 19 others

in French, Belgian and Portuguese territories.
Outside Africa, a seminary-college was reopened in Reunion
and Holy Spirit College in Mauritius in the 1930s, in addition to
two junior seminaries in Madagascar. Just before World War Two,
another seminary-college reopened in Guadeloupe, and during
that war Fatima College was built in Trinidad. When after the war
the Dutch Province accepted missions in Brazil, it infused new life
in Holy Spirit College of Tefe and, in addition, opened two colleges
in Itauna and Curvelo in eastern Brazil, as well as two seminaries
for the Congregation.
In North America, the Irish accepted the Neil McNeill High
School in Toronto in 1958. Duquesne in Pittsburgh expanded
mightily and the American Province accepted high schools in
Rockcastle, Va., Chicago, Tucson and Riverside, Calif. Corn wells
Heights became a Preparatory School. In Europe, Knechtsteden
opened St Norbert gymnasium in 1947 and the junior seminary of
Broich, near Aix-la-Chapelle, also became a public gymnasium. In
Holland, the Spiritans seriously considered the opening of a gymnasium at Zeist, near Utrecht, but ultimately dropped the plan. In
Ireland, the colleges of St Michael and Templeogue in the Dublin
area came into being or acquired a separate identity.
Altogether, by the time of Vatican Two, the Congregation's
educational commitments extended to about 80 colleges and
seminaries for the general public, in addition to about 50 houses of
Africa,

study reserved for

its

own

aspirants.
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Two

World War Two was the epilogue

to

an era of

human

history,

"the end of a world," and the decades following it may be viewed
as the beginning of a new world-in-the-making. Most people,

however, were not at once aware of this, and for many Catholics
the Council brought them face to face with the crisis, i.e., the
sifting of ideas and values that is still going on. Obviously, no one
can predict with certainty how either the world or the Church will
evolve. Who e.g. could have predicted, even 3 months before, the
events of late 1989 in Eastern Europe.? Meanwhile a significant
number of changes have taken place. Let us mention those that are
relevant to our topic here.
As African colonies became independent, some took over the
mission schools; others were racked by internal convulsions resulting in the massive expulsion or departure of missionaries.
Nearly everywhere the missions became young self-determining
churches within the universal Church, and the Holy See abolished
the jus commissionis by which hitherto whole dioceses had been
entrusted to the Congregation. Except for a few scholasticates, we
no longer have colleges in Africa that are "ours," although in many
places Spiritans continue to play a role as teachers

and

directors of

schools.

In the 1960s, as vocations diminished sharply in the First World,
religious societies experienced a decline in personnel.

all

It

has

happened before. For example, the various branches of Franciscans numbered about 142,000 in 1775, 25,000 in 1900, 81,000 in
1969 and 40,000 in 1977; an estimated 60 % of religious institutes
did not survive the French Revolution of 1792. In our Congregation
the

number

of priests shrank

from nearly 3,600

in 1969 to 2,300 in

1989.

began to appear to
meaning to the priesthood
and to be a function that could just as well be filled by lay people.
Thus the Spiritan educational role has diminished sharply. The
Congregation still operates a number of schools: 8 in Europe and 6
in North America and Trinidad, with about 20,000 students. Their
staffs, however, are mostly composed of lay people. There are also
still some junior and senior seminaries for future Spiritans, largely
staffed by members. In addition, the Congregation contributes
Moreover, spending one's

many

as a less desirable

way

life

as a teacher

of giving
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members to diocesan or regional seminaries or colleges in
some African countries. Young Spiritans usually live in residences
near a university or central institute, where members of the Constaff

gregation often participate in teaching. Finally, there are Spiritans

who,

for

one reason or another, occupy educational positions

at

schools that otherwise have no connection with the Congregation.
If

present trends continue, like other religious institutes,

we

also

membership till the First World
"bulge" of 1920-1950 has disappeared; in other words till about the
year 2000. Then, always on condition of a continuation of present
trends and the continued growth of the rising new Third World
provinces, we would stabilize at about 2,500 to 3,000 members.
This is still a respectable membership, but nonetheless it will mean
must expect

a continued decline of

increasing retrenchment, especially in the hardest-hit provinces.

Lacking the will to

live or

racked by dissension, some

may

not

even survive as provinces.

With respect to education
by way of conclusion:
1.

I

would

like to

make two

points here

The profound respect for each one's personal vocation, so
by Libermann, demands that no one be forced into edu-

stressed

cation against his will nor, conversely, kept out of

vocation and aptitude for
2. If

the Congregation

modern world

is

it if

he has the

it.

to play

its

role in the exceedingly

in a responsible fashion,

it

needs

complex

specialists in

men are not going to be
continue to have teachers and scholars in our
society. Historically speaking, we are not justified in excluding
such teaching vocations from our Congregation.

various fields. Concretely speaking, such
available unless

we

