CHAPTER EIGHT

1703
Another confrere has

left a

benefice of 4000 pounds

(livres)

and

a position of

councillor in parliament that his parents wanted to give him, in order instead
to

become

director of a seminary

where he

will

experience only troubles and

fatigue....

These words appear in the secret report sent to various centres throughout France
by the secretary of the Assemblee desAmis in Paris on 17 March 1703. There is no
doubt about the identity of this unnamed confrere: he could be none other than
Claude. The big surprise, given the date 17 March 1703, is that already, a year
and a half after his arrival in Paris and while yet four and a half years away from
his ordination, he is referred to as "director of a seminary". That this news item
does not readily make sense to us today, is an indication of the great changes that
have taken place in the training of future priests since Claude's time, changes that
he and others like him have helped bring about. To understand then what Claude
had undertaken and to appreciate his motives, we have not merely to collate the
meagre facts which have been recorded about Claude's particular initiative but we
have to look at the wider context within which he was operating.

Lack of Seminaries

A

century and a half had passed since the Council of Trent (1545-63) had set
out to restructure the Church in the aftermath of the Reformation. To restate
the church's theological position was a priority, but certain practical requirements
were called for to make sure that these theological theses were not filed merely for
discussion by future theologians. A compendium in the form of a popular manual
had to be produced to assist the pastors in the field. Above all serious planning had
to be set in motion to ensure the proper formation of these pastors. A decree was
formulated {Cum adolescentium aetas
.) calling for the setting up of seminaries for
the training of all candidates for the priesthood, but giving priority to candidates
from the poorer classes and stipulating that these be educated free of charge; the
burden of their education was to be borne by the faithful as a normal part of their
.

.

Christian duties.

Due

means of communication in those days and
changing structures, especially during the troubled conditions
caused by the religious conflicts, very little progress had been made in the matter
of setting up seminaries of the type advocated by the fathers of the Council even
in part to the poverty of the

to the difficulty in

hundred years.
Because of the Penal Laws in countries like England, Ireland and Scotland there
was no realistic possibility of setting up such seminaries in spite of the pioneering
work done in this area by Cardinal Pole as early as 1556. Candidates for the
priesthood in these countries had to rely on the facilities provided for them in
Catholic nations on mainland Europe, particularly France. The problems of those
emigrant students were special and daunting in the extreme. Hostel type colleges
were eventually provided by charitable sources to house them while they attended
lectures in philosophy and theology at local recognised institutes. Many of these
after a
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students were attending lectures in the various colleges in the Latin Quarter in
Paris which were part of the complex of the University and in time all three nations
were to have their separate colleges. 1
For the native French aspirants to the priesthood the situation was not much
different. There were no special centres for the formation of future priests as
there had been in earlier centuries when there was normally such a school run
in connection with the cathedral. The rise of the universities as centres of third
level education tended to undermine that earlier tradition. Candidates for the
priesthood attended lectures at colleges approved by a university or conducted by
major religious orders mainly for their own aspirants. There was no obligation for
candidates to attend any course in clerical training. They just presented themselves
at the regular examinations for entry to major orders, that is the three recognised
steps to ordination which were normally separated by periods of one year. The
successful candidates were then "called" by the bishop for ordination. It was only a
century after the Council of Trent that any serious effort had been made to provide
seminaries and enforce regulations demanding that prospective candidates attend
such institutes for a specified but limited period prior to entry into each major
order. The legislation for such seminaries for ordinands did not come all at once.
Much depended on the local bishop and the availability of satisfactory resources.
Such progress as had been made was in the main due to the initiative of courageous
and dedicated individuals. In Italy St Charles Boromeo made such a beginning at
Milan, but it was in France that the greatest strides were made by men like St
Vincent de Paul, St John Eudes and M. Olier, the founder of Saint Sulpice. 2
This was a step in the right direction but it catered only for those already well
advanced on the road to the priesthood, and understandably these institutions
took in only such students as could pay their way. The call by the Council for
seminaries to educate free of charge the financially deprived candidates, met with
a more sluggish response.
Little progress had been achieved by the middle of the 17th century with drastic
results for the pastoral life of the church, especially in rural districts, in the poorer

areas in towns and in ministries

where

total

commitment,

sacrifice

and evangelical

poverty were called for on the part of pastors. Such posts were neglected in the
scramble for the more remunerative type, partly as the passport to a good living
for the incumbent but also under pressure from the candidates' family who, having
made sacrifices for their son's education, now considered themselves entitled to
look to the ordained member to make his financial contribution towards the
education of the other members. As a result of this situation the church suffered
loss as the faithful were widely neglected. The aspirants to the priesthood from
among the poorer classes suffered severely in their material, moral and spiritual
interests as they battled their way to the altar.
One might well ask then why did bishops not make this problem their priority, at
least those bishops who had the pastoral care of their flock, rich and poor, at heart.
Bishops were honoured as seigneurs but they were prisoners of the age in many
ways. Naturally their first concern, when it came to providing a seminary for the
diocese, would be for those nearing ordination in order to give them a crash course,
as it were, in pastoral training. The setting up of a seminary for the very poor who
could contribute nothing financially was an undertaking which called for dedicated
innovators cast in almost a heroic mould, men inspired both with a deep concern
for the pastoral needs of the church and the special circumstances of the students
as they passed through the various stages of the educational process. As there were
as yet no special juniorates, these aspirants for the priesthood had to try to get the
necessary classical education as best they could. When they moved into the nearest
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town or city where lectures were available in preparation for the examinations for
major orders, their problems began in earnest. Even if they were accepted free by
the college providing the lectures, they had to find a place to live in, and some
means of support. Trying to hold down some gainful occupation, attend lectures
when free, and try to study in uncongenial circumstances, not merely put them at
a disadvantage when it came to the competitive examinations but the whole set up
was little calculated to prepare them for a life in the ministry. It was often a recipe
for despair and bitterness.
A limited number of bursaries were available from some charitable sources
which enabled a lucky handful of students to board at certain colleges. One of
die first hostel type colleges set up specifically for poor students in Paris was that
founded by Abbe Claude Bernard which he named Trente Trois, (Thirty Three) as
he aimed at arriving at that number in honour of the years of Our Lord's life. Some
Irish students were accommodated in that college which functioned right up to the
Revolution. Abbe Bernard had been gifted with a large slice of this world's goods
but some of the most notable communities set up in Paris to cater for the many poor
students crowding into the metropolis were founded by people less well off, and as
a result the fare available to the students was barely enough to keep body and soul
together. One such community was known locally as The Brothers of Abstinence;
of another community one of its former members said the fare was so off-putting
that

it

By

was

a relief to stop eating!

far the

most successful of such

privately

ca 1650 by a student for the priesthood

founded seminaries was

that

named Rene Leveque from Nantes.

begun
It was

community but when Leveque returned to Nantes after his ordination,
another non-ordained cleric, Francis Chansiergues from Avignon, took over the
group and made such a success of the undertaking that he advocated the adoption
of his system by bishops all over France. It was to Chansiergues, as we have seen,
that Claude's friends, the Ferret brothers, both Canons of the diocese of Rennes,
turned for guidance when they tried to set up such a petit seminaire, or seminary,
run on more economic lines, for non-paying poor students. 3 Abbe Bellier, took
over this work just as Claude was leaving home for his law studies at Nantes.
This venture thrived under Bellier's guidance but it was found too much for
a single individual who was also involved in preaching parish missions and in
organising local youth involvement in the care of the poor and the sick; so the
Eudist community helped out. By the time Claude was setting out for Paris one
of Bellier's collaborators in the parish mission movement, Fr. Alloth du Doranlo,
decided to compose a lengthy document in the form of an open letter to the bishops
of France based on the experience of the mission team in Brittany. His message
to the bishops was that the good work being done by their team of volunteers
from the diocesan clergy and from the religious orders was like filling a leaking
cistern for the want of a backup group of good pastors who were willing to serve
in neglected areas. These could only be supplied by many such seminaries as they
were conducting at Rennes. It was a crisis situation which their lordships should
view as a priority. Doranlo, a former avocat who had opted for the priesthood late
in life, would have been well known in the des Places circles. 4 His proposals would
certainly have been familiar to Claude from Abbe Bellier and from the Jesuits who
were actively involved in the missions team. One can well imagine Claude being
interested in these discussions and being totally in favour of the proposals but,
having his own problems to cope with, one can appreciate that he did not feel that
he was in anyway directly involved, at least until after his ordination.
Most likely Doranlo's initiative was not unconnected with the other project
launched the same year, namely the introduction of the cause of Fr. Michel
a small
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Le Nobletz who had been in fact looked on as the originator of these parish
missions in Brittany which had been such an influence for good in the province
ever since. We have seen that the perusal of the biography of this saintly priest had
a profound influence on Claude. One aspect of that story which must have deeply
coloured Claude's outiook from what we know of his subsequent utterances, was
what Le Nobletz had written just a hundred years earlier about the plight of the
poor students for the priesthood in Paris and the type of formation they needed
5
if they were to prove to be good pastors later. We shall have occasion to return
to this subject later but one can imagine Claude reflecting, as he read that part
of the book, that so little had changed in the hundred years. He may well have
been moved from then on to take a more practical interest in the welfare of these
students at least from the motive of charity to come to the material assistance of
individual students though as yet he had no urge to get involved in their spiritual
formation. The donning of the clerical habit, his membership of the Aa and his
seniority in age and studies would inevitably entail that he was cast in the role also
of counsellor for the less secure among the extern students at Louis le Grand.
When the school year broke up at the end of summer 1702 the boarders at Louis
le Grand headed for home. The Jesuit scholastics would have left Paris for one of
their houses in the country. There is no evidence that Claude returned home to
Rennes. He could well have been invited to join the Jesuit students as they were
transferred to a community less confined than Louis le Grand. But as he had his
private room at the college he may have decided to remain on there concentrating
on the visitation of hospitals and the catechising work which he had been doing
under the auspices of the Sodality of Our Lady. He was also now developing an
intense interior life of prayer which was transforming his relations with God and
with life around him. 6

Getting Involved
One of his early biographers,

Picot de Cloriviere, drawing on sources no longer
one of the consequences of this second conversion of Claude
was that he decided to take a vow of poverty. Claude said in his own notes that
he looked forward to the time when he would have dispensed with all his material
goods so as to depend entirely on alms. Then he would be able to identify with
the poor. From now on he practised real poverty to such a degree that, as Thomas
reminds us, his father felt he could not at all approve of his way of acting. Though
Cloriviere does not add substantially to what we have already recorded it is
worth quoting what he has to say as an independent witness adding his slight
available, says that

variations:

The

reading of the life of Michel Le Nobletz, a missionary priest who
died in the odour of sanctity in Brittany, also served to raise him above
considerations of human respect and to detach him from all things. Having
consecrated himself from then on to the practice of poverty, he also proposed
to separate himself from family ties, from his former friends, from the quest of
honours and titles, and he aimed henceforth at being preoccupied solely with
the salvation of his own soul and that of his neighbour. 7

When Cloriviere

goes on to affirm that Claude was influenced in his

way of life by

the conversations he had with certain holy persons who lived at Louis le Grand
he gives no indication as to who these holy persons may have been. There can

be no doubt however that the main influence in his change of life-style came
from his association with the Aa. His ministry among the poor students would
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not have been undertaken without the knowledge of his fellow members and it
could not have been sustained without their support. Above all it could not have
been undertaken without the consent and support of the director of the Aa, Fr. Le
Tellier. They were well aware of the "troubles and fatigue" he experienced in his
involvement as we see from their report to the provinces. One of the main duties
of the members of the Aa was to be on the watch out to evangelize the milieu in
which they lived as well as coming to the aid of those in direst need in the matter
of ill-health or material need. Both these areas of need existed right beside him in
the classrooms and the college halls. The tattered clothes, the anxious looks and
the famished faces of the poorer students who came in to join them each day were
no longer to be considered the responsibility of some one else. He could not care
for them all. Some would resent intrusion from one of their own age group and feel
ashamed to be the objects of such charity. Claude began with a very young student
who obviously was in need of protection. John Faulconnier was only sixteen and
badly off for shelter and food. Claude quietly took him under his care and saw to
it that he was well looked after. In return he used him on delicate errands to bring
aid to others who would be embarrassed to receive it directly from Claude. 8
The new academic year began 1st of October. Claude was now clothed in the
soutane or clerical dress. This would have given him a certain moral status among
his fellow students. Conscious now of an obligation to involve himself in the
pastoral care of others he soon became more aware of the plight of these extern
students not merely in their obvious material poverty but because they had no
religious formation, no spiritual direction to guide them in the ways of prayer or
encourage them in devotional practices. They lived as private individuals with no
sense of belonging to any caring community. Eventually his conversations with a
few of these students led him to take his first step in coming to their aid at a pastoral
level. Instead of just meeting them in the college halls between classes, listening
to their problems and trying to give them some guidance, he arranged, no doubt
after consulting the competent college authority, to have the use of a room where
they could meet at specified times. He had already built up a rapport with a few in
sharing his rations with them and contributing towards their upkeep from his own
personal allowance. Speaking of the tentative beginnings of this little community
Fr. Besnard has this to say in his account of Grignion de Montfort's visit to Paris
looking for support for the missions he was conducting single-handed in various
parts of the west country:

Claude understood that he could do nothing better than continue to aid poor
students to live and enable them to pursue their studies. He did not limit
himself to such temporal aid. He conceived a plan of bringing them together
in a room where he would occasionally go to give them instruction and look
after them as much as his regime in the college would allow him... 9

We

shall

had

at this

have occasion to return later in more detail to the discussions Claude
period with the future Saint, Grignion de Montfort. For the moment
we try to piece together from the meagre records that have survived, the exact
sequence of events which gradually led Claude to become deeply involved with
the welfare of this group of students at a time when he was busily engaged in the
study of theology, and how these students, who were his peers, gradually came
to look on him as their spiritual guide as well as their provider. With the gift of
hindsight we can see clearly how Providence had been preparing Claude over the
years with his particular education at home and through the various educational
institutions and persons which had helped shape his personality and temperament,
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him to undertake such a delicate and responsible task. At the time however
Claude and the people he consulted must have had their anxious moments as they
saw the direction and momentum of his involvement. Cloriviere in his life of Saint
Grignion writes as follows about Claude's early progress in this initiative:
fitting

of charity which devoured him at this stage made him ardentiy desire
some way to the betterment of souls redeemed by the blood
of Jesus Christ. What entered his mind, or more accurately what the Holy
Spirit made him understand as the best means of achieving that end, was
to enable poor scholars to carry on their course, students who, if they were
not so assisted, would see themselves forced to bury talents which the church
could use to such great advantage. This inspiration was all that was needed to
move a heart as great as his; it became the guiding force of his conduct. From
that moment all his savings were consecrated to that work. He even cut back
for that purpose on what was most necessary for his own use and shared the
portions served to him at table with one of the poor scholars who lived near
the entrance to the college. That was but an earnest of what he was soon to
do with a zeal, the fruits of which are clearly to be seen today. 10

The

fire

to contribute in

Life was not easy for Claude as he strove to cope with lectures, with revision
of studies, participation in the oral sessions, with his hours of prayer oral and
mental, while having to care for these students in between times, realising that
they depended on him literally for their daily bread and increasingly for their
spiritual guidance.
None of these extracts from the early biographers make any mention of the
help we expect Claude might have received from the other students as he went
about his very demanding undertaking. In the absence of any such statements it
was not possible for later biographers to state categorically that he had received
such backing though they may have felt that it was highly probable. The discovery
of Claude's membership of the Aa has changed all that. Though no concrete
evidence of such assistance has surfaced, a study of the rules of the Aa as found
in their manual and elsewhere leaves us with no doubt that he was not left to act
on his own. It was of the essence of their association that any work undertaken by
one of their number and approved of at their meetings became automatically the
concern of all. Be the work spiritual or temporal all were expected to row in and
treat that work as their own. The assistance was not to be limited to their prayerful
support and counsels: a collection was taken up at their weekly meetings to provide
a fund from which they could draw as they visited folk in hospital, in prison or in
their homes; but it was also provided for that a portion of their fund should be set
aside to cater for possible serious emergencies. 11
As one scans the resume of the good works undertaken by the members of the
Aa at Paris over the previous years one looks in vain for any real practical concern
for the poor students attending the college. This may well have been considered a
delicate area best left to the concern of the college or diocesan authorities. We can
be morally certain that the initiative in this area came from Claude; and further,
we do not have to search far for the source of his inspiration. He could not have
remained insensitive to this glaring lack of action when he recalled the splendid
work he has seen done at his own doorstep in Rennes by Fr. Bellier and the Canons
Ferrets who were closely associated with the des Places circle of friends. Once,
however, Claude had mooted his project of caring for the material and spiritual
needs of their fellow students he could be sure of having the active support of this
confreres in the Aa.
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There was a time when those who were accepted at Louis le Grand on the
strength of a bursary, the pauperes as they were known, had to fend for themselves
in the matter of food as they waited for the second sitting in the large dining room:
the cost of meals was not considered to be covered by the meagre bursaries. There
is

no hint that these pauperes had

sufficient left over after the

on very short rations. There was normally
cleared of staff and paying students. 12 Now

to live

room was

dependents had increased in numbers he could no longer feed them
he had to have an understanding with the principal or
bursar that he could collect from the kitchen what was left over to share it among his
charges. The bursar's name is known to us: Fr. Megret, a man who was criticised
by the enemies of Louis le Grand for his lack of academic talents but no one could
criticise him for his managerial qualifications; during the eighteen years he was
in charge, the running of the huge complex was seen to be in safe hands. Among
his main responsibilities was that of providing meals for 600 each day between
students and staff. The fare was the same for all and from extant records one can
reconstruct the amount of supplies passing through the kitchen on a normal day. 13
As the amount seems to have varied from time to time it could happen that those
depending on the left overs had their lean days. When as yet the numbers were
few, Claude had little problem in securing all they needed, especially as he had
struck up a good relationship with the kitchen staff. Fr. Megret, who appreciated
the good work he was doing, assured him of his support. Besnard recounts the
as Claude's

from

his personal ration, so

bare facts as follows:

Claude confided

his project to his confessor

The superior of the
him

a portion of

and obtained

his approval for

it.

college did something more: he promised to help by giving

what was

left

over after the meals of the boarders thereby

contributing to the maintenance of these poor students... 14

One can but admire the Jesuit fathers who not merely provided these

students with

academic fare free of charge as they allowed them free access to their lecture
halls, but now were ready to provide them with their daily bread. It was a sign of
their growing confidence in Claude and their appreciation of his practical abilities
as well as his academic and spiritual qualities, that they gave full backing to his
initiative. One must remember that in the climate of opposition in which they had
to live in this network of colleges connected with the University, they could not run
the risk of being associated with a failed project. Above all, because of their strained
relations with Cardinal des Noailles and some of his close advisers, they did not
want to be seen to be conducting what be considered a fully fledged seminary in
competition with the five such seminaries for the diocesan clergy already approved
of for Paris. They may well have been very happy to have such a man as Claude
take over the running of this laudable enterprise. Not a member of the society, yet
he was totally committed to its interests, and though they did not see it as their own
responsibility to take charge of such an enterprise, they were ready to lend their
support in whatever way they could short of being involved in the management.
When the Irish College nearby, the Lombard College, badly needed funds from
charity some years earlier it was to the great Jesuit orator, Fr. Bourdaloue, that
they turned to preach the charity sermon before a congregation of fashionable
and charitable Parisian ladies. The sentiments expressed by Bourdaloue in that
remarkable sermon, preached at a time when Claude probably had him as his
model because of his oratorical prowess (1696), would have surprised Claude then
but would now be grist for his mill because in it he outlined the call by the Council
of Trent for the generous support of poor students wanting to be priests. Further,
their

115

Bourdaloue outlined the ideals which should inspire the formation of such future
demanding mission in a society divided into rich and very poor. 15
The Jesuits were not the only people faced with the challenge of getting involved
in the sponsoring of such a seminary for the non-paying students in Paris run in
conjunction with their own college. The very successful seminary of Saint Sulpice
had a conscience crisis about such involvement by members of its own staff who felt
a duty to set up such a seminary for these poor students. It was eventually ruled by
the governing body that the seminary was not to get directiy involved as that would
necessitate organising fund-raising ventures, etc. This was considered foreign to
the spirit of disinterestness in financial ventures which was a vital element of the
Saint Sulpice ethos. The same line of argument was taken by the other great
seminary in that region of Paris, St Nicholas du Chardonnet. Both seminaries
did however conduct a department where a more economic rate was charged for
diminished services. 16
Claude's initiative, once it became organised, naturally awakened the interest
and sympathy of those who realised the need for such a work. Cloriviere, writing
priests facing a

later,

referred to this period as follows:

Other people, touched by such a fine example, interested themselves in
work whose good results they could so readily see. Among others the
principal of the college promised to give these young men a portion of what
was superfluous at the tables of the boarders.
This saintly ecclesiastic knew how to profit from such an offer which put
it within his reach to come to the aid of an even greater number of scholars
and to trample under foot all considerations of honour and worldly glory: he
did not flinch at being seen by the most distinguished people in the college as
he took personal charge of these left-overs which he had just collected himself
from the kitchen... 17
this

Knowing the

delicacy of his situation as a beggar Claude

made

sure that he called

personally to collect the rations from those who knew him rather than entrust this
task to a student. This tact and attention to detail was to be his distinguishing trait

he organised his community in the years ahead.
first months of the academic year 1702-03, Claude was becoming
progressively more involved with his proteges. All his spare time, his spare pocket
money, and even what he once thought he could not afford to spare, was going
to their support and supervision. The numbers involved were only four or five at
the start but others asked to join the group at the regular meetings in the room
designated for their use. Claude was by then paying for the lodgings of a number
of these who had found accommodation in the vicinity. One student whose meals
he supplied is reported by Cloriviere as residing at the entrance to the college. It
is not clear whether he is referring to a location within the college complex or is
this a reference to the first student placed by Claude in the buildings which were
soon to become the home of his "seminary".
as

During the

Rue des Cordiers
Across the street, rue Saint Jacques, from the main college entrance there was a
block of houses flanked on the left by rue des Cordiers and on the right by rue
des Poirees which after some 50 yards took a sharp turn to the left to join rue
des Cordiers. This block of buildings formed a buffer between the property of
the Sorbonne on the right and of the famous Dominican priory known as the
Jacobins on the left. This Dominican priory, sacred to the memories of St Albert
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Thomas Aquinas, was named the Jacobins because
proximity to the historic rue Saint Jacques, but its title to fame today is
that the most famous of the clubs of the Revolution made it their headquarters
after the owners had been forcibly dispossessed. The two large houses off rue
des Cordiers had close relations over the years with Louis le Grand as hostels for
the senior students who were not accommodated within the college itself. Both
these houses, La Rose-Blanche (the White Rose) nearest the college, and Le
Gros Chapelet forming the corner between rue des Cordiers and the extension of
rue des Poirees, were owned by the Pechenard family. The head of this family was
surgeon to the Queen Mother. Both houses were obviously planned to provide the
maximum accommodation as hostels and were leased to a hotelier who looked after
the allocation of the rooms not needed for their own clients. Students attending
Louis le Grand were accepted on recommendation from the college authorities
who kept check on discipline etc. Among the students who had been located in the
Rose Blanche in the past were St Francis de Sales (1582) and the future founders
of the Societe des Missions Etrangeres (The Society of the Foreign Missions). It was
there also that thzAssemblee des Amis, then known as Societe des Bons amis, had come
into action in Paris for the first time under the guidance of Fr. Jean Bagot, SJ, with
the future founders of the Society of the Foreign Missions being its first members.
Gros Chapelet was now to be the cradle of a new society destined one day to play
a leading role in the work of the foreign missions; and once again it could be said
that that society owed its conception to the Aa of which Claude, its founder, was
the Great and his student St

of

its

an active member. 18

Once Claude had reached an understanding with the management of Gros
Chapelet, no doubt on the recommendation of the Jesuit bursar, Fr. Megret,
being advised by Fr. Le Tellier, that he could gradually locate his proteges there
as space became available, it was seen to be an ideal solution for him. Being so near
the college and under strict supervision, Claude could be more closely associated
with them and be in a better position to look after their needs. Apart from the
general rules binding on all the students connected with the college he began to
draw up some more definite guidelines and a timetable based on the regulation
he had mapped out for himself. Above all he had a chance at last to initiate them
into some simple form of devotional exercises as a community.
One of the intentions mentioned by Claude twice in his own personal regulation
was that he might know the will of God for himself. This covered all aspects of his
daily life but in particular he must have been thinking of his personal vocation. He
was of course already preparing for the priesthood but as yet he had not approached
any bishop or decided what type of pastoral work he hoped to undertake once
ordained. He had yet to look for his letters of freedom from his home diocese
in order to be ordained in Paris and he seems to have no intention of returning
to live in Rennes. He had some general idea of working on the foreign missions,
no doubt inspired by the letters and narratives of the Jesuit missionaries. Writing
about this period sometime later he said:
possessions I had intended to keep only my health alone, so that
could sacrifice it to God in the work of the missions. I would have been only
too happy if, after having set the whole world on fire with the love of God, I
could have shed the last drop of my blood for him whose blessings were always
before my eyes. 19

Of temporal
I

Though normally the word missions at this period could refer to the preaching of
parish missions throughout France, in this context it is obvious that Claude was
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was a very topical theme just then at
1702 as the Scriptores had begun to publish the accounts sent
home by Jesuits working on the missions. The ideal of martyrdom was inspired by
the vivid accounts of the sufferings and death of the Jesuit martyrs in Japan and
more recentiy in North America. John de Brebeuf and his companions, who had
suffered so grievously at the hands of the Huron Indians, may have been known
to the older members of the Jesuit communities in Paris. Claude's plans and hopes
for the future at this time were very generalised but bore the authentic stamp of
generosity. The Lord was soon to reveal his will to him, some thing that required
generosity of a high order and where he was indeed to endeavour to set other
hearts on fire with the love of God and endure a veritable martyrdom in so doing,
but far removed from the heroic mould he had dreamt of. A number of events were
about to happen which would help concentrate his mind and force him to commit
referring to missions to the infidels. This

Louis

le

Grand

in

himself to this very special ministry.

Spring 1703

of these events happened sometime before Christmas 1702. He came to
must quit the cherished seclusion of his private room in the
college where he had built up his own new life with his regular undisturbed routine
of prayer, study and visits to the Blessed Sacrament, and where he was reassuringly
summoned to meals and lectures by the sound of a bell. He realised he must move
out into the boarding house across the street where he had secured lodgings for
his students in order that they be near one another. At first perhaps he thought
that they could manage on their own, as most likely they could, but gradually he
came to the conclusion that his place was with them. We can be sure that the
final step was taken in the interest of the students, and we can also be certain
that the students were more than happy to have their new-found guide and father
demonstrate his solidarity with them by becoming one of themselves. Claude as a
private individual was entirely free to move out of Louis le Grand. The college
regent had no power to prevent him. He was in fact ready to grant him whatever
help he needed for the successful conduct of his work. But Claude knew only too
well that he must not trust the guidance of his own heart. If he wanted to be sure
that what he was doing was what God wanted, he must consult his confessor laying
all his motives bare as he had been specially counselled by the rules of the Aa. No
doubt his decision was discussed at their regular meetings also. All were agreed
as to the propriety of his decision. So he took his few belongings and putting his
trust in the Lord, walked out, in a sense, into the dark. Later, when going through
a crisis, due to what we call burn out and also while experiencing what masters in
the spiritual life describe as passing through a necessary phase of purification, he
had his doubts as to whether his motives in getting so closely involved with this
work were as unselfish as he professed. He wrote then:

The

first

the conclusion that he

It is

true that

I

did not undertake the work without the permission of

But here again

my

my

conscience reproaches me, as it has frequentiy
done before. How did I present the work to him? What tricks did I not use? At
first I said it was only a matter of feeding four or five scholars quiedy, without
any fuss whatsoever. Perhaps at the time I did not reveal the full extent of my
ambition and vanity.. 20
director.

During

that spiritual crisis,

which

is

not an

uncommon

occurrence in the

work of God, his director was happily
continue with his good work with a clear conscience.

lives

of

the saints totally committed to the

able to

convince Claude to

If only
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Claude had forgotten for a moment the success by then achieved and recalled the
opening months in spring 1703 and what he had to endure, he would have been
able to laugh at the suggestion that he was acting out of ambition and desire for
glory. He had in fact to face the stings of poverty and face the humiliations of
being so closely associated with the pauperes of the Latin Quarter where genteel
status and snobbery were rife. At Louis le Grand the senior students had each his
own sword to don as a sign of his genteel status as he left the college and even
the juniors dangled a special cane from their belts to let it be known that they
belonged to a family claiming nobility. 21 Claude now found that he had often to
face the sneers of the snobs as well as the pangs of hunger as he foraged for his
charges and helped carry the left-overs across the public street to their chosen
quarters in the Gros Chapelet. He had not even allowed himself the luxury of a
bed to sleep in at that time.
By 20 March 1701 Claude was already clearly known to be committed to his
new and arduous undertaking which was well enough organised that it could be
designated as a seminary in the secret report sent by the Assemblee des Amis to
Toulouse. This brief report, already quoted from, is in fact the earliest account
we have of Claude's "seminary" albeit as yet in its infancy. So it is fitting that we
quote from it again in this context:
benefice of 4,000 pounds and a position of
him in order instead
to become director of a seminary, where he will experience only troubles and
fatigue. The same person sleeps daily only three hours on a chair, and spends
the rest of his time in prayer. The same, for reasons of mortification, never
eats but one kind of meat and drinks only water... 22

Another (confrere) has

left a

councillor in parliament that his parents wanted to give

This brief account written by the student secretary of the Aa would have had
to pass through the hands of the director, Fr. Le Tellier, before being cleared
for dispatch to other centres throughout France. One can be sure that it was he
rather than the student secretary who used the word seminary to describe Claude's
work and this indicates the perception of his work by the Jesuits already at this
early stage.

That the "troubles and fatigue" involved in trying to conduct his seminary
put great strain on Claude's mental, physical and financial resources we can
appreciate. What pulls us up with a jolt is the revelation here and elsewhere of
the extent of his self-imposed mortifications. This might well raise questions in
some minds about his mental balance and suitability for the post of director of
the young men he was trying to help. To arrive at a more complete assessment
of his state of mind at this period it will help if we quote some other statements
outlining his general attitude at this time. Fr. Thomas, speaking in his customary
generalised style about Claude's charity and spirit of self denial, has this to say:
But since he had

own board and

to

money given him by his father for his
we have seen, the best of what the college

use most of the

lodging, he took, as

furnished for his own sustenance and sent it to the sick or the reticent poor,
thus treating himself less well than the least of them. Before his conversion,

allowance accorded by his father was insufficient for
he found it ample and had something left over
to be devoted to the needs of many others. This shows how charity coupled
with mortification makes one ingeniously see in what is necessary for himself

Claude used

feel that the

his needs. After his conversion,
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a sort of superfluity which ought to be bestowed on the poor.
be entirely destitute and live on nothing but alms. 23

He

desired to

a more realistic style of narrative we turn again to Jean Faulconnier, the
student to experience his charity and witness his style of life at the time:

For

first

I knew that when he was a boarder with the Jesuits, whether he went in search
of his food or whether his rations were brought to his room, I am not sure, but
he used give it to those people who were in extreme need and content himself
with what was left over after the meals of the Jesuits. In particular, I remember
the haricot beans which at times were so long discarded that they were covered
in green mould to a depth of two fingers. 24

Today we readily approve of his personal sacrifices in the interests of those in need
whether these be the sick visited and cared for in hospital or his stinting of himself
and his foraging on behalf of the starving students, but we are more than somewhat
turned off by the recital of Claude's self abnegation and positive mortification at
this period in the matter of curtailment of sleep, sleeping on a chair, his abstinence
in the matter of food and drink, and most of all by the detail of swallowing those
moulding beans even if we allow for some exaggeration in the description. It is hard
to imagine that this is the same man who so recently wrote in his retreat notes that
he feared his capacity for sacrifice because of his penchant for soft living. We are
made to feel that we are dealing with a different age, a spiritual climate far removed
from ours, and above all a standard of diet and hygiene at variance with the norms
of our affluent society. One wonders if we are dealing with something peculiar to
the Gallic temperament and a brand of French spirituality which did not end with
the age of Claude Poullart des Places. We recall what Fr. Libermann said as late
as the mid-nineteenth century, namely that he had been given to understand that
the Irish lacked that generosity which was necessary to survive in the service of
the Third World, that they were prone to hankering after la vie comfortable. It
is reassuring, however, to learn that Claude himself, when looking back on this
period of his life, was genuinely amazed at the facility with which he could face
sacrifices and undergo penance which he was no longer able to take in his stride.
He was made realise that at this time he had been in the first flush of his intense
love affair with the Lord, whom he had but recently discovered, and that he had
felt driven to give expression to that love in acts of extreme sacrifice in the service
of those most in need and even in the mortifications inflicted on himself. Indeed
so much was he bent on punishing his sinful self that he had to be restrained by
his director whom he consulted in all such matters. That this emotional "high",
or period of affective prayer, to give it its technical name, lasted only for a period
of eighteen months was to be a source of shock to Claude himself, but for the
masters of spiritual direction this was known to be the norm. 25 As it happened
it was in great measure due to this experience of beginner's fervour that Claude
was able to undertake with relative ease the work he would in other circumstances
have found a rather intolerable burden. That reaction might set in later. In fact it
did. But that is for a later chapter.
Grignion de Montfort
Another event which happened at this stage helped decisively to clarify Claude's
understanding of what he felt God was calling him to: this was the series of
conversations he had with Grignion de Montfort who was staying for some
months in Paris in an effort to recruit helpers. We last met Grignion in 1693
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as

he

left

Rennes

for Paris to study for the priesthood.

in his fifteenth year; yet

we

are told he

had developed

Claude was then but

a close relationship

with

Grignion due perhaps to a family association in the legal world and to the fact
that Grignion's uncle was a pastor in the local church, but above all because of
their mutual devotion to Our Lady. There is no definite record of their having
met face to face in the intervening years. Claude would have been kept informed
of Grignion's progress through the occasional letters received by the uncle Fr.
A.R. des Visuelles. Grignion seems not to have returned to Rennes but he is on
record as having returned once to his home town of Montfort and some of his
former friends at St Thomas' College went out the fifteen mile journey to confer
with him, as we gather from his friend and biographer, M.Blain. Grignion's advice
to those contemplating going on for the priesthood was couched in the Lord's
message to Abraham: "Go out from your own kindred to the land that I will show
you". 26 Grignion certainly followed that advice himself. He was now about to
renounce his family name, Bachellier, and adopt merely the name of his home
town - Montfort. His drastic advice, which was followed by Claude later, was not
as exceptional as might appear at first sight. In fact it was quite topical then. One
of the rules made by the bishop of Rennes for the poor scholars seeking admission
to the special seminary founded by the Ferret brothers with assistance from Abbe
de Saint-Aubin from Paris, was that they were not to go back to their home areas,
as was so commonly done, but that they were to be ready to go to the parishes and
posts determined by the bishop; otherwise they would incur suspension. 27 This
was to counteract the abuse of aiming for a cozy benefice near home in order
to be able to boost the family's income, neglecting the poorer regions and more

demanding ministries.
Ordained in 1700 de Montfort wanted to set off for mission work in Canada
but the directors at Saint Sulpice advised him instead to join the community of St.
Clement at Nantes founded by Fr. Leveque for the conducting of parish missions.
Fr. Leveque, now advanced in years, had been then revisiting Paris where many
years ago he had started a seminary for poor students trying to study for the
priesthood. 28 It is not known if Claude had left Nantes by the time of Grignion's
October 1700; and in the absence of positive evidence we cannot say
met when Grignion came to Paris in late summer 1702 though
he remained on for about two months. The purpose of Grignion's visit then was
to consult his former directors at Saint-Sulpice about the possibility of founding
a special society of priests dedicated to Our Lady who would be committed to
preaching such missions in parishes as he was trying to do on his own. He got
a very cool reception and spent much of his time in miserable conditions beside
the Jesuit novitiate. 29 In the closely knit centre of the clerical world in that quarter
at the time it is unlikely that Claude would not have learned of his presence and
renewed his contact with him.
Grignion was back in Paris once more in spring 1703 and it was he who made
it his business to contact Claude. Again his purpose in revisiting the capital was to
investigate the possibilities of securing co-workers who would form the nucleus
of the society he had envisaged. He well might have come to the conclusion that
Claude was the answer to his prayers. They resumed their former friendship
and discovered that their ideas and their plans for helping in the spread of the
kingdom of God had very much in common. Claude's particular work and the
ideals which inspired its direction were exactly what Grignion would have wished.
In the series of conversations they held they tried to sort out where and how they
could cooperate. The outcome was that Claude was now clear in his mind about
his own contribution. He had felt during the retreat aiming at a choice in his state
arrival there

for certain that they
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of life that God was calling him for a particular function in his church; at the time
he did not have any clear intuition of what that might be and in fact he was trying
not to listen. Now he had no doubts, and he had no hesitations. We are left some
helpful details on this fruitful encounter between Claude and Grignion by Frs
Charles Besnard and Picot de Cloriviere. First Besnard.
Besnard had been a student in the seminary founded by Claude. He had not
known Claude personally but he had lived with those who had been students under
him, notably Fr. Louis Bouic, his second successor, Fr. Thomas his biographer
and Fr. Peter Caris who was seen to embody his spirituality. Besnard had joined
the society founded by Grignion and was destined to be his successor as superior
general. It was natural that when he set out to write the life of Grignion he would
go to special trouble to give the facts not merely about the close liaison between
the seminary and the society founded by Grignion, but in particular to detail
the relations between the respective founders. As his evidence is of paramount
importance we transcribe in full what he was to say about the encounter in Paris
in spring 1703.

At the same time, Louis de Montfort was considering another plan worthy of
such a great-hearted man. He wanted to find priests animated with a like spirit
and join them to himself in order to constitute a congregation of apostolic
men. No thought was sweeter to him than that of envisioning himself with
them, serving God and sanctifying himself by working for the salvation of
souls in the missions. Although he did not yet know the time, place, or way
in which it was to be brought about, it appeared to him that this was all that

God

asked of him.

Claude was the man to whom he looked for the execution of his plans. He
went to visit him, proposed the matter, and invited him to join in the foundation
of this good work. Claude replied in all frankness:
I do not feel attracted to the missions, but I am too well aware of the good they
can do not to cooperate as much as I can and not to be inseparably attached to
them together with you. You know that for some time I have been distributing
everything at my disposal to help poor students continue their studies. I know
several who offered excellent possibilities but for the lack of help were unable
to exploit them.

Consequently, they were forced to bury talents that would have been very
Church if they were developed. That is the goal at which I would
like to aim by gathering them together in a house. It seems to me that this is
what God wants of me. I have been confirmed in this thought by enlightened
persons who have given me reason to hope that they will help me by providing
sustenance for these students. If God gives me the grace to succeed, you may
count on missionaries. I will train them for you and you will put them to work.
In this way you will be satisfied and so will I.
That was the result of the conversation and the beginning of that union
and relationship which has always existed between the mission of Louis de
Montfort and the Community of Father des Places. Once the decision was
taken, both parties concerned thought only about its execution and how each
would fulfil the role assigned to him. Claude began by renting a room in
the rue des Cordiers, near the college, and gathered there the poor students
whom he had already been helping before and whose good dispositions were
known to him.
useful to the
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The

made

endeavour was too remarkable not to
him. Consequentiy, he decided to rent a
house for them in which they would be less cramped for space. 30
progress

in every line of

attract other excellent candidates to

Fr. Cloriviere,

though obviously using the same sources as Besnard, has some
make it worth while giving his narrative here also:

significant additions that

Claude had begun to occupy himself with these works of charity when de
who had some time previously entered on the career of the missions,
came to Paris and made a rather lengthy stay there.
This was in 1 70 1 & 1 702, as we have seen (more correctly 1 702 & 1 703) and
consequently M. des Places, to judge from his age, was not yet ordained priest.
These two men, full of the love of God and their neighbour and so detached
from themselves and from all created things, soon renewed a friendship the
first links of which had been forged by religion in past years. They both
encouraged one another to serve God in the most perfect manner. The
missioner, who had already from this period contemplated the project of
which we have already spoken - namely the founding a society of apostolic
men and who found in his friend all the qualities which he could have wished
for, besought him more than once to join with him. But one day, when he
pressed him more earnestly, M. des Places who had views and insights which
differed from his, responded with his customary candour and modesty that
he did not feel any attraction to the work of the missions, but added that he
realised only too well the good which could be done there not to continue
with all his power to attach himself inviolably to him, that what he had been
doing for some time had the approval of many enlightened persons, and that
the Lord appeared to be showering his blessings abundantiy on these little
beginnings. Furthermore, he added, this good work had the closest links with
his own, that among the students he was helping to pursue their studies there
were those in whom he believed he had discovered dispositions which would
make them one day suitable for work in the mission, that he would from then
on help to prepare such subjects and when the time came it would be for him
to launch them on this work.
After this interview M. de Montfort did not insist further with his original
proposition and doubtless he could now see in the long term the development
of the designs of God for himself and for his friend. As for M. des Places, he
now applied himself with more ardour than ever to his own good work... 31
Montfort,

These

Claude's preoccupations at this period as
of setting up his little community,
attending to the financial requirements, making sure there was something to
eat, sorting out the regulation and the various chores to be done, while all the
time getting to know the temperament and potentialities of each student. What
Grignion's visit must have done for him was to make him think with more purpose
and assurance about the formation he had to try to afford these future priests. He
had been aware of the problems and the requirements of life in areas that had been
neglected by the clergy in the city and in rural areas; the urgency of the problem
and the importance of the type of formation required for future pastors had now
been brought home more forcibly to him. He knew that it was important to make it
crystal clear to those young men that they were not in the priesthood for what they
could get out of it, as so many others obviously were, but for what they could do
for God's neglected flock. He must concentrate on providing a pastoral formation
texts help us to get closer to

he tried gradually

to

cope with the

logistics
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May

procession

at St.

Etienne des Gres

foster in them a spirit of total availability in the spread of the Gospel,
strengthened by habits of personal prayer and a love of the liturgical and devotional
life of the Church; the academic training he could leave in the safe hands of the
Jesuit professors and those in charge of the repetition classes.

which would

Our Lady of Rescue

We know nothing of the devotional life of this little community in the early stages.

What prayers they said in common had to be recited in one of the larger rooms
which acted as dormitories for several students. They would have attended Mass
and other devotions in one of the five chapels in the college complex. But there
was another church in the vicinity, which was open to the public, and they availed
of it. Right across rue Saint Jacques from where rue des Cordiers opened on to
it, and separated by a narrow street from the Jesuit college, was the church of
Saint-Etienne des Gres, one of the oldest and most popular religious centres in
the capital. For centuries it had been a place of pilgrimage because it housed the
famous statue of the Black Virgin formerly known as Notre-Dame des Ames en
Peines but in more recent times known as Notre-Dame de Bonne Delivrance, Our
Lady of Rescue. During the Middle Ages this shrine was frequented by the great
saints: Dominic, Albert the Great, Thomas Aquinas etc. It had been a recognised
stopping point for pilgrims en route to Compostella in Spain and the Tomb of St
Martin. In more recent centuries it had frequent visits from St Vincent de Paul
as he poured out his requests before Our Lady of Rescue for the captives, the
prisoners, the poor etc.

whose

interest for students of

Louis

plight he tried to alleviate.
le

Grand was

Of more immediate

the knowledge that St Francis de

Sales, who attended the college as a student and lodged in the building where
they now lived, had come daily to pray to Our Lady to be delivered from his crisis
of faith as he struggled with the mystery of predestination which came up for much
discussion in their theology classes. They probably also learned that founders of
seminaries including Pere Claude Bernard, founder of Trente Trois College for
poor students and M. Olier, founder of Saint Sulpice, had come there to ask Our
Lady's protection for their undertakings.
Certain popular devotions had grown up in connection with the shrine over
the years which received the approval of kings and popes. The principal event
connected with the shrine which affected the life of Paris was the establishment of

whose membership reached 12,000 and the donations collected were
used by the members in rescuing prisoners for debts, supporting the families of
fathers committed to prison and assisting the sick. Twice each year they organised
a huge and colourful procession in honour of Our Lady on the first day of May
and the first day of August. These events were prepared for weeks in advance
and followed a time-honoured and spectacular ritual. The church bells pealed
out, all traffic came to a stop as thousands flocked to join in the procession. The
special devotions started with the singing of the Veni Sancte Spiritus before the
high altar. Then the revered statue of Our Lady was carried in triumph through
the streets, followed by the statues and symbols of other famous saints from the
general calendar as well as saints with local associations. 32 This magnificent
ceremonial would have been the first public religious event witnessed, and no
doubt participated in, by the newly established community which would have
considered itself specially involved as they lived in the very shadow of this church.
It is not beyond the bounds of possibility that the students were even coopted to
act as carriers of some of the religious emblems. What is clear is that this church
was soon after chosen by the community as the site for their own very special
the confrerie
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ceremony where they were to make their formal dedication of themselves to the
Holy Spirit under the protection of Our Lady Immaculate. The shrine of Our
Lady in this church of Saint-Etienne des Gres took on such a family significance
for the students that they were to maintain over the years their custom of making
two visits there each day as they attended class at Louis le Grand. 33
Official Dedication
Little is known about the original dedication ceremony. No contemporary
document has survived the upheavals of the two revolutions which not merely
dispersed the community but dispossessed them of their home and belongings.
Among the documents confiscated during the Revolution and still preserved in
the National Archives is the official Register of Associates drawn up as required
by law on 4 March 1 734 by the then directors. In the course of their lengthy formal
statement of facts and legally binding procedures we find this statement:
...And the said Community and Seminary have recognised from a long
standing register that Mr Claude Francis Poullart des Places, being at the
time only an aspirant to the clerical state, began the foundation of the said
Community and Seminary consecrated to the Holy Spirit under the invocation
of the Blessed Virgin conceived without sin, on the Feast of Pentecost in the
year seventeen hundred and three. 34

The

original register referred to in

printed

document which

1734 has unfortunately been lost. The earliest
is an entry in Gallia Christiana,

refers to the foundation

vol VII, published as late as 1744, but

it is

of special significance in that quoting

from sources no longer available it seems to imply that the request for this formal
dedication came from the students themselves. The actual words used are: "when
the number of students had reached almost a dozen they asked to be consecrated
to the clerical life". 35

One can well understand that the students might have felt that it was in their
own interests that such a commitment be made, and one can guess that Claude
looked on their request as being the voice of God for him. Such a dedication would
be a decisive step for him personally. Though he was already in fact deeply involved
with the students and committed to their welfare and formation, he was yet a free
man, a private individual doing a work of charity. From now on he was committing
himself publicly before the students and in the presence of God and his Mother.
Henceforth this was to be his life. And it was to be his death.
That the official dedication was postponed till Pentecost Sunday, 27 May that
year, could have been no mere chance. By that time Claude had been some six
months in residence in the hostel with the students. They may have called for the
dedication ceremony and may well have chosen the location, as they had by then
built up a special relationship with that shrine on their way to and from lectures,
but there can be little doubt that the particular date of the ceremony must have been
chosen by Claude. Pentecost was a feast always celebrated with great solemnity at
Louis le Grand, the ceremonies beginning on Saturday evening when the whole
school assembled for the vigil liturgy. 36 But Claude had chosen that feast because
he had for his own reasons decided to dedicate his community in a particular way
to the Holy Spirit under the Patronage of Mary Immaculate, Spouse of the Spirit,
as he referred to her in the rule he composed for the community. (No. 30)
Pere Le Floch in his substantial study of Claude and his seminary, in the absence
of any further extant documentation, tries to recreate the scene, composing for
Claude a sermon based on the words of Isaiah quoted by Our Lord in his first
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sermon in his native Nazareth: "The Spirit of the Lord has been given to me, for
Lord has anointed me. He sent me to bring good news to the poor, to bind up

the

We will probably be nearer the facts about that simple
but historic ceremony if we turn our attention for a moment to the details about
certain ceremonies held by the Aa. The two special events in the Aa calendar each
year were their renewal ceremonies {renovation) where they restated their ideals
and pledged their commitment to them in the form of prayer. 38 These renewals
were held on the feast of St. John the Evangelist, 27 December, and Pentecost
Sunday.
A paragraph in the Aa manual which was read in public on these occasions would
have been very familiar to all members as it dealt with the convening of the first
such meeting at Louis le Grand. The short paragraph reads as follows:
hearts that are broken.." 37

As there were six with a common purpose it was decided to choose the day of
Pentecost, 4 June 1 645 when they would be all together at the sodality meeting
place. At three in the afternoon each one recited on his own the (dedication)
prayers and then they all said the other prayers as prescribed by the rules for
the reception of those being proposed for membership.
,

Claude would have been very conscious of that originating ceremony held on
Pentecost 1645 as well as his own reception ceremony, and would have looked
on them as the model for their proposed dedication as a community of students.
He would have attended the Aa renewal meeting in one of the chapels at Louis
le Grand on Pentecost Sunday and then sometime later that evening would have
gathered his little flock together in the nearby church of Saint Etienne des Gres
in front of the shrine of Our Lady of Rescue (N.D. de Bonne Delivrance). The
students would have been prepared for the occasion by the very same novena
which Claude as well as the other members of the Aa would have been following
from their manual. The meditations specified for each day of the novena were
based on the ten separate verses of the Veni Sancte Spiritus, the Sequence that
is used in the Mass for Pentecost. Their commitment then would be to the Holy
Spirit in the context of his descent on the disciples and Our Lady in the upper
room and what would be more fitting than that they should offer themselves to the
Holy Spirit through the intermediary of His Spouse. All this was spelt out in the
Aa manual which had been inspired by the Lallemant school of spirituality. The
Immaculate Conception of Our Lady would be looked on as the first great step in
the preparation for the full outpouring of the Spirit. A few brief quotations from
the manual may help put us in touch with the thoughts which were uppermost in
that little group as they gathered around the Black Madonna of Paris:
After Jesus ascended to heaven, his disciples, who had witnessed his triumphs,
retired to Jerusalem and there assembled with Mary the Mother of Jesus; they
prayed and begged the Saviour to send that Spirit which he had promised
to the world... Mary, our common mother, who is the head of this glorious
company, will receive us there too to pray with them and dispose us to receive
the

Holy

Spirit...

The Holy

Spirit,

looking on her as his Spouse, communicates to her

intensity of charity...

We

must preserve our hearts

in inviolable purity for the Spirit of

all

the

God and

for his Spouse... 39

from the Veni Sancte Spiritus, which they had sung so recently in that
church for the May procession, and the Sancta Maria Prayer from the sodality
Finally, apart
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handbook, we can be sure that Claude included his favoured short prayer to Our
Lady: Per Sanctam Virginitatem et Immaculatam Conceptionem Tuam, purissima Virgo,
emunda cor et carnem meam. (Through your holy virginity and your Immaculate
Conception, O most pure Virgin, cleanse my heart and my flesh.)
It has been suggested that Grignion de Montfort had been present at this
ceremony of dedication. As there is no documentary proof, circumstantial evidence
has been brought forward. Grignion was in Paris at the time and had been in close
contact with Claude. He had expressed great hopes for their future cooperation

work of supplying well- trained priests for his parish missions. The twin
dedication to the Holy Spirit and to Mary Immaculate was very much the essence
of his spiritual outlook and we know that he wrote to a close friend asking for
continuous prayer till Pentecost for a special intention. 40 In later years he referred
to the Holy Spirit seminary as "our house in Paris" and he was to visit the seminary
on the occasion of his visits to Paris in later years. 41 He was even to sign himself
officially as a missionary priest of the Company of the Holy Spirit. Hence, that he
should have been present at the shrine of Notre Dame de bonne Deliverance on
Pentecost Sunday 1703 for the official dedication, is in line with what we know.
in the

is that we do not know.
good reasons which would account for the absence of any reference
to the presence of outsiders at this little ceremony, nor even any written evidence
to its having taken place at all. If there was one thing Claude did not want was
the issuing of any official statement or the publicising of an event which could
be cited as legal evidence of his having launched a new religious community. As a
lawyer he could be relied on to be very conscious of the existence of the draconian
regulations of the edict issued by Louis XIV in 1666, forbidding the founding of
any college, monastery, religious society, or community within the realm without
have first secured the Royal consent in the form of letters patent. Not only was
the list of proscribed associations exhaustive but the penalties were also drastic
and applied to communities already functioning for years. 42 Claude would have
known of examples of societies that had been dissolved with no right of appeal and
their property having been confiscated. One such example was the community of
Dominican nuns from Rennes who had set up house in Nantes without having first
secured due legal authorisation; they were disbanded and their premises handed
over to the Irish College. So it was not to be expected that Claude was going to
risk coming into conflict with that severe edict of 1666.
The one exception made by the edict was in favour of seminaries: they were
declared to be the responsibility of the local bishop and thus did not require
the royal consent. But again, though others might refer to Claude's work in
secret reports as being a seminary, in fact, Claude was never to lay claim to
that title for very good reasons which we will have to deal with later. So the lack
of documentation regarding the founding ceremony in 1703 may not have been an
oversight but the result of a deliberate policy on the part of Claude. And this hunch
we shall see confirmed later as we study the rule he drafted for the direction of his

The

plain fact, however,

There

[

are

"seminary".

The absence

of outsiders at the dedication ceremony and the eschewing of
documentation in no way diminished the significance of the occasion for
those taking part, nor did it weaken their convictions. They knew well where they
stood and where they were going. They were a special community and were proud
of it. Above all they prized their double dedication to the Holy Spirit and to the
Immaculate Conception. The full significance of this dedication would in time be
spelt out for them by Claude.
Twenty three years later (1726), Claude's students by then the directors of the
official
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Seminary,

The Royal

felt

the time

was

letters patent,

ripe to apply for legal recognition of the establishment.
quoting from their petition, opens with these words:

We

have been informed that the late Claude Francis Poullart des Places, a
from the diocese of Rennes, inspired by a special movement from God
when he was then thirty years, founded in 1703 in our good city of Paris an
establishment dedicated to the Holy Spirit under the invocation of the Blessed
Virgin Conceived without Sin, and that the object of that establishment was
to aid and help poor students in their studies and train them in virtue for the
useful service of the church. 43
priest

That the students kept up the custom of making a visit twice daily to the shrine of
Our Lady at Saint-Etienne des Gres bears testimony to the living tradition about
their origins as a community. And as we close this chapter on the founding of
the seminary and community of the Holy Spirit it will be of interest to refer
briefly to the subsequent fate of that church and its revered Black Madonna.
The church, which was confiscated during the Revolution, was subsequently

demolished. Today the site is occupied by the School of Law attached to the
Sorbonne. The statue of Our Lady was put up for public auction with other
confiscated ecclesiastical goods. The official records tell us that the sale took
place in une des salles du Saint Esprit ou sont les bureaux de liquidation and that it was
bought for 201 livres by the Countess de Carignan de Saint Maurice. After being
venerated at several secret locations it was eventually installed in the chapel of the
Sisters of St. Thomas de Vileneuve at Neuilly, Paris. To remove all doubt about
the authenticity of the statue as being the historic Black Madonna, the Archbishop
of Paris, Mgr. de Quelon, set up a public enquiry. The first witness to give evidence
of identification, 30 June 1830, was Claude's successor as head of the Seminary of
the Holy Spirit, Fr. James Bertout, then aged seventy seven. 44 As a student in the
Seminary, he would have been very familiar with this image of Our Lady having
gone regularly as had been the custom, to pray at the famed shrine of Notre Dame
de Bonne Deliverance in Saint-Etienne des Gres.

Fr.

Michael Le Tellier

129

