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Le Gros Chapelet -

the house which acted as the cradle of Claude's society, no
longer exists. The area was acquired by the Sorbonne in the early nineteenth
century to construct its new science block. But thanks to contemporary documents
- architectural drawings, artists' impressions and legal contracts, it is possible to
reconstruct a fairly complete picture of the buildings and layout of the area. From
Turgot's simulated aerial views of Paris executed ca 1730 we can clearly see the
square block of buildings demarcated by the rue Saint Jacques to the east as it runs
past Louis le Grand, and by rue des Poirees on the north as it links up with rue des
Cordiers on the south. The Gros Chapelet occupied the angle formed by the two
latter mentioned streets. Surrounded by colleges, all this quarter was an obvious
site for the building of hostels and hotels. Famous writers and philosophers are
on record as having resided for periods in the area, among them Pascal who is
reported as having worked on his famous Provinciales (Provincial Letters) - so
devastatingly critical of the Jesuits in the Jansenist controversy (1656-7). The
German philosopher, Leibnitz, J.J. Rousseau, Condillac and others lived and
worked there at different periods. But it was mostly students who availed of
the accommodation in the Gros Chapelet and its adjoining neighbour La Rose
Blanche. Some of these students were able to rent a suite for themselves and even
had the use of their own private carriage; others clubbed together to share one of
the larger rooms with nothing but their bed and box of belongings. These two
houses had for a considerable period been looked on as the preserve of students
attending the Jesuit college and they were accepted only on being recommended
by the college authorities. 1
The plans of the Gros Chapelet show that it had one unusual feature: it
boasted of two caves or cellars, one directiy over the other. It is of interest that
these underground compartments survived the restructuring of the area and are
today incorporated into the network of underground passages which are pressed
into service for minor scientific research projects conducted by the science faculty
of the Sorbonne. This is not without its touch of irony as, for reasons to be seen
later, Claude's society was not viewed with a friendly eye by the Sorbonne as it

was then.

On the ground floor there were just two rooms; each of the other four stories
was divided into three rooms. There was also an attic. One presumes that, early
on, Claude secured one story for the use of the first group of students and for a
common room. As the whole complex of the Gros Chapelet and the Rose Blanche
had been designed from the start for use as apartments, the architect had allowed
for some fifty separate fire-places, in addition to the main ones in the ground floor
rooms. One presumes that kitchen facilities were available to this little community
even if they dined off the left-overs from the Jesuits' kitchen; but just as there was
no heating in the rooms at Louis le Grand one can be certain that the apartments
used by the students seldom had experienced the luxury of a fire. The normal exit
from the house was through a small yard opening on to rue des Poirees, but later,
when they had to lease some rooms in the larger house - the Rose Blanche, they
had direct access to rue Saint-Jacques from the larger common courtyard. The
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students would have appreciated this direct exit as the streets around this block
of buildings, being an island off the main thoroughfare, were often jammed with
students and with carriages. When the students piled out onto the streets at the
end of lectures they had to avoid the dangerous main road where carriages did not
stop to accommodate them; so they tended to congregate in these side streets to
continue their discussions, their arguments, and at times their fights. It was not the
most comfortable passage from the college for the poor students, especially when
they carried their food rations in improvised containers. It was these distractions
caused by the milling crowds which eventually motivated Claude to seek for more
secluded quarters; but for the moment he was rather happy to have secured
accommodation so near their centre of studies and their vital source of victuals.
One can be sure that other members of the Aa as well as their director, Fr. Le
Tellier, gave a helping hand as Claude was setting up his little community.
It would be so helpful for the historian if a journal or some other contemporary
jottings had survived to enable us to reconstruct an actual picture of the early days
of this little community, but even if they had indulged in such a luxury at the time,
the upsets caused by subsequent changes of premises, and the disruptions caused
by wars, revolutions and confiscations, would have deprived us of all such sources
of information. Most of the extant rule which Claude composed for the proper
regulating of life in his seminary belongs to a later period and another building
but the homeliness and the humanity which pervade that document help us to
realise that from the start Claude must have been preoccupied with the welfare
and the happiness of his little flock.
One can be sure that for the students this new set up was not merely a welcome
haven from their previous worried existence but a veritable home where they
shared so much of their lives, their meals, their studies and their prayers. They
saw Claude sharing their lives as one of themselves, taking part in the common
chores and seen to be just one of them as they went to and from class or on errands
in the town. To understand what the change meant to Claude himself we have to
exercise our imagination a little more. That he was happy to be able to expend so
much of his time and thoughts on such a worthy cause we can be sure. And it must
have given him a sense of fulfilment. So much of what he was doing now, in what
he was at last discovering as being his special God-given-vocation, was what had
attracted him in the various options he had examined during his Ignatian retreat. 2
All these different services were being realised in the one vocation of caring for the
poor and neglected with the added bonus of preparing future pastors. But he would
be less than human if he did not also feel that he was being called to make sacrifices
which cost; not in the matter of parting with his material goods which he did very
readily but in the sharing of the time and privacy which he had come to value so
highly at Louis le Grand. He had learned to value time and the privacy of his own
room not for selfish motives but in order to plan his devotions and his colloquies
with the Lord whom he had discovered as the centre of his life. He was from now
on at the beck and call of other people late and early and was to find that his mind
was again getting caught up in this world and its preoccupations at the expense of
his direct concentration on the Lord. Later he would be very forcibly struck by
this gradual change, this falling away from his initial fervour, when he came to
do some serious stock taking, but at the moment he was too busily occupied to be
able to stand back and examine what was happening to himself. He was probably
very interested in what was happening to the students as he was sizing up their
temperaments, their various talents for the work of building up the community,
and, as he told Grignion de Montfort, in trying to visualise what ministries they

could best serve

at in the future. 3
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First Students
some of the early members of his community. All of them had this in
common that they knew that they had been accepted by Claude because they had
no personal means of support. This qualification was to be made a fundamental
part of the rule of the seminary. 4 Most of the original members happened to be
from Brittany. This is quite in keeping with what the historian of Louis le Grand,
Dupont-Ferrier, informs us that after the Parisians the Bretons were the most
numerous in the college. 5 But the explanation for the preponderance of Bretons
among Claude's first students is to be found rather in their families or friends
having had some connection with the des Places extended family. The names
and subsequent careers of these students would have little interest outside a local
context but we mention a few here as they help illustrate some aspect of Claude's
life and work.
Almost all these students were very young. John B. Faulconnier, whom we have
already met as being the first one to benefit from Claude's charity, was but sixteen
years when Claude saw to it that he was for the moment housed in one of the
Jesuit communities in Paris. Apart from illustrating Claude's spirit of enterprise
this act shows that already he had the backing of someone highly placed in the
Jesuit hierarchy. As soon as there was room for him at rue des Cordiers he was

We know

He was later to serve faithfully in a small parish in the diocese
of Orleans from where he wrote his brief but generous testimony to Claude's
generosity which is now among the scant but precious contemporary papers
dealing with Claude in the General Archives. Fr. Faulconnier, the first student
of the seminary, died at St. Hilaire-St.-JVlesmin, 17 December 1747 aged 60. 6
It is not recorded how many students were actually lodged at Gros Chapelet
by Pentecost 1703. The fact that there were around twelve students present at
the initial dedication need not mean that they were all boarding together at the
time. They were all attending the regular private meetings and may have been
waiting till the end of the scholastic year to find places available in the same area
of the house.
Among those on record as having joined at the beginning of the new school
year was Rene-Jean Allenou de la Ville-Angevin aged sixteen from the diocese of
Saint-Brieuc in Brittany. With a name like that one is not surprised to learn that
he came from true Breton noble stock - but his parents, encumbered with debt,
were not in a position to pay for his education. Allenou, who was to spend the final
twelve years of his life on the mission in Canada where he died with a reputation
for sanctity, is a significant witness in our search for an understanding of Claude
and his work. He was to spend eleven years at the seminary as student and later as
repetiteur in theology and as such he was in a privileged position to assimilate the
ideals which Claude strove to impart to his charges. Allenou was one day to draft
the rule for a congregation of sisters known as the Daughters of the Holy Spirit
and who were also dedicated to the Immaculate Conception. Parts of the rule are
taken literally from the one composed by Claude for the seminary; the additions
he made byway of exhortations and guidance are so obviously inspired by Claude's
spirit that they can be taken as providing useful indications of what must have been
Claude's oral commentary on his more austerely worded text when explaining it to
transferred there.

his

community. 7

March 1704 saw

the arrival of seventeen year old Peter Thomas from the
diocese of Coutances in Normandy. He was one day to be a director in the
seminary in Paris and later superior of the diocesan seminary of Verdun which was
handed over by the bishop to the direction of the Society of the Holy Spirit in an
effort to eradicate Jansenism from the diocese. For a period Fr. Thomas had joined
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up with the Company of Mary, founded by Grignion de Montfort, emphasising the
close links which had been forged between the two societies from the start. But
Fr. Thomas' vital importance in the story of Claude and his work is that at some
stage he undertook the task of composing his biography. Though this work as we
have it in the extant manuscript is incomplete and is lacking in precise information
about important events, yet it is invaluable as a document in that it has the stamp
of authenticity coming as it did from one who had lived in close association with
Claude over a number of years. The version of Thomas' manuscript used by the
later biographers, Besnard and Cloriviere, seems to differ in some details from the
extant copy and may well have been a more complete version. Finally, as Thomas'
biography seems to have been composed as material for spiritual conferences to
be delivered to the students

community

at the

seminary,

it is

a witness to the spirit of that

in the years following Claude's early death. 8

member

of that community founded by Claude whose life
about its ethos - its evangelical poverty,
simplicity and total trust in Providence, that man was Peter Caris. Enrolled as a
student October 1704 he was destined to be identified with the seminary for the
next half century, and not only did he faithfully maintain the spirit of its founder
but he literally ensured the survival of the institute by his assiduous and successful
begging tours around Paris day in day out. He was to become an institution in the
area and was generally known as the Poor Priest. That he might be expected to
be personally attached to Claude was to be expected from the close association
between their families. Peter's father, in his profession as tailor, is on record as
having done deals with Claude's father, and his mother's cousins were skilled
tradesmen in the mint over which M. des Places presided as Juge Garde. Very
devoted to Our Lady, Peter for a time joined the Company of Mary founded by
Grignion but he was recalled by Fr. Bouic, Claude's successor as superior, because
his presence and expertise as provider were considered vital to the survival of the
community. When he died in 1757 he left that community a rich legacy, namely
the memory of a long life renowned for service and sanctity. The inscription to
his memory in the crypt of the seminary chapel at rue Lhomond reads: .. the Poor
Priest, Servant of Mary and Procurator of this Seminary, lived always for God and
for his neighbour, never for himself. His body, however, following his explicit
instructions, was, like Claude's, consigned to the common or paupers' grave. 9
Another student inscribed on the rolls in October 1704, and who owed his being
referred to the seminary to a friend of the des Places family, was Joseph Hedan.
Joseph was to be the first student from the seminary to join with Grignion de
Montfort's society thus being the first fruits of that union between the two societies
which the founders had looked forward to. 10
As all these students were young and just starting their studies for the priesthood
they would not have been able to afford much assistance to Claude as he grappled
with the problems arising in the practical management of his undertaking. He must
then have appreciated the arrival from Gourin in Brittany of Jean Le Roy who was
already advanced sufficiently in his studies to be due for ordination in 1705. Since
Gourin was an ecclesiastical dependency of Langonnet Abbey, where one of the
de Marbeuf family well known to the des Places was commendatory abbot, one
presumes he was directed towards rue des Cordiers by Abbot de Marbeuf. Jean
had already won the reputation in his diocese of being an excellent subject on
whom solid hopes for the future were based. In the meantime he was to give
welcome support to Claude until some other candidates were of age to act as
If there is

was

any one

to epitomise

repetiteurs

and

what was

distinctive

as junior directors. 11

The most welcome

arrival,

however,

at

rue des Cordiers, probably during
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Christmas 1704, did not come as a student. Michael Vincent Le Barbier had
been ordained in Rennes 15 September 1704 and was intended for service in
that diocese.

few months

The

exact details leading to his arrival at the seminary in Paris a
not known but from the circumstances we can come to

later are

Michael and Claude had known each other since infancy
had been closely associated. Michael's father was a notary and in
that capacity had frequentiy been in liaison with Claude's father, but his links with
the family had dated from his earlier years at his native town of Fougeres where he
had known Claude's mother well. Claude's mother had in fact been sponsor at the
baptism of Michael's younger brother Pierre. 12
Legal records and church registers reveal the links between the des Places and
Le Barbier families. There are no documents to tell us why Michael left Rennes
to assist Claude in Paris. It was much easier for a priest to make such a decision for
himself in those days. It can be taken for granted that he knew he was needed by
Claude as there was no priest member in the community as yet and Claude would
now have to concentrate on his own studies in preparation for his ordination.
There would be little difficulty for Michael in getting leave of absence as the des
Places family was well known at the archbishop's office: He was legal adviser to
the chancellery and a member of the Le Barbier family was printer for diocesan
official publications. Fr. Julien Bellier would be all in favour of giving support to
Claude in the type of work for poor students which he had learned about in Rennes.
The experience to be gained by Fr. Le Barbier during his stay in Paris would be of
value in the running of the seminary for poor students in Rennes. Le Barbier would
have been a member of the Sodality of Our Lady at all three levels while doing his
studies for the priesthood at the Jesuit College, and it is more than likely that he
would have been co-opted by Fr. Bellier on to his special Aa type sodality group
held in his own residence. It would be in the best tradition of the Aa for them to
send one of their number to assist their confreres in Paris in their hour of need. A
similar service by the Paris Aa in favour of a project for the poor in Rennes is on
record at a later date. As to who took the initiative in contacting Fr. Le Barbier we
do not know. The call could have come from Claude directiy. It could also have
happened that some member of the Jesuit community of Louis le Grand who was
formerly well known in Rennes, took the initiative having realised that Claude was
under severe pressure at the moment and needed such a companion and assistant
if the work was to continue. One is not surprised then, not to say relieved in the
tantalising absence of relevant contemporary documents, to learn that the director
of the Aa, Fr. Le Tellier, had been professor of philosophy at Rennes, 1676-78,
and that he had, in fact, been actively involved with the Sodality of Our Lady at
the time when Julien Bellier was starting his philosophy course.
certain conclusions.
as the families
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As the new

scholastic year

considerably.

opened

in

October 1704 the numbers had increased

No exact figure is available but the number would be already over the

mark. 13 The burden of running such a community would also have greatly
increased. Apart entirely from the financial and other material aspects there was
the problem of organising the religious life of the community. In the absence of
a priest in the house they had to go out each day to attend mass either in Louis
thirty

le

Grand

or in one of the nearby churches or religious communities.

public church as

They were

we have seen was Saint-Etienne des Gres, some

also beside the

Dominican priory but

free to enter there for mass.
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The

it is

not clear

The

fifty

if

nearest

paces away.

outsiders were

public did attend early mass at the abbey of

Saint-Victor which was some few hundred yards distant and where the shrine of
in the crypt drew large crowds especially when the saintly Fr. Simon
Gourdan, its chaplain, was saying mass there. The fact that the community had

Our Lady

go outside for mass in the early years is reflected in the rule which enjoins that
they were to return in silence after having assisted at mass in order to symbolise
the continuation in their daily lives of their union with Christ in the Eucharist. 14
For confessions and spiritual direction they were to approach the Jesuits only, as
had also been the rule in the seminary for the poor in Rennes. This prescription
was also included in the rule Claude wrote for the seminary. 15
to

The new

scholastic year

was marked by

the other students at Louis le Grand.

a retreat, at first in the

Once

company of

they were organised as a separate

community they began the year with an eight day retreat preached by a Jesuit
Father (Rule No. 3). But it was also prescribed in the rule that the Superior was
to give regular formal instruction to the students. These conferences would cover
all aspects of their life - studies, religious exercises, behaviour inside and outside
the house, etc.

own studies, were bound
impose a severe strain on Claude at the best of times. What must have been a
concern for himself and for others was what would happen if he were to encounter
any serious upset in the matter of his health. What no one expected, not even
Claude himself, was that he might undergo a spiritual crisis which could threaten
to put the whole enterprise in jeopardy just as it showed such remarkable signs of
success and was winning for him the admiration of many.
All these preoccupations, while trying to attend to his

to

Reflections on the Past
If there is any one document where Claude comes alive and where we can identify
with him as he faces up to one of those personal crises which must be faced at some
stage when seeking to discover God's will in the maze of life, it is in the paper
entitled Reflections on the Past. The title is not in Claude's hand and indeed is
misleading in that the main thrust of the document is not the past but the present
and the future. It is part of an effort to discover the way ahead from reflecting on
what had been happening in his own soul, and if it leaves many of our questions
unanswered it is because it was not written to inform future historians: it was
written most likely at the request of his spiritual director, some one who did not
know him very well perhaps and who needed to be put in the picture, as it were,
before he could give his considered advice. Perhaps also it was advised as a form
of therapy for Claude in order to come face to face with himself and to be ready
to accept the director's word as from God.
Once again the Aa literature may provide a clue to some of the unanswered
questions. The manual advised all members to make a special annual general
confession provided their director agreed to this. Notice was to be given early in
Advent so that they would be ready to make that special confession at Christmas.
The records show that it was not unusual for several of the Aa members to make a
retreat at Christmas in the Jesuit novitiate at rue Pot de Fer. This particular retreat
began each year on Christmas Day and lasted till 2 January. They also set out to
persuade people with problems to do this retreat. Commenting on the outcome
in such cases the writer says: "They come from this retreat so penetrated with
the spirit of God that all which beforehand appeared difficult to undertake now

became easy to achieve.."
It would well be then that

Fr. Le Tellier, who would be aware of Claude's crisis
of conscience, could have suggested to him that he should avail of this occasion to
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on his situation, removed from the calls of duty. The seminary in the
meantime would be looked after by Le Tellier and Claude's fellow members in the
Aa. It looks likely also that Claude's friend, Fr. Michael Le Barbier, had arrived
from Rennes to help out in the seminary and that Claude had been tempted to
hand over control to him altogether. Claude, of course, bound by the secrecy of
the Aa, makes no mention of any such details, but reading between the lines we
can see that such a scenario fits in with what he has to tell us.
As to the document itself, it is written on unusual large format paper which
Claude has divided into four separated sections as if he intended cutting it up
into smaller format pages but never got round to it. Most likely it was just the
most convenient format to hand where the retreat took place. The style of writing
and the general presentation differ from that of the 1701 retreat notes. The hand
is more mature and there is less attention to the presentation as if written under
the pressure of circumstances rather than as a leisurely composed exercise. From
internal evidence it would appear to have been written during the Christmas recess
of 1704. What is clear is that this was not a regular or scheduled retreat for Major
Orders as we can gather from these words when referring to his sense of the Lord's
continual and special providence in his own life:
reflect deeply

of tenderness for me, unable to make up his mind to lose me
me from the hardness of heart that leads to final impenitence
through miracles rather than by the ordinary ways of his providence, he has
allowed me to make this retreat at a time when I did not think of making one.
Besides he has disposed everything in such a fashion that I can find a way of
once more returning to my obligations without having to advance specious
pretexts for doing so, as I did when I overburdened myself beyond authorized
limits with the responsibility for those poor students whom providence is

Always

full

after preserving

kindly taking care

of. 16

Claude feels that the Lord has been so loving in his personal care of him that he
seems to be working special miracles to attain his purposes, one instance being
the fact that the students would be taken care of while he had the opportunity
he needed to reflect on what was happening in his own inner life. This may be
a reference to the arrival of Fr. Le Barbier on the scene as well as to the general
providence which saw to it that they were provided for from day to day through
the good offices of Fr. Le Tellier and the bursar, Fr. Megret.
Claude's notes begin with the surprising statement: "If I had even a little love
for God and my salvation, I ought to be inconsolable because of the way I have
spent this year..".

We presume that these notes have been written during the Christmas of 1704.
That was the year when he had been devoting himself so wholeheartedly to the
work of expanding and consolidating the seminary and when all who were aware
of what he was doing were in admiration of his achievement and at his life of total
self abnegation. One would have expected then that Claude should have been
feeling quite happy and experiencing a sense of fulfilment. But this very success
and the esteem with which he was held was what was worrying Claude at the
moment for reasons not known to those who were holding him up as a model
in the secret reports of the Aa and elsewhere. His scrupulous conscience had led
him to question if all this work was really being done for the glory of God. He had
begun to fear that his original motives had not been as pure and selfless as he had
given others to understand and that in fact the real driving force all along may have
been his predominant passion of ambition and seeking grandeur; only the object of
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these passions had changed. He had to face up to that fear which haunted him at a
time when he was undergoing a particular spiritual crisis which crippled his power
of judgement with regard to himself. As he puts it: "Since I am in a state of dryness
and am hampered in efforts to discern God's sentiments in my regard how can I
fly to him so as to cast myself at the feet of his mercy?"
Deeply disturbed by this "state of dryness" or spiritual aridity, Claude proceeds
to describe it by contrasting his present state with how he felt eighteen months ago,
all adding up to an alarming fall away from his new-found personal relationship
with the Lord which followed his opting for the priesthood. With the gift of
hindsight and the help of a more clinical analysis of the various stages in the
development of the interior life of prayer, we are able to react to Claude's
description of his personal experience as if it were a copybook example of what
was but a normal stage in his personal development. But, then, the problem for
Claude as for anyone passing through this difficult stage, was that the symptoms
he experienced could just as readily be interpreted as signs of a real falling off in
fervour attributable to a lack of cooperation with God's grace. A reason why Claude
was advised to do a quiet retreat and to put on paper a clear outline of what he
was experiencing was to prepare him for adopting an informed view of what was
a painful crisis. In his notes we are made aware once again, as in the retreat notes
of the Ignatian type retreat, that he has the gift of describing clearly the symptoms
but lacks the ability to come to a diagnosis in his own case.
In the opening paragraph Claude refers back to the gift of his conversion when
God snatched him from the worldly life he had been contemplating. He regards
this as one of the many miracles of grace which gave him the opportunity of
devoting himself totally to God's service:

than three years ago by an extraordinary act of compassion he drew me
broke the chains that held me prisoner, snatched me from
Satan's claws, as it were in spite of myself, and clothed me once again in the
garment of salvation. He worked miracles for me. 17

More
from

The

this world,

me

garment of salvation" is
use by Claude in this
context, adding the word "again" may well be a reference to the fact that he was
clothed in white by his parents till he was seven as a sign that he was specially
dedicated to Our Lady. As an instance of the miracles worked for him he recalls
that the Lord "had closed his eyes to an enormous crime which constituted my
crowning iniquity" and even used the occasion to bring him closer to himself. This
most probably refers to the incident when, because he considered his pride had
been insulted, he had wounded the defenceless coachman on the road to Nantes.
For some undisclosed reason he feels convinced that God had issued an invitation
to closer union with him on that occasion but he had held back. He does not go
into detail, but the message seems to be that he fears that once again he has failed
to respond to the Lord as expected of him.
scriptural phrase

from Isaiah "he clothed

often used in the liturgy in connection with

All

I

need do

my own

is

to recall

it

in the

Our Lady.

here without putting

it

Its

down on

paper. Only

God

heart ought never to forget this, his most startling act of mercy
ever: God, so as to exact an act of gratitude without parallel; my heart, so as
to love forever and exclusively such a bounteous benefactor. 18

and

next paragraph is even more tantalising in that it was written for God and
himself only. It refers to some bargain that he had the audacity to make with God
at that time, fixing his own conditions. The Lord took him at his word. Yet he

The
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hesitated.

And when he

did eventually answer God's invitation, as he opted for

the priesthood, he found himself showered with abundant consolations.

received abundant consolations. When I was myself meditating on my
disorders and on the mercy of my God tears flowed continuously from
I

•

my

eyes.

Whenever

I

made any

effort at all to

approach the Lord that

merciful Master immediately carried me on his shoulders for league after
league. Finally I was able to do without the least effort what I have previously

considered impossible for a

man

like

me. 19

Claude then goes on to recall some of the moments of fervour he had experienced
during the eighteen months following his "conversion". There is nothing original
in the experiences he recounts. In fact the only extraordinary thing about his
recital is that unknown to himself he is but outlining what the textbooks on
advanced prayer have catalogued as the unerring symptoms of the stage of
spiritual development known technically as the state of affective prayer, that is
when the person has passed beyond the stage of mere prayerful meditation on
the truths of religion and has entered into a state of more personal relationship
of love with the Lord. The soul feels itself unusually attracted to the Lord and to
all that reminds it of him. Above all it suddenly finds itself willing and able to make
generous sacrifices to prove this love. It is a real advance on the road of union with
God but as yet rather imperfect in that it is very much a matter of the emotions and
at times results in rather unrestrained and unbalanced behaviour.
The state of affective prayer has been exhaustively described by many spiritual
writers, among them the Venerable Libermann who was one day to succeed Claude
as head of the society he was now in the process of forming. Libermann was to
become particularly renowned for the impetus which he gave in the nineteenth
century to the mission to the black race, but he is also to be hailed as a master of
the spiritual life, especially in the matter of spiritual direction. It will be of special
interest in this context to cite from his analysis on the various symptoms of this
stage of prayer and then to quote what Claude has recounted in his brief notes

own personal experience.
One point made by Fr. Libermann is

about his

hand and

that the discovery of God being so close at

becomes such an overwhelming experience

that the beginner
everyone about this discovery and finds conversation about any other
subject to be tedious in the extreme. 20 Claude writing nostalgically about his own
experience in the wake of his conversion has this to say:

wants

so lovable

to tell

for me to call to mind at this point the moments of fervour I had
good fortune to experience when I first returned to God. What were my
thoughts and desires at that time, what was my manner of life and what were
my most ordinary occupations? I could, so to speak, think only of God. My
greatest regret was that I could not think of him all the time. I wanted to love
It is fitting

the

only him.

never tired of speaking about these favours. I found too few people to
I found pleasure only in conversations in which
God was not forgotten. I became scrupulous about keeping quiet when an
opportunity arose to talk about him. I found people who spoke to me about
other topics quite unbearable. 21
...I

whom I could talk about them.

One

of the

for one's sins
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consequences of this new found personal love of God is the
deep sorrow for past failures to appreciate the love of God and
which now take on the new perspective of acts of ingratitude.

first

awakening of

a

Libermann describes at some length the "pains" suffered as a result of these
Claude writes about his personal experience as follows:

convictions.

During these moments of

solitude

I

often recalled

my

past mistakes.

I

beginning of my mental prayer. They even became
my normal subject of prayer. My moral blindness caused abundant tears to
flow. Day by day it appeared to be more and more opaque. That which two or
three months before seemed quite an ordinary sin, with no particular malice,
now looked infinitely more hideous. The malice itself grew daily before my
very eyes, in proportion to the progress I made in my meditation before God.
... The anxiety engendered by the recollection of my past infidelities, together
with the meditation of my past life lived in disorder and abominations,
sometimes caused me such grief that my body itself was affected. I had
become very thin and despondent though my health remained as good as
meditated on them

at the

ever... 22

A consequence of the realisation of the holiness of God and of one's own sinfulness
is

an increase in the virtue of humility and the desire

to

be treated by others with

scant respect. Claude, conscious of his deep-rooted hunger for acclaim and glory,
naturally stresses this change in his outlook.

Profoundly ashamed and disgusted at such moments, I could no longer put up
with myself, I lived in a spirit of humility. I despised myself and made this clear
to those I met by taking pleasure in belittling myself before them. This virtue
which, by an amazing effect of grace, I began to practise, after being perhaps
the vainest man of the world of my time, drew down on me a great number of

God's blessings. 23

Libermann mentions a positive feature of this stage of spiritual development
namely the ardent desire to remain constantly in the presence of God and the
experience of a remarkable facility in keeping the mind and heart centred on this
God of love and sweetness at all times. Claude, when regretting the loss of his
facility in turning to God, describes how he felt formerly:
spent a considerable amount of time before the Blessed Sacrament. These
became my most frequent and most pleasant forms of recreation. I
prayed for the greater part of the day, even while walking the streets, and I
was immediately disturbed when I noticed that for some time I had lost the
presence of him whom alone I desired to love. I met few people and came to
appreciate solitude.
...I had learnt in my prayerful conversations with God to close my ears to
all news, never to open my eyes to see things that might merely satisfy my
curiosity, not even when walking through the city. I did not bother with the
news and I did not look at anything beautiful. I did not want to rob God of
a single moment. I wanted to think only of him and, though I was far removed
from thinking of him always and often suffered rather long distractions, I never
ceased filling my mind with him, sometimes even in my sleep and always at my
I

visits

first

waking. 24

One rather unexpected characteristic
is

of this state of prayer stressed by Libermann

the "gift of tears"; something not to be confused with any glandular affliction

nor even a hyper- sensitivity to "tear-jerking" themes. The genuine gift of tears
so called can be discerned by certain criteria and he describes it as "a great
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tenderness for God accompanied by an intense desire to please him". Claude
on several occasions referred to this phenomenon, once in connection with his
reaction to receiving Holy Communion when he often found it impossible to stem
the flood of tears. Also when contemplating his past disorders he remarked: "My
eyes shed abundant tears at such times when I recalled my past aberrations".
Another strong reaction experienced by such people on their first taste of divine
intimacy is that they find themselves for the moment like St Paul considering all
created things as so much garbage to be discarded in order to savour the love of
God unhindered. About this particular experience Claude writes:

For love of him I had renounced even the most legitimate attachments. I
wanted to see the day when I would be penniless, living only on alms, after
giving everything away. Of temporal possessions I intended to keep my health
alone, so that I could sacrifice it entirely to God in the work of the missions.
I would have been only too happy if, after setting 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 ever before my eyes. 25
Other characteristics of this stage in the interior life mentioned by Libermann and
Claude as personal experiences are the intense effort to do God's
will in even the minutest matters as manifested by a strict fidelity to a rule of
life, the undertaking of positive mortifications sometimes beyond moderation,
the performing of works of charity in favour of one's neighbour, and finally a
complete dependence on the advice of one's spiritual director.
With regard to Claude's meticulous adherence to his regulation we read:
recalled by

Although I did not go very far in all this and consoled myself with the hope that
I would do infinitely more in the future, at least I was faithful to my exercises
and would have considered it a very grave crime to take my meals, however
busy I was, without previously nourishing my mind with that salutary food of
which I partake in mental prayer. 26

Compassion
dealt with

for his

by Claude

neighbour and blind obedience to his
in the same paragraph as follows:

spiritual director are

could add occasional impulses of compassion which I felt towards those who
amount of kindness, after all my past pride, towards those I dealt
with; an ardent zeal to urge sinners to return to God - this went so far that, in
order to succeed, I would have found nothing too degrading; finally a blind
obedience to my director whose orders I respected so much that I would have
been incapable of doing the least thing without having previously obtained his
permission. 27
I

suffer; a fair

In his final comments on this stage of affective prayer Fr. Libermann, having dealt
with the advantages, goes on to mention certain symptoms of imperfection in the
manner if not in the substance of beginners' behaviour, especially in the pursuit
of mortifications and humiliations in a frenzied attempt to make reparation for the
sufferings borne by Christ. Libermann, not having known anything about Claude's
experiences at the time of writing his notes on prayer, refers to the excesses of
the well known saints, Bernard, Francis of Assisi and Ignatius of Loyola and he
states that these excesses of love seem to happen in those who are destined to
go far in the way of perfection. 28 Claude refers only in passing to his own acts of
mortification:
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was from partaking of Jesus' body that I drew the detachment which led
to despise the world and its ways. I cared little for its esteem and even
tried sometimes to displease it by contravening its conventions. Jesus Christ
crucified was the subject which most frequently occupied my mind and, in
spite of the love of my body which still held me in its sway, I began to do
violence to myself and undertake some small mortifications. 29
It

me

We

have already seen some of those "small mortifications" but Fr. Thomas
informs us that he had seen a document, no longer extant, in which Claude had
sought permission from his director for "astounding and frightful mortifications".

(He continually mortified himself in a murderous way.) True he subsequently
diminished these frightful mortifications somewhat. This was, however,
not due to any diminution of fervour, but because his director explicitly
commanded it and those in whom he confided advised it. Add to this the
fact that Claude had originally planned to train not priests but holy religious
who would indulge in rigourous penances if God called them to the cloister.
Since his death I came across a rough draft of a letter which he addressed
to his director. In it he set forth the resolution he had taken to practise
astounding and frightful mortifications. And yet, these appeared slight in his
eyes compared to what he felt he had to do in order to expiate his sins and
merit heaven. He presented those motives to his director in the most vivid
manner, hoping to obtain the latter's approbation and permission to fulfil the
resolution. 30

Lest one should conclude that Claude was exceptional or abnormal by the
standards of his time in the matter of wanting to inflict these "astounding and
frightful" mortifications on himself one has only to read the account given of the
exercises in mortification indulged in by Grignion de Montfort while he was a
student at Saint-Sulpice seminary, and in this case we are assured by Blain,
Grignion's schoolmate at Rennes and later at Saint-Sulpice, that he had the
full approval of the seminary director. 31 The penitential exercises enumerated
by Blain are shocking indeed by our standards and one comes to the conclusion
that the Jesuit tradition in spiritual direction helped restore a certain balance in
this area of ascetism as against not merely the rigours of Jansenism but also the
almost savage severity of the school of de Berulle and his followers de Condren
and Olier - the founder of Saint-Sulpice.
Libermann in summing up the characteristics of this transitional stage with its
swings from heady joys to intense emotional suffering, adds: "This stage lasts
more or less time according to the will of him who gave it. There are those who
remain like that for a year or eighteen months. Others for a longer or shorter
period".

Claude summing up

his

followed his arrival at Louis

own
le

experience during the eighteen months that

Grand

writes:

had the happiness to live like this for eighteen months, my happiness
overflowing quite naturally when I noticed my beginnings of regularity
increase. I say "beginnings" for I was far from believing that this state of
virtue was sufficient and that I was now leading as holy a life as I ought. I
had not left the world long enough to stop the bad habits I had contracted
from mixing an infinity of imperfections and sins with my small virtues. It is
true that God who knew the depths from which he had rescued me and who
I
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beginning of my conversion, with the least of my
be satisfied with the little that I gave him in the hope
that eventually I would give him much more. He did not enter into judgement
with his poor little servant because he knew my weakness and the depth of the
abyss out of which I had just climbed. I was not in a condition where I could be
fully satisfied with myself. I took a strict account of myself and realised that I
was far from arriving at the destination I should have reached had I responded

had been
efforts,

satisfied, at the

still

knew how

faithfully to the graces

to

God

offered

me

every day. 32

Claude has no illusions then that, in spite of the effervescence of his feeling of
being close to God and committed to his will at all times in the ordinary events
of each day and when called on to make big sacrifices, he still carried with him
not merely the memories of his past infidelities but also the same basic faults. What
worries him now is that he feels that he has fallen away from even the levels reached
earlier on. He comments: "If my want of fidelity at that time caused me such deep
sorrow, what should I not feel today, when I consider my present wretched state
of lukewarmness "
Before moving on to the next stage of Claude's development, we turn to the
contemporary entries in the Aa records given in the letter to Toulouse. There are
some details which correspond with Claude's own words about his behaviour at
this stage and with what Fr. Thomas has to say about him. In particular, no. VIII
in the block entries seems to reflect Claude as he would have been at Christmas
1701, the first renewal session he would have attended. Though not absolutely
certain then that it applies to Claude we quote it here:
!

Another confrere fasts every Friday in honour of the passion of Our Lord
and every Saturday in honour of the Blessed Virgin. He makes it his greatest
pleasure to visit the hospital to instruct the poor and to help them (materially).
He tries to win over others to be devotees of Mary. When any one speaks
disparagingly of her in the course of conversation he tries to head off such
conversation by his silence or by defending her as he judges most appropriate.
He also tries to see that his conversation always deals with God's message and
if he has to speak of other matters he will make a passing mention to God. He
visits the Blessed Sacrament four times each day. Before starting any activity
he offers it to Our Saviour and every quarter hour he makes an act of love
of God.

Dark Night
For Claude the main part of his personal notes

is the account he gives of his current
of soul. He paints a pretty black picture not merely as regards the passing of
his former fervour to be replaced by spiritual dryness but above all the return of
a crop of faults which shock him. Once again the state of soul Claude describes
with such clarity and severity can be parallelled from the spiritual authors, among
them the great saints who have written about their spiritual progress: St Bernard,
St Teresa of Avila and St John of the Cross, all stressing in various ways the
purification the soul must undergo as it is called from the earlier stages of prayer
to the higher states of closer union with God. Not merely are the consolations at
the sense level withdrawn but a darkness descends as the imperfect lights go out.
Part of the process is that the illumination coming from closer union with God
reveals more clearly the warts and weaknesses of the person's own self and style
of life. Claude looking at things, not with the gift of hindsight or through the pages
of the spiritual masters, spoke as follows about his own state of soul:

state
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Tears of blood would not have been too strong a means of bewailing my
wretchedness. It is true to say that I have never been what I ought to be,
yet I have at least been much better than I am at present. Happy would I be
had I lost only half of what I had acquired by grace. Alas! I am no longer aware
of the presence of God. I never think of it when I am asleep and almost never
when I awake. I am always distracted even during my prayers.
I have become slipshod in my meditations. I have no fixed method or subject
and no set time for it. I often cut short the time assigned to it and to my spiritual
reading. All flavour and fervour have disappeared. I have lost the gift of tears
both during prayer and at Holy Communion.
I am no longer eager to eat the food of angels, no longer recollected
afterwards. 33

As we

try to understand
aback by his revelations,

much

the

how Claude
it is

felt and as we are perhaps somewhat taken
reassuring to hear the great St Bernard admitting to

same sentiments:

No

am

my exceeding
psalmody, no satisfaction in pious
reading, no consolation in prayer, no taste for my customary meditations.
Where now are those spiritual transports which I once enjoyed? Where that
serenity of soul, that peace and joy in the Holy Spirit? Therefore am I become
slothful in labour, drowsy at vigils, prone to anger, obstinate in antipathies,
more indulgent to the tongue and the palate, less vigorous and zealous in
longer
obduracy.

I

I

find

able to shed tears of contrition, because of

no pleasure now

in

preaching. 34

More
he

who so recently took the most severe
what he denied himself and in the punishment
he now finds that even the smallest forms of

disquieting perhaps for Claude,

mortification in his stride both in
inflicted

on himself,

is

that

mortification cost an effort:

No

longer do I have the courage, as I used to, to mortify myself constantly in
one thing or another, were it just keeping a foot in a less comfortable position.
I had adopted these practices so generously, to remind myself at every moment
of the day that I should do penance continually for the life lived by a body which
I could never punish sufficiently.
I do not keep watch over my senses any more, but speak willingly about
indifferent matters, look at everything and listen to everything. No longer
have I that holy readiness to speak about God, while I talk easily about other
things. 35

When

he recalls the zeal with which as a member of the Aa he at first set out to
win the world around him for Christ and was ready to be despised for his
pains, he is naturally shocked that he lacks any feeling of enthusiasm and genuine
try to

humility:
little zeal for the correction of my brethren, grow weary as soon as
and forget to recommend such undertakings to God, as I jog along
thoughtlessly and inconsiderately.
No longer do I despise the esteem of the world but am eager to be
considered a virtuous man. I even make a pretence of doing things which
perhaps I would not do and to which formerly, when I sought only the esteem
of God, I paid little attention. I even flatter people rather willingly, etc. 36
I

have

I

fail,
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the petty faults and mean thoughts that have
crop of weeds all over the soil which he had cultivated for
austere and virtuous living. The searching light of his sensitized conscience is
turned mercilessly on his inner self bringing home to him that in spite of his heroic
deeds in the service of the students he had still to cope with his own unredeemed
humanity:

Most humiliating of all perhaps were
sprouted up

like a

in my words and manners. I am often proud, curt
am arrogant and bitter in my speech, lukewarm and tedious in
reprimanding. I look gloomy to show I am in bad humour. I am very sensitive
with respect to my family and reluctant to reveal that my father and mother sell
linen and wax. I am afraid that people will find out about it. I do not make it
I

am

and

far

from being mild

fastidious;

I

known sufficiently that I have no share in the work of the poor students' house.
On the contrary I derive some satisfaction from it when people who know me
only a little or not at all think I am a rich man who spends his fortune on these
young people. 37
of his own room at Louis le Grand it was easy for him
up the conviction that he was alright with God and his neighbour. All was
so neady planned and timed. The sound of the bell was Vox Dei, the voice of God
summoning him to prayer, to meals, to class etc. All this routine had given him a
great sense of security. Now all that had changed. He had to live his life on the
run and he was no longer able to keep his various reassuring appointments with
Almighty God:

While

living in the privacy

to build

have become lax in doing my duty to God and to my studies. I work and pray
it were by fits and starts. I rearrange the tasks for definite hours time after
time. I am irregular even in regard to the hours of meals, eating now early
now late, taking dinner sometimes at 3 o'clock and supper at 9 o'clock. Yet
day after day I make firm resolutions to change my life. I am tired of being so
irregular yet I finish up following my own ideas and whims without referring,
as I used to do, to my director, for whom I have substituted, so to speak, my
I

as

own

fancies. 38

What frightens Claude now is that he feels that he has lost all the ground he thought
he had made, and that due to his endemic inconstancy he finds himself again on
the slide as so often in the past, except that this time the consequences could be
more serious as the fall would be from a greater height:

To sum

up, I must confess before God that at the present moment I am
someone who is believed to be alive but who is certainly dead, at least when
I compare the present with the past. Alas! I am merely a mask of devotion and
the shadow of my former self. Blessed am I in my extreme misfortune if I do not
fall away more but stop where I am and use the grace God offers me to reflect
more seriously than ever on my pitiable state, so as to prevent my falling into
greater disorders. It is in this very way that so many people who were eminent
in virtue began to slide downwards and ended by perishing miserably. Who
ought to fear a similar fall more than I who throughout life have so frequently
shown my inconstancy by returning to God and then later on falling into such

prolonged disorders? 39

At this stage one is prompted to speculate as to whether Claude was acquainted
with any of the classics on the spiritual life. There was no shortage of such works
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French at the time. Even the works of the great Spanish mystics had been very
quickly published in French translations. So one wonders what Claude's reaction
would have been on opening the Dark Night by St John of the Cross only to
in

discover that one hundred and twenty years earlier he had so vividly described
a state of soul so very like what he had been experiencing of late. When speaking
of the painful purification suffered by the soul on contact with the "divine light" St
John uses the expressive image of the effect of fire on the fresh wood cast into it:

The soul is purged and prepared for union with the divine light just as the
wood is prepared for transformation into the fire. Fire, when applied to wood,
first

dehumidifies

contains.

Then

even causes
light

it

it

to

and expels

it,

dispelling

all

moisture and making

it

give off any water

it

wood black, makes it dark and ugly, and
By drying out the wood, the fire brings to

gradually turns the

emit a bad odour.
those ugly and dark accidents which are contrary to

all

fire.

St John goes on then to apply this imagery to the purification process which takes
place in the soul.

we should philosophize about this divine, loving fire of contemplaBefore transforming the soul, it purges it of all contrary qualities. It
produces blackness and darkness and brings to the fore the soul's ugliness;
thus the soul seems worse than before and unsightly and abominable. This
divine purge stirs up all the foul and vicious humours of which the soul was
never before aware; never did it realize there was so much evil in itself, since
these humours were so deeply rooted. And now that they may be expelled and
annihilated they are brought to light and seen clearly through the illumination
of this dark light of divine contemplation. Although the soul is no worse than
before, neither in itself nor in its relationship with God, it feels undoubtedly
so bad as to be not only unworthy that God should see it but deserving of His
abhorrence; in fact, it feels that God now does abhor it. 40
Similarly,

tion.

Claude would certainly have appreciated that account given in generic terms as
he would also have understood the testimony of that other founder of a seminary,
M. Olier, when describing his personal experience of a similar unnerving spiritual
aridity. 41

The

spiritual

author dealing with such purifying experiences of the soul

who

was most frequently consulted at the time in France was Fr. John Surin, SJ.
Because of his own excruciating experiences he was qualified to give helpful
advice. As his Catechism Spirituel had been published in Rennes 1657 it would
have been well known in the retreat house at Rennes, and his Lettres Spirituelles
had been published at Nantes just when Claude arrived there. 42 Grignion de
Montfort availed of Surin's wisdom when going through a spiritual crisis during
his years as a student for the priesthood in Paris. But we are probably on surer
ground when we suggest that Claude may have been acquainted with another well
known Jesuit author, Fr. Rigoleuc, who had also been closely associated with St
Thomas' College at Rennes. His work on the interior life was published by Fr.
Champion of the Jesuit retreat house at Nantes. Rigoleuc had been a student
under Pere Lallemant, SJ., and his best selling manual on the spiritual life was
the first of a number of books setting forth Lallemant's teaching which had been
the inspiration of Claude's choice of title for his community. Though one can not
say for certain that Claude had been using Rigoleuc's manual for his own guidance
and in his talks to the students, one finds echoes of his counsels in the final section
of the "Reflections on the Past". Rigoleuc poses the very question which agonises
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Claude and proceeds
answer for himself:

to give certain guidelines along

But in what way can these aridities and desolations be distinguished as
proceeding from the operation of God, rather than from some fault and
deficiency of our own? We must believe that they come from God, 1. When no more satisfaction is derived from sensual things than from
spiritual, and that we have an equal disrelish for the one, as for the other;
for then God is not content with weaning the soul from His consolations and
ordinary graces, but He so mingles wormwood in all things.
2. When we are severely affected to see ourselves so cold and so dull with

.

regard to

God and

their faults,

nor the

divine things; for tepid
little

As Claude grapples with
he has

He

which each individual might

lost close contact

and negligent souls neither

feel

service they render to God... 43

his own painful experience and expresses his fears that
with Almighty God, he is not altogether without hope.

gives his reasons:

have to believe also that the good Lord will again have pity on me if I return to
all my heart. Since I am now in a state of dryness and am hampered
in my efforts to discern God's sentiments in my regard how can I fly to him so
as to cast myself at the feet of his mercy? Nevertheless the Lord's past conduct
towards me gives me hope.
(i) He did not allow me at any time to be satisfied with myself. On the
contrary I have always been anxious and sorrowful about my disorders.
(ii) He has always given me the grace to see that interiorly I was not in the
least what others thought or said I was.
(iii) He never allowed me to get rid of my scruples. Though these have to
some degree contributed to my disturbed state they have also made me go
to confession more frequently and have given me greater remorse when the
occasion to offend God presented itself. 44
I

him with

Claude ends

this explanatory section

with a powerful image of his trauma and with

a profession of hope:

All this

conduct on God's part makes

me hope

not be always like an iron clamp above my head
and seek to live once more by God's grace.

The

that the vault of
if I

heaven

will

my

sins

sincerely bewail

object of all this exercise in recounting the change that had taken place in his

away from his former fervour, is to try to trace its cause
what can be done to remedy the matter. He is confident that God's love

interior state, this falling

and

to see

for him has not changed, that it is he himself who has changed. Yet he feels in his
heart that he cannot go on without regaining that personal relationship with God

which made life worth living. He fears that this love relationship has in some way
been disrupted by the manner in which he had acted in undertaking the work for
the students, ostensibly for the love of God. Finally he professes that he is ready
now to face up to a painful reappraisal of his involvement in this work:
once more to the grace of God, I am
going to examine, without taking into consideration what is most agreeable to
nature, which is the shortest road to lead me back to the one without whom,
whatever I do, I cannot live in peace for a single moment. In the first place
Filled with this holy confidence, thanks
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suppose that the reason for my laxity (or, to speak more honestly, for
and my aberrations) is the fact that I abandoned solitude too soon,
became involved in outside work, undertook the project for the poor scholars
and strove to keep it going. I did not have a sufficiently strong foundation
in virtue for such an undertaking. I had not yet acquired enough humility to
put myself at the head of such a work. A ten-year's retreat to reflect only on
myself, after a life like mine, would riot have been too long. 45
I

will

my

falls

When

Claude surmised that he might have been better occupied if he had spent
ten years in prayerful solitude as a preparation for such work, he was but expressing
the temptation that haunts many saintly apostolic workers when busily engaged in

life. If only they could escape from it all and be alone with God, then they
could really advance in virtue. The Cure D'Ars felt like that when he abandoned
his confessional in pursuit of a cloistered life; Blessed Daniel Brottier, CSSp, also
felt like that when he opted to abandon the African mission field in order to enter
the Cisterians instead in the secluded island of Lerins. St Teresa of Avila, mystic
and all that she was, had this advice for those who might feel called to hide in
solitude when the Lord was calling them to action either through obedience or
through charity:

the active

It is

here,

my

daughters, that love

but in the midst of occasions of

be found - not hidden away in corners
and believe me, although we may more
our gain will be incomparably the greater.

is

to

sin;

and commit small lapses,
I am assuming all the time that we are acting in this way out of
obedience or charity: if one of these motives is not involved, I do not hesitate to
say that solitude is best. And, even if we are acting as I say, we may still have a
desire for solitude, for that desire is ever present in souls which truly love God.
The reason I say we gain more in the other way is that it makes us realize what
we are and of how much our own virtue is capable. For if a person is always
recollected, however holy he may think himself to be, he does not know if he
is patient and humble, and he has no means of knowing it. A man may be very
strong, but how can he be sure he is if he has not proved himself in battle? O
God, if only we could realize our own weakness. 46
often

fail

Remember

Claude too had a feeling that the problem of his falling off in fervour did not come
from the work itself; it had presented no obstacle to his union with God in the
beginning. He suspects that its very success was the trap set for him by Satan,
namely to vitiate all by making use of his special weakness - his pride. But he is
not sure, and that is his dilemma:
I know of course that if I faithfully made use of all God's graces I could really
be on my guard and remain steadfast in the midst of my occupations. I can
judge this to be true by recalling the beginnings when I had not yet completely
lost my fervour. But that was when the whole thing was more obscure and
almost buried, as it were, in the most lowly dust. At that time I could, so to
speak, control myself, and so I was able to believe somehow that I was not
undertaking anything other than the will of God. Nevertheless it was difficult
for me to persevere without losing my head. It was an insidious way, made all
the more dangerous because it seemed good, of bringing pride back little by
little into my heart. The aim was to overcome me and hurl me, by use of the
same trap which caused me to fall before, into worse disorders if possible than
those into which I had already fallen. Thus I am sure I would not be wrong in
thinking that on that occasion the devil transformed himself into an angel of
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light.
I

I

do not quite know what

may have made

to think.

What happened makes me

fear that

a mistake. 47

One can understand the basis of Claude's fears about his motives even when on the
surface he

seemed

to

fact that he had the approval of his spiritual
work and had been encouraged by other "enlightened

be covered by the

director to undertake the

persons". But then, though he might not have intended to deceive anyone, he feels
that he had not sufficiently revealed the fundamental flaw in his temperament, his
"predominant passion" of ambition and vanity as had been confirmed during his
decisive retreat. He might not have intended to deceive anyone at the start but he
may have deceived himself. And on this note he finishes his analysis:

work without the permission of my
conscience reproaches me, as it has frequently
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 quietly, without
any fuss whatsoever. Perhaps at that time I did not reveal the full extent of my
ambitions and vanity. I have therefore every reason to fear and tremble before
God, because in all these consultations I did not use the candour, simplicity
and openness that I ought to have done. These reflections fill me with sorrow.
I left the world to seek God, renounce vanity and save my soul. Is it possible
that I merely changed my object in life while remaining at heart exactly the
same? What then was the use of undertaking this work? 48
It is

true that

director.

We

I

did not undertake the

But here again

my

can give Claude full marks for the clear statement of his case. We can also
admire the honesty with which he questions himself. It is not merely the success
of the undertaking that is at stake now. For Claude what is at stake is the nature of
his own involvement in the work. He seems ready to quit if that is what is the Lord's
known will speaking through the apparent loss of his personal close relationship
with him. He is determined to let his director know the full facts and be guided
by his decision.
We do not know the identity of Claude' director and we have not any record of
his decision. From subsequent events it is clear that he must have reassured Claude
that he was where the Lord wanted him to be and that it was his bounden duty to
continue in spite of his scruples and in spite of his present spiritual aridity.
There are tantalisingly few biographical clues given in these notes and
unfortunately there is not much to go on either from other sources. Yet one
is tempted to ask what were the circumstances which had made it possible for
Claude at this stage to contemplate abandoning the undertaking, considering the
implications for the students. There must have been some one else available who
was judged able and willing to step in. That person must have been his life long
friend, Fr. Michael Vincent Le Barbier, arrived from Rennes to help. And one
is left with the impression that Claude knew that there were others who were
following the operation of the Seminary at close range and who could be relied
on not to allow the work to founder if he had to withdraw from being its director.
One is justified also in wishing to know the identity of the director whose advice
was so decisive for Claude that he never looked back again. It is unlikely that it was
his normal director at Louis le Grand whether that be the director of the Aa, Fr.
Le Tellier or his confessor. The retreat must have been done in some area removed
from the distractions of his work and studies. The obvious place would have been
the Jesuit novitiate at rue Pot de Fer. Not merely would he have the requisite
secluded atmosphere but there would be no lack of spiritually informed fathers.
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It was there Grignion de Montfort had gone for guidance two years earlier when
he returned to Paris as to the road he should follow in his pastoral mission. The
noted director, Fr. Nicholas Sanadon, had refused to solve Grignion's problems
but he seems to have had no difficulty in pointing out God's will to Claude.

Simon Gourdan

Another possibility is that the man in whom Claude placed such great trust was that
other renowned spiritual director, Fr. Simon Gourdan, a member of the Canons
Regular of St Augustine at St Victor's Abbey.
Both Frs Besnard and Cloriviere, quoting probably from the same source,
make it a point to mention that when the news spread that Claude was critically
ill "certain persons distinguished by their piety and rank came to see him". Besnard
concludes as follows: "The saintly Fr. Gourdan, to whom he (Claude) was bound
by the strongest ties of friendship, also sent someone to visit him on his behalf.
The "saintly Fr. Simon Gourdan" was one of the most remarkable and sought
after men in Paris at the time. Born in Paris he had been educated by the Jesuits
at College de Clermont i.e. Louis le Grand. At an early age he joined the Canons
Regular of St Augustine at St Victor's Abbey nearby. Founded by William
Champeaux in 1 1 13, St Victor's became a great centre of scholarship and pastoral
spirituality. Its ideal of combining the monastic life, study, and pastoral ministry,
spread through many lands including Britain and Ireland, where communities of
the Canons Regular multiplied. But by the end of the 17th century the community
in Paris had settled for a life of mediocrity. So much so that the disappointed Simon
Gourdan, in his search for a life of strict religious observance, joined the Trappists
under l'Abbe de Ranee. Armand de Ranee (1626-1700) had left a life of luxury
and intellectual triumph to live under the most austere discipline of St Bernard.
As commendatory abbot of the Cistercian monastery of La Trappe, he reformed
it and created the order of Trappists, with a return to a life of asceticism and
contemplation. He exercised a remarkable attraction on souls eager for perfection
and many famous men, including Bossuet, came frequently to make retreats with
him. After a period of trial as a novice there Gourdan was told by de Ranee that
what God wanted of him was to return to St Victor's and to strive by his life and
his teaching to lead the community back to the strict observance of its original rule.
And he would also be better placed to influence a wider circle.
A staunch defender of the prerogatives of Mary, especially her Immaculate
Conception, he was appointed chaplain to the Marian shrine in the crypt of the
abbatial church. As word of his ascetical life, his devotional writings and his
charism for reading souls spread abroad, crowds flocked to assist at his mass and
to seek his spiritual guidance. Still living the austere life of a Trappist he vowed
never to leave the cloister, he never ate meat, drank only water, slept only for a few
hours on an improvised bed and spent the rest of his life in prayer and study. Under
the command of obedience he made himself available to the pilgrims for spiritual
counselling but would never hear confessions out of humility. In his many writing
he encouraged the practice of perpetual adoration of the Blessed Sacrament,
devotion to the Sacred Heart and Our Lady. Influenced by Fr. de Condren he
developed the concept of Christ as the eternal victim, especially in the book "The
Eternal Sacrifice", and he was an advocate of the spirituality of "total annihilation"
of the human ego under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. Though a great scholar
he scorned a university degree. As the Jansenist controversy raged in Paris in
connection with the famous Case de conscience 1701-3 he reprimanded his
community for their connivance with the Jansenists and implored the Archbishop
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of Paris, Cardinal de Noailles, to stand up on the side of orthodoxy. 49 In this he was
acting in solidarity with the Jesuits at Louis le Grand, in particular Fr. Le Tellier.
And it is on record that Fr. Gourdan was particularly linked with Claude's other
professor for scripture, Fr. John Martine. 50
From the fact that it is clearly stated that there was a close tie of friendship
between this saintly recluse and the young founder who was 23 years his junior,
we are justified in concluding that they must have had much in common. They
had points in common as regards ascetical style of life, their devotions, - especially
their devotion to Our Lady, their attitude to university degrees, their opposition to
Jansenism. One may sense that there is an indication of the influence of Gourdan's
work on the "Eternal Sacrifice of Christ" in Claude's prayer to the Blessed Trinity
where he mentions that he is offering his personal prayer in union, not merely
with the sacrifices being offered at that moment but also with all the sacrifices
that have ever been offered or will ever be offered in the future. Finally, when
Fr. Thomas wrote that Claude's original idea was to train not priests but holy
religious who would indulge in rigourous penances if God called them to the
cloister, it is possible that at that time he may have been influenced by Gourdan
who still was pining for the strict model of religious life revived by de Ranee. It may
well have been his conversations with Grignion de Montfort which made Claude
concentrate more on giving the students the formation which would enable them
to undertake pastoral work in neglected areas. One of the few incidents recorded
about Claude's methods of guiding his students in making a choice of vocation
in keeping with their temperament was when he gently but firmly dissuaded an
unsuitable candidate from trying to enter a contemplative order. The event which
cemented Claude's friendship with the "saintly Fr. Gourdan" may well have been
a similar service he had done for himself when he confirmed him in his own special
vocation and encouraged him to persevere in his work for the poor students in spite
of his scruples and his spiritual aridity.
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