CHAPTER TWELVE

We

are not surprised to learn that orthodoxy in teaching

had been singled out

seminary founded by Claude, or that it was noted for a high
standard of religious formation and practice; but considering that this house was
in fact a refuge for the disadvantaged student and was essentially oriented towards
preparing priests who would be committed to minister among the marginalised in
society, one does not expect that a high level of academic attainment would be a
priority or that Claude would have been notably demanding in the standard insisted
on at entrance and that he would be adamant in seeing that the students maintained
not merely a high standard of application but that they made adequate progress in
their academic attainment. The facts prove that he was very insistent in this sphere
of formation. Academic attainment was not, of course, the prime consideration.
Stress was laid on the qualities required in a good pastor, as we shall see, but the
presence of these qualities in a candidate did not influence Claude to waive his
demands in the matter of the academic advance to be registered all along the road
to ordination. All this is spelt out in the directives given by his Rule in the area
governing admittance and subsequent testing:
as a cachet of the
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In this house

we

aptitude for study are

shall

admit only students whose poverty, conduct and

known

to us.

No one shall be

accepted, no matter how highly recommended he may be,
classical studies and has not the capacity needed to
begin either philosophy or theology.
7

who has not completed his
8

Those who present themselves

a written

10

and an

as candidates shall

be required

to

undergo

oral examination....

Students accepted into

this

house

shall

be examined twice a year

in their

- that is, at the end of Lent and at the end of
send away those who have not given satisfaction and

studies as well as their conduct

The Superior shall
who do not give grounds

July.

for the future.

One might ask why did Claude set such store by achieving high academic standards
and loyalty to church teaching. One might
trace this attitude to his own brilliant success as a student at second and third levels.
as well as ensuring orthodoxy in doctrine

But he was not an intellectual snob expecting all to be geniuses. He realised that
would be those whose progress would be slower than average for one reason
or another and he made special provision for such students, not by way of lowering
for them the level of what was expected but by providing all the assistance possible
to enable them to give of their best and so attain the normal standard. It was stated
clearly in the Rule that all were to feel free to question their mentors about matters
not fully understood in the lectures; they were even encouraged to do so. The
repetitors in their turn were also reminded of their duty to go out of their way to

there

help in this respect. (5 3)
A clue to the reason why Claude was so insistent on maintaining a high standard
of studies in his seminary is found in the statement so clearly associated with him
as indicating his customary approach that it was quoted some years after his death
in the brief biographical notice printed in the ecclesiastical
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'Who was Who',

Gallia

Christiana.

The

significant as

it

of policy is mentioned
he had left after him:

fact that this statement
reflects the reputation

is

in itself highly

The zeal of a pious cleric without learning is blind; whereas a learned cleric
without piety is always in danger of becoming a heretic and a rebel within the
Church. (Gallia Christiana, 1744, VII, col. 1043)
For Claude, then,

a pastor inflamed

theological studies

would be

by zeal but bereft of a sound grounding in
dangerous
consequences for christian living in his little community.
As we dwell on this significant stance taken by Claude in the type of formation
he set out to provide for his future priests, it is of interest to note that a similar
attitude had been expressed by the man Claude so much admired and whose life
story had a determining influence on his life, namely Michel Le Nobletz. Nobletz,
when giving guidelines to his friends at the law school by then preparing for the
a case of the blind leading the blind with

priesthood, stressed the necessity for serious application to study not in order to
qualify for the coveted licentiate but so as to acquire the wisdom that was so vital
a necessity for

worthwhile pastoral work. 1

Wisdom of course

is

really a gift,

but the

and by Claude was understood
as preparing the ground for the acquisition of such practical wisdom, especially in
some areas of controversy then disturbing the life of the church in France.
What was remarkable about Claude's requirements in his plan for a seminary
was that the course of studies was to extend over a period of at least six years,
two being devoted to the study of scholastic philosophy and four to theology. This
was to become the norm later for all seminaries but to say that it was not the
rule insisted on by the end of the 17th century for all being ordained would be
an understatement. Take for example, l'Abbe Clement, who came to Claude in
1 709 to make arrangements for the founding of a training school for teachers in
country schools; he was only 20 years of age at the time! And he was by no means
an exception in having been promoted to the priesthood at such an early age. To
qualify for a worthwhile benefice or ecclesiastical post to which there was a sizeable
income assured, was often the motive for such early ordinations. Incidentally, the
Church in Ireland had a special problem in this regard. Students for the priesthood
were ordained early in order to avail of mass stipends to pay for their keep and
tuition at some college or other on the continent. The unsatisfactoriness of such an
intensive study of theology as envisaged by Nobletz
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expedient helps us to appreciate more fully the value of the service being provided
by Claude for his students and the need for such at the time when as yet few
dioceses were adequately organised to cope with the situation.
For Claude's impecunious young men there was now provided the guarantee
of six years of uninterrupted study without having to worry about how to pay for
their keep at the same time. Claude's seminary had much more to offer than its
first class course of studies, of course, but on the other hand there was the notable
disadvantage of being cut off from a university degree and in consequence being
almost certainly ruled out of all prospects of any lucrative post in the church in
later years. Possibly such a limitation of future prospects was not seen to be of
vital significance at the start of their studies. They were very glad to be accepted
in such a haven at that stage, and later, when they had been formed by Claude, they
would approach such a limitation of their prospects as something positive rather
than negative. They would come to see their position as an incentive to embrace
evangelical poverty as part of their vocation as pastors.

What Claude was
training
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providing his students in the way of a high-grade academic
faculties of philosophy and

was of course done by courtesy of the Jesuit

theology at Louis le Grand as they provided all this tuition free of charge. This
was an extraordinary advantageous opportunity. It was somewhat anomalous in
that at this stage the relative number of Jesuit and guest students would appear
as if the tail was wagging the dog. In 1705 there were only 45 Jesuit students in
the theology faculty and Claude's family was rapidly expanding.
The subject matter, the system of tuition and the standard of philosophy and
theology as taught at Louis le Grand has been well documented in the specialist
works of de Lattre, Dupont-Ferrier and others. At an earlier period the known
standard of the tuition was sufficient to have it accorded by Rome the right of
granting degrees to its students in the faculties of philosophy and theology. Such
a right to confer degrees however was subject to the approval of the University of
Paris and that approval was not forthcoming in favour of the Jesuits in particular.

Claude's firm option for the course of studies at Louis le Grand in spite of this
was not based on any mere personal whim. Even
when urged by the Archbishop of Paris, traditionally Provost of the Sorbonne,
to send his students to some college linked with the University, Claude firmly
refused. He made the point that his objection to such a course was based not
on rejection of degrees as such but that it was an integral part of his formation to
rule out the lure of degrees during formation in order to acclimatise his proteges
to concentrate their aims and ideals on posts neglected by priests with university
qualifications. He did not exclude studying for a degree after ordination if there
was a good reason. In fact he provided for such cases in his rule No 1 1. If pressed
by Cardinal des Noailles to send his students to one of the university sponsored
colleges while precluding them from accepting degrees, it is certain that Claude
would still not have agreed. A big consideration was the orthodoxy of the teaching
at the Jesuits' college as against the alleged Jansenist and Gallican tendencies
associated with some of the colleges under the aegis of the University, including
limitation in the matter of degrees

Sorbonne itself.
As to the system of tuition employed

the

at Louis le Grand there was the special
and the formal scholastic discussion sessions
where the matter covered in the official lectures was teased out and more fully
dealt with at a personal level. The repetition classes in particular, though meant
to help all, played a vital role in taking theology within the comprehension of the
less gifted students and it tells us much about Claude that he gave this institution
an honoured status in his Rule. Brilliant though he was, and perhaps he would
have preferred to study alone as he had prized the seclusion of his room at Louis
le Grand for personal prayer, he now espouses the cause of the slow learner and
the diffident student. He even utilises their limitations as a means of elaborating
a system of formation in the area of study. The seeking of assistance from one
another was to be part of the education process and all were encouraged to take
an active part in discussions. Each student was urged to volunteer to answer when
problems were posed in class, and all were expected without exception when his
turn came to defend a thesis against the objections from his peers.
Claude saw this as the best form of learning and an excellent preparation for
public appearance later on when as pastors the teaching of the church would have
to be explained and defended. So, though there is no question of claiming that
Claude had invented the repetition system, it is quite clear that he saw its rich
potentialities and made sure that it was operated as a leading exercise in the
seclusion of their own house in addition to whatever such exercises they took

feature of the repetition classes

part in together with the Jesuit students at the college. And when the day came
that the Jesuits were expelled from Louis le Grand and the pressure was put on
the directors of the Seminary to take part at last in the university system, it was
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unanimously decided that they could and would function on their own, carrying
on the traditions and methods they had learned to value at the Jesuits' college. The
directives that Claude had included in his Rule governing this central service of the
seminary were faithfully adhered to as a matter of pietas or abiding loyalty to the
ideals of the Founder. These clear and succinct directives speak for themselves.
Having the benefit of a legal training, Claude appreciated the importance of clear
and precise directives as to times and the matters to be studied. Study was the main
occupation of the house and such an important matter needed to be indicated in
detail. The Rule does just that:

There

shall be eight and a half hours of study on class days, about six
hours on Sundays, and on days where the college does not hold
class but which are not walk-days at the House, there shall be ... and a half
hours of study. Hours of study include the time devoted to class, repetitions,
and the preparation of Holy Scripture.

45.

and

a half

Students who are in philosophy shall study nothing but philosophy, and
those in theology nothing but theology, unless they have special permission.
46.

47.
is

No text in philosophy nor in theology is to be studied unless the Superior

previously consulted about

it.

Special hours shall be set aside for the study of moral theology and for the
48.
preparation of conferences with the students of theology who are sufficientiy
advanced for this purpose.
49.

All shall be obliged,

one by one and following a schedule, to defend a
A period of one and a half hours, once a week

thesis publicly in the house.

spent on this. The students called upon
do so nor make any excuses.

is

50.

On

feast days

the explanation of

to offer objections shall not fail to

and Sundays half an hour of preparation shall precede
Holy Scripture. This shall be followed by its class of

repetition.
51
Every day there shall be two repetitions for the students of theology and
one for those in philosophy. On Sundays and holy-days theologians too shall
have only one repetition.

Both philosophers and theologians are strongly urged
discussion and to offer answers in class as often as possible.
52.

53.

They

The

latter shall set apart certain

join

in

shall also feel free to ask the repetitors to solve their difficulties.

disposal of the students to
54.

to

make

hours during which they shall be

at the

plain things that are not clear.

we exhort them to remain always attached to
Church towards which they should be totally submissive.

Finally in points of doctrine

the decisions of the

Having stressed the value of personal involvement in discussions and having
each and every student to defend a thesis when his turn came
we are not surprised that he made provision for the more elaborate defence of a
major thesis at the end of the academic year, a throw back, so to speak, to his own
experience when deputed at the end of his philosophy course to defend the Grand
Acte at St Thomas' College in Rennes. This more elaborate exercise, referred to
in Rule no 12, was to take place not in the enclosed quarters of their own house but
in the more public circumstances of Louis le Grand with not merely the college
students and staff as audience but most likely with invited guests from the world
specifically obliged
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outside as had happened in Rennes in 1698. And as such an occasion as this would
call for the production of a suitable ornamented scroll which would cost money,
provision was made that the House or Seminary would meet the expense involved.

reads as follows: Students who are able to do so shall defend a thesis in
end of the year. The costs shall gladly be met (by the house) when
these students deserve such an outlay. We can be sure that the main motive in
encouraging the students to aim at such an honour was not to pander to vanity but
to provide an incentive for the more brilliant among them just as he had catered
for the slower learners elsewhere.
There are no records extant in the Seminary itself to prove that Rule no 12
had been put into operation during Claude's own life time but we are fortunate
that evidence has emerged from another source to prove that two student whose
names appear on the early register of the Seminary, Rene Le Sauvage and Michael

The Rule

Class, at the

Granger de la Borde, were called on
on 28 July 1708. The extant scroll

to

defend a thesis publicly

is

significantly decorated with the

at

Louis

le

Grand

image of

Claude's patron, Saint-Claude, blessing a young child. That was his signature
tune or readily recognisable Logo, as legend had it that he restored such a young
child to life by his blessing. 2 In the absence of all contemporary memorabilia from
the early years of the Seminary the discovery of this scroll has a special nostalgic
significance.

What is really remarkable, is that Claude envisages a possible post-graduate
course lasting for two years but oriented to the practical ministry, the subjects to
be studied in depth being moral theology and canon law (No 11). He even allows
for degrees to be taken in these subjects thus making it clear that he was not against
degrees per se. He saw that degree men might on occasion be necessary in these
sciences whereas a degree in dogmatic theology might come under the category of
a luxury referred to by Claude's father when Claude himself expressed the desire
to study at the Sorbonne. His father was quoted then as saying that he had heard
many doctors from the Sorbonne preaching and that they were not the better
preachers for their doctorates! By now Claude had good reasons for ruling out
degrees for his students, at least until they were sufficiently formed to be able
to withstand the risks. As we have seen he wanted to be certain of an orthodox
teaching free from every trace of Jansenism and Gallicanism and that was not
always guaranteed at colleges conducted under the aegis of the University. Then
the expenses involved in studying for degrees were very high, and apart from their
lack of funds, depending as they were on voluntary donations, the very purpose of
his establishment, as was to be officially stated later, was:

To

train in a hard and toilsome life and in perfect detachment, curates,
missionaries, and clerics to serve in hospitals, in poor parishes, and in other

abandoned posts

for

which bishops can hardly

find anybody... 3

This statement of objectives may well have come from Claude though for reasons
of prudence was never inserted into the rule. It bears a striking resemblance to a
statement about the activities of the members of the Aa which was read publicly at
their solemn renewal meetings:

These gentlemen leave almost everywhere shining evidence of their piety
and their charity. Here you have only to visit the hospitals, descend into the
and afflicted, go out into the
over the seas, and you will see with
admiration the marvellous fruits of their unflagging zeal. 4

prisons, search through the houses of the poor

countryside, traverse the provinces,

fly

187

Normally then, all that would tend to undermine this outlook in life was to be
removed from the training of the students and it is significant that Claude's
successor, Fr. Bouic, made no exception for the postgraduate study of the practical
sciences of theology. There were to be no degrees even there, so he removed from
No 1 1 the words "in which they are permitted to take a degree". But when Bouic
went public on this matter in his application for Royal Letters patent, he came up
against the virulent opposition from the University which Claude had managed
to avoid. 5

Pastoral Orientations
Not all are born orators and the

art of preaching a practical and persuasive homily is
not included in the gift of a vocation to the priesthood; it is a very desirable adjunct
however. For the few the art of preaching comes naturally; for the majority it has
to be consciously cultivated and provision for the practice of this function of the
priesthood has been a necessary part of the training given in seminaries. Claude,
because of his training for the stage and for law, had been groomed to be an orator
and had at one time visualised the priesthood in terms of swaying large crowds by
the force of his eloquence. His models would have been the great preachers of his
time, Bossuet and Bourdaloue. Later on he learned that there was much more to
the pastoral life of the priest than the practice of oratory, but having outgrown his
original simplistic concept of the Catholic priesthood he was still convinced that
preaching the word or God, whether to children or to adults, was a vital and very
neglected part of the pastor's work at that time. We can be sure that Claude was
not the first to introduce training in the art of preaching and catechetics as a
serious part of seminary life but we are left in no doubt that he gave it a place
and a prominence that is clearly seen from his directives on the matter. Once again
what he has to say is brief, clear and commonsense:

In order to teach the students public-speaking, subjects of sermons and
homilies shall be assigned to the theologians. The philosophers shall be given
chapters of the Bible to read out during dinner on Sundays, holy-days and free
days on which there is no walk scheduled.
Since ecclesiastics have the duty of instructing others, and even children,
the superior shall designate one of the students to teach catechism to his
confreres. He shall instruct them and they shall reply as if they were
children.... (56-7)

And among

the duties of the Repetitor for Scripture Claude prescribes as

follows:

who are to deliver their sermons
Old Testament in the dining room. He shall assign the
subject matter of the sermons and subsequently correct the resulting essays.
He shall make the students practise their presentation during some recreation
It is

his function to indicate the individuals

or their chapters of the

periods. (133)
Incidentally, one notices the prominence accorded by Claude to the study and the
proper public reading of Sacred Scripture. This was not the general practice at the
time; the stress seems to have been on the reading of commentators and devotional
writers. One is left with the clear impression from Claude's Rule that the proper
study of Scripture and the habit of reading the Bible as spiritual reading was of
clear importance in the formation he wanted to give future priests. Nos 50, 131
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and 133 in particular make this point. Claude's successor, Fr. Bouic, was set on
carrying on this tradition. In No 11, where Claude had made provision for a
possible two years postgraduate course to study moral theology and canon law,
Bouic has crossed out canon law and substituted the word scripture.
Claude's guidelines for the teaching of Scripture as outlined in the duties of
Repetitors are worth quoting:

The

Repetitor of Scripture shall give one repetition of three quarters of an
1) He shall begin by explaining or having
someone else explain Scripture word by word. 2) If the passages in question
should contain something controversial, then he shall quote the different
opinions of the Fathers and authors. 3) He shall draw a moral lesson,
in accord with the best scriptural interpreters, from the chapters he has
explained. (131)

hour every Sunday and holy-day.

For the source of the importance given

to scriptural studies

Le Tellier in his capacity as professor of scripture and
Read in the light of Claude's opting for confining his

Fr.

college in spite of certain disadvantages, Rule

we can

safely point to

director of the Aa.

students to the Jesuit
a very special

no 54 takes on

we exhort the students always to
of the church towards which they should be
totally submissive. In the days when Gallicanism had penetrated deeply into the
mind and heart of theologians and church leaders in France this clear statement
of his allegiance by the young seminary director, who was as yet not even ordained,
takes on a special significance; and in the light of the subsequent development of
the Seminary it can be seen to be no mere pious exhortation with little influence
on practical attitudes. That the Seminary was well known for its adherence to
orthodoxy and its loyalty to Rome is a matter of French ecclesiastical history and
it was to be a factor in the confiding in 1853 of the direction of the new national
French Seminary in Rome to the society founded by Claude. Its traditions had
been by then wholeheartedly reinforced by Fr Libermann. Fr. Joseph Grandet,
the biographer of Grignion de Montfort, was himself a product of the seminary
of Saint-Sulpice. When dealing with the close relations that existed between
Grignion and the Seminary founded by Claude he wrote:
significance:

Finally in points of doctrine

remain attached

Fr. Valois (a

to the decisions

prominent follower of Grignion) had spent ten years

community of the Holy

in the

He

served as a Repetitor in philosophy
and theology for the poor clerical students whom Fr. des Places - a priest
of remarkable piety, had assembled there to train in the principles of the
most sound doctrines of the Roman and Catholic church and in the maxims
governing clerical life. 6
Spirit in Paris.

Conscious as Claude was that the study of theology was no mere academic or
but that as it was to be a wholehearted effort to assimilate as
far as it was humanly possible the great truths of Divine revelation, he exhorted his
students to approach the study of theology in a prayerful mood. Before beginning
study of God's truth they were to implore light from the Spirit of Truth himself,

intellectual exercise

and, significantly in the light of the twin dedication of their work to the Holy Spirit
and Mary Immaculate, Claude directs the students to implore Mary's help in her
role as Spouse of the Spirit. In Rule No. 30 Claude puts this attitude in simple clear

statements which no doubt he frequently expounded in his talks to the assembled
students:
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Before every period of study or revision all shall invoke the light of the Holy
Spirit to enable them to work profitably. To that end they shall recite the Vent
Sancte, adding an Ave Maria in honour of the Blessed Virgin to obtain light
from her Spouse. The same prayer shall be said before the spiritual reading
•and the

Sub tnum praesidium.

That these prayers were not chosen just because it was the common practice in the
church we can be certain. One can be sure that Claude and these early disciples
were very conscious of their original dedication as a group when their weakness
made them put all their trust in the Holy Spirit and His Spouse.

Courtesy and Cleanliness

A thorough grounding in theology was an obvious part of the training of candidates

for the priesthood. An important part surely but still only one aspect of a rounded
education and perhaps not the most important in the eyes of the ordinary people
with whom a pastor would come in daily contact. He would be judged at first sight
at least on his general behaviour, his life-style, and his attitude towards people.
Claude was convinced that Christianity in practice called for courtesy - a manner
of behaviour based not on the artificial etiquette handed down from the court life
of Louis XIV but emanating from values held with inner personal conviction. The
courtesy then that Claude would strive to inspire in his proteges was to be based on
their attitude to God, namely an intimacy combined with profound reverence, and
then on respect for persons and things as being his creation. Respect for oneself,
for others, and for things, would flow gradually but surely from these convictions.
And as all lack of courtesy is based on selfishness or lack of consideration for
the rights and sensibilities of others, Claude sets out to strike hard at the innate
tendency of untutored young bloods to act out of unbridled instinct; he encourages
them to form habits of self control and a sense of consideration for the rights of
others even in the small details of their behaviour.
Many of the young men Claude had to form were from impoverished
backgrounds where their families and associates would have little acquaintance
with the practice of the social graces. These had to be taught through a code
of behaviour laid down for their prayer in common, for the dining room, for
their movements and actions throughout the house etc. The poverty of their
background and upbringing would not mean that their families would not have
had their own standards and accepted code of polite behaviour in the home and in
their dealings with their neighbours, but the circumstances of seminary life would
have removed many of the family constraints; and then the standard of behaviour
in this area expected of the future pastors called for a more conscious approach to
the process of learning how to behave in living with others and for others. Away
from the family ambience and cast among a sizeable community - all males and
of their own age group, with the appetites and energies of growing young men not
particularly geared to practising the social graces, there was a very special need
to spell out clearly an accepted code of behaviour which would be continually
kept before the minds of all. Hence the importance given to these aspects in the
written Rule.
First there were the general principles to be inculcated; these would be but
the practical application of Christian values to the art of living with others. But
obviously one could not be content with enunciating general guidelines. At times
one had to be specific, and when one enters into the matter of specific directives in
the area of etiquette one runs the risk of being open to challenge by contemporaries
and being ridiculed by succeeding generations as the norms of social behaviour
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So we are not to judge the appropriateness of Claude's
by relating them to our own circumstances. Much of what Claude has
in his Rule byway of general principles and concrete applications would have been
influenced by what was the known practice in other seminaries at that time. We
are distinctly informed by an early biographer, Fr. Besnard, that Claude sought
the advice of some experienced persons as he drew up his Rule. It may well be
possible even to trace his sources. It is not practical to attempt that interesting
exercise within the limits of our purpose here, namely to examine what the Rule
as it stands has to say about Claude himself. It is worth mentioning, however, at
this stage that there is clear evidence in Claude's written rule that he was being
influenced by ideals and guidelines to be found in the manual composed for the
members of the Aa. 7
Irrespective of the various sources Claude may have tapped there can be no
mistaking that what he has actually composed does not smack of a pastiche of
unrelated borrowings. One senses clearly that in this particular area Claude is
drawing on his own innate good breeding and is using his sound common sense in
his approach to training these young men with whom he is in constant daily contact
as they pursued their studies, their common prayers, their recreation and had their
meals together. Furthermore one senses that he is not dictating an impersonal
code just for the sake of having a Rule as was customary for all other seminaries.
He is speaking from the assumption of deeply rooted attitudes of thinking and
behaving, and is spontaneously laying down the markers for social behaviour in
their own particular circumstances so as to achieve the ideal of a peaceful and
caring community where all are animated with Christian charity and have chosen
to practice evangelical simplicity and poverty.
Knowing that we tend to think as we normally act, Claude sets out to provide
directives for behaviour in certain key areas of the students' lives. Not unnaturally
he gives priority to the outward manifestation of their reverence for God in their
attitude and posture during common prayer, especially the Eucharist. Rule 36
reads: Assistance at Holy Mass with the greatest possible respect can never be
recommended too highly. In Rule 87 Claude states this attitude in the simplest
terms: Wherever one is, one behaves as befits a cleric, above all in church and
during exercises of piety. Then descending into details he writes (88): When at
Mass, all shall go as close as possible to the altar rail without, however, kneeling
on the step. Out of reverence for God, everyone shall kneel both knees on the
vary from age to age.
directives

bare stone!
Intimacy yes, but always with reverence even if it costs. The directives in the
matter of posture and general behaviour in church are clearly linked with the
motive of reverence rather than starting from the motive of mortification. Simply
stated, his motives are positive rather than starting from negation of self. Self denial
comes as an overflow from one's reverence.
Again Claude's directives on avoiding distractions at prayer in allowing one's
eyes to wander or in giving way to aimless curiosity in observing what others are
doing during prayer in common or during mealtime, are aimed at fostering a spirit
of recollection or interiority so as to be present to oneself rather than being a
plaything of passing events and being caught unawares by accidental occurrences.
Control of their speed of movement and the amount of noise they make is stressed
for these young men of high spirits in order that they may learn to take control of
themselves and be sensitive to the effect of their actions on others:

During the Holy

Sacrifice,

and meditation, and

spiritual reading, etc.,

should allow his eyes to wander hither and thither.

..

no one

No one shall turn his head
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around during these times because of any sound he may hear. In the house
mounted or descended quietly and without noise. In places
destined for prayer nobody should slouch; for God is more especially present
there and it is fitting to maintain deep reverence in his presence. Postures that
•are slovenly or lazy are to be avoided, as are all those little tricks of self seeking
that are preoccupied with looking for what is comfortable at the expense of self
..

the stairs shall be

discipline.... (90-95).

It

became

a practice in later times to locate centres of clerical formation as far as

possible from sources of distraction. For the reasons already covered, Claude's

seminary was located in the centre of Paris. Being in the city provided advantages,
but as many of the students would be destined to spend their lives in the heart
of the country and all were dedicated to simplicity and avoidance of luxury in all
aspects of their life, certain directives and admonitions about their reactions to city
life had to be incorporated into the Rule. One can be sure that Claude spoke to
the students on this topic regularly in his conferences or daily talks. In the Rule
he limits himself to a few clear statements giving general principles and some very
concrete directives:

Out on the streets one should not look into the shops or at signs, the eyes
not fixed far ahead, but only three or four paces. There are persons who
would have preserved their purity of heart and their interior life had they
not glanced about curiously, even by sheer surprise. All shall avoid ... letting
their eyes linger on sumptuously dressed people, on furniture, fine carriages
and worldly fashions. Thoughts turn to pleasure, to society, to vanities, if eyes
turn too freely to this sort of thing.... (97-98).

The main

thrust of these guidelines

Spiritan spirituality,

namely

is

linked with that fundamental plank of the

striving after that purity of heart of

which Mary is
Holy Spirit

the example in order to prepare themselves for the outpouring of the

in their lives. They were not to allow themselves to be victims of sheer surprise
but to be in possession of their souls. This self-discipline, the control of the eyes,
movements and thoughts in order to be more present to one's inner self and more
aware of ones neighbour's needs underpinned also the guidelines laid down for
behaviour at such a mundane occupation as dining together. It was at meals that
the animal instincts were most in evidence and so the dining room was an obvious
arena in the great battle against acting out of mere instinct. The communal silence,
the public reading and the guidelines in etiquette were all geared to achieving
self-discipline in thought and action. This was an area where Claude felt he had
to be specific in his language, and at times he seems to be referring to particular
abuses that were very familiar to himself and his audience:

Everyone shall cut his bread and meat as good manners and mortification
dictate and not as pleasure would have one do (76). In the refectory everyone
shall pull his hat down a little over his eyes so as to eat more modestly and to
profit better from the reading. Elbows should not be placed on the table; at
most the wrists shall rest there. When one has finished eating, he shall remain
in his place without shifting from side to side. Care must be taken never to
make faces anywhere, so as to make others laugh. (100-103). During meals,
only a very gentle knock should be used to request what is needed, and if it is
necessary to speak to the person serving, it should be done so quiedy that the
refectory
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is

not disturbed. (121).
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Silence and the avoidance of all unnecessary noise features clearly in Claude's
concept of the ambience best suited to interiorising one's thoughts. This was of
course part of the monastic tradition taken over by the new religious orders and
houses of formation. But silence for Claude was not a mere absence of noise, a
dead silence. It was meant to be an act of consideration for others as well as the
best means of being present to one's deeper self. This theme comes through in
several of his directives about life throughout the house:

The least noise should be made anywhere. No matter what we are doing, or
what permission we have to talk to others, we shall never speak in a loud voice
for fear of disturbing the peace which ought always to prevail in the house.
... Doors are to be opened and shut as quietly as possible. Out side the time
of recreation, not a word is to be spoken while going up and down the stairs.
(116-124).

when urging against disturbing the peace which
house he uses the pronoun "we", identifying himself
with the rest of the community, not as the one who is making the Rule but as one
of the community who as a body should see that the faithful observance of the
Rule in this matter is assured. One notices the same use of the pronoun "we" in
Rule 256 where he deals with the signs of mutual respect that must be part of the
atmosphere of courtesy always prevailing in the community:
It is

interesting that in Rule 117

ought always

to prevail in the

Whenever we meet one another on the
we must never fail to greet one another.

the garden or anywhere else
257: Likewise whenever anyone gives
something to another or receives something both must doff their hats and give
or receive with that politeness which a Christian upbringing should make us
stairs, in

acquire.

The

silence which pervaded the whole house was not meant to cut off the students
from one another. It was in fact intended that the spirit of silence would help
them to be even more aware of each other's presence and needs. No 238 reads:
Everybody is to behave correctiy towards others, anticipating one another's needs
as the Apostle says, with all respect.

As

to closer personal relationships

it is

of interest to see what Claude prescribes.

We see him following the counsels of reserve which seminary directors of that era

necessary to insist on, but even here we see the humanity and commonsense of
Claude shining through in stressing once more the positive rather than the negative
aspect of these counsels, advocating an equal tenderness for all.
felt

16 Everyone shall be careful not to enter into too close friendships with any
of his comrades. Of course, they shall have a tender regard for each other, but
a similar affection shall be shown to everybody.

Recognising the reality that in human relations one tends to get on with some better
than with others he makes this corrective remark. 259 It is good that it is never
noticeable that we do feel greater affection for one than for others. Knowing too
that tempers could become frayed during the students' simple games he made it
the duty of a particular functionary (The Lamplighter!) to smooth matters. Rule
176 reads ..If someone gets angry during play, he recalls them to charity and
gentleness.

As courtesy was to be shown also to all outsiders with whom they came in contact,
who took it in turn to act as receptionist were reminded of their duties in this

those
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No

116 reads: The Porter shall leave everything to go and open the door at
knock he hears. In speaking to outsiders he shall use a subdued tone of
voice and keep his hat off in their presence.
That Claude was particularly conscious of the importance of dress is
understandable. He had gone through various stages himself in the matter
of projecting an image by the dress he sported. His being dressed in white
during the first seven years of his life was the signal to all that he was specially
consecrated to Our Lady. Later his dress was dictated by his family's social status
and aspirations. Carrying a sword, apart from getting him into trouble, was the
sign that he had designs on claiming noble status. Later he was known to have
dressed as the cavalier accompli, the accomplished young gent. His major break
with all that and his adopting a totally new way of life was made clear to all and
sundry when in 1702 he donned the garb of the simplest clerics. But the fact that
he had embraced Lady Poverty as his bride did not mean that he became careless
as to how he dressed. One of the means he used to get the students to have respect
for themselves and for others was by making them conscious of the significance of
their manner of dress; he stressed the importance of tidiness, cleanliness and the
effect on others of the quality of one's clothing. His simple directives in this matter
area.

the

first

read as follows:

Everyone shall be careful to keep his clothing always buttoned from top to
bottom. Hats should be such that they stay in place without braid. They
are not to be worn on the side of the head. Expensive hats are forbidden.
Velvet breeches, even if they are black, should not be worn because such
ornamentation is a little unbecoming in our case. We recommend great
personal cleanliness. Very poor clothes can be clean. (104-113).

Wigs were considered part of the normal wear still in the 18th century, even for the
clergy. Obviously Claude did not approve of them, but again he shows his humanity
by his ruling in their regard: If anyone has absolutely to wear a wig, let it be one that
is

as ordinary as possible. (106).

There
line:

114

is

one case where Claude feels he has to be adamant in drawing the
one at all may be permitted to have a snuff-box or take snuff. That

just

No

particular ruling in various seminaries presented

some

aspirants with a greater

challenge than celibacy!
Modesty or propriety in behaviour and speech are topics which Claude felt
he had to stress for young men who could be rather remiss in such matters.
He specifically singles out for censure such habits as tasteless jokes, vulgar

The norms of the 18th century were more
people from dressing and undressing in full view of others.
The days of togging out for sports and games had not yet arrived, so we have
to alter our perspective somewhat as we read Rule 99: Others should never be
touched except when charity or genuine good manners make it necessary. Let
those handling games that often finish in trouble be far from us. One feels
that rugby, had it been invented, would have been ruled out just as it was to
be forbidden by French superiors in Ireland as late as two hundred years after
Claude had composed his Rule. Rule 108 reminds us very forcibly, however, that
Claude was prescribing norms of behaviour for a very different era; it reads: No
one shall ever leave his room wearing a night cap, no matter where he has to go.
For Claude, cleanliness was next to Godliness not merely for the Sacristan,
(148-50) but throughout the house, more especially in the dining room and for
one's personal toilet (148,150). Hygienic habits were of such importance in the

proverbs, the use of nicknames.
strict in restraining
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days before methods of sanitation were revolutionised, but one can be sure that
Claude's own family upbringing in this domain made him particularly sensitive
to the necessity of insisting on a very high standard of cleanliness for these young
men from a different background. We find him for example repeating in various
situations the words "very clean" and directing that the water for washing the
kitchen utensils should be "very hot". So this is one of the areas where Claude
deals not merely with general ideals but descends into precise details.
It is in the section of the Rule outlining the special duties of the various
functionaries that we see Claude at his practical best. As we read over the
directions given to The Supervisor of Cleanliness and his Assistant we learn
not merely the particular chores they had to attend to but, reading between
the lines as it were, we get a reminder of the untutored young men Claude
had to train to habits of hygiene in their personal toilet, wardrobe and living
quarters:

The

supervisor of Cleanliness does inspection of the rooms ... to see that they
... He must not permit old clothes to be left about on the
beds or old shoes in the rooms. He shall look between the mattress and the
are being kept clean

no old shirts and other similar things there. He
everyone to have his own coat- hanger and a trunk to put away
what belongs to him .. He shall never allow any accumulation of dirt to pile
up in the bedrooms. Once everyday he shall have the cook and the tailor sweep
the refectory, the kitchen and the bedrooms .. It shall be his responsibility to
see that cleanliness is maintained where shoes are put away before coming
into the house. The assistant Superior of Cleanliness shall make the rounds
every Sunday to see that everyone has taken a clean shirt and handkerchief.
He shall have everyone show him his Rosary, his Book of Hours, writing-set,
combs and brushes. He is to note carefully whatever anybody may be lacking.
pallet to see that there are
shall oblige

(Article Eleven).

These

sections of the Rule dealing with the specific duties of the various

functionaries (some twenty of them) were of vital importance for the

smooth

running of the house, but they were also serving as part of the training being
afforded to the future pastors who would in time have to be responsible for the
running, maintenance, hygiene, economy etc of the premises under their care.
It is quite likely that these portions of the Rule owe much to the customaries or
guidelines for functionaries in College Louis le Grand and other neighbouring
seminaries. One does not expect that Claude should have thought up all these
detailed instructions in such a short space of time, but apart from the fact that the
whole Rule, as we have it, is transcribed in Claude's own hand, we are left with
the clear impression that he was drafting a Rule for their own particular house and
circumstances. And there is clear evidence that this Rule was not merely closely
followed down the years but it was realised that it was the Rule composed by the
Founder. This is emphasised by the words which were written, presumably by Fr.
Bouic, at the end of the Rule:
All these Rules
in his

The

Spiritual

What was

were drawn up by the

own hand. And he and

late

Monsieur Des Places and written

his students lived

by them.

Core

about Claude's work? It was a seminary devoted to the
education of poor or disadvantaged students who felt they had a genuine vocation
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distinctive

to the priesthood. There were several institutions in France devoted to such
work, some of them predating Claude's foundation. Most of these ceased to exist
once their founder was no longer there to give the sustained support that such
undertakings demanded, but at least two such seminaries were still in operation
right up to the Revolution. Claude's seminary, as we have seen, was distinctive
in that it had merited a reputation for its orthodoxy, its standard of studies, its
opposition to Jansenism; above all for its loyalty to Rome in the midst of a church
sympathetic to Gallicanism. It was also distinctive in that its alumni were meant to
opt on principle to serve in the more demanding and less remunerative pastoral
posts. This in time naturally led many of their members to volunteer for service in
the foreign missions. It has been claimed for these alumni of Claude's seminary
that the great stress laid on evangelical poverty and simplicity of life during their
years in the seminary remained their distinctive badge through life. In other words
the spirit which animated the directors as a group seems to have percolated into
the student body to such a degree that they felt themselves bound to live by these
standards in their priestly work later. 8
All so far claimed is of course true and very positive, but what gave all these
features a centre and a soul^yas that Claude's foundation was not merely aiming
at being a good seminary setting out to form young men in the traditional and
solidly orthodox spirituality of the Catholic Church. It claimed to have something
very special. That something was its own spirituality, and that spirituality stemmed
from and was encapsulated in its official dedication. It was in fact a community
deliberately and manifestly dedicated to the Holy Spirit and it was conscious
of having been in a very special way put under the protection of Mary in her
particular title of Mary Immaculate and Spouse of the Spirit. There is no doubt
that this spiritual core was cherished as an integral part of its heritage down the
years. This living tradition at the seminary was in itself a witness to the conviction
that the original dedication on Pentecost Sunday 1703 had been no mere nominal
exercise or that the day had been accidentally chosen. It was no mere nostalgic
exercise recalling that their initial dedication took place on Pentecost Sunday and
at a shrine of Our Lady. The feast of Pentecost had been specially picked as the
founding day, and the ceremony was deliberately held at the shrine of Our Lady
where the students had been in the habit of praying so often as individuals. The
date and the place of the launch or birth of their little community had been specially
chosen by Claude for very good reasons and he saw to it that this initial dedication
was enshrined in the Rule of life which he set about drafting for his adopted family
of fellow students.

For Claude and for his Jesuit friends the particular titular chosen for his special
undertaking had a very special provenance. It sprang from a rich tradition with
its roots struck deep in the ambience he had known since childhood and mostly
through his association with the Jesuit houses in Rennes, Caen, Nantes and Paris
perhaps also at Rouen.
Devotion to the Holy Spirit is of course part of the Christian religion. The
church is the principal external sign of the mission of the Holy Spirit. But it is a
fact of history that awareness of the Spirit's presence varies from age to age. The
16th and 17th centuries saw a great awakening to the vital role of the Spirit in the
life of the church and in particular the action of the Spirit in the life of the ordinary
Christian. The Spirit breathes where he wills; this new awareness of the role of the
Spirit took various forms in different places. The tradition that Claude was steeped
in was of course the teachings and practices of the Jesuits, or rather the particular
current of spirituality that owed its inspiration to Pere Lallemant and which was
continued by his disciples. Lallemant had taught at Paris and later at Rouen in
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Normandy but it was

Brittany that witnessed the full flowering of his teaching. The
of Lallemant's teachings was centred particularly at Nantes; its
practical influence permeated the whole province through the pastoral work of a
band of zealous priests who preached missions in the neglected parishes in country
areas. This form of pastoral work begun in a methodical way by Fr. Michel Le
Nobletz had been strongly supported by a number of Jesuit priests imbued with
Lallemant's teaching. The work of these missioners, the name by which they
were known, and the manual composed for their guidance, give us the key to
understanding what Claude was now setting out to do. The name assumed by this
loosely federated group of like-minded priests was the Congregation of Priests of
the Holy Spirit. And when some of these priests were called on to take over the
direction of the newly founded seminary at Quimper they naturally named it The
Seminary of the Holy Spirit. The leading member of this association of missioners,
Fr. Le Grand, SJ, composed a manual for the guidance of these missioners which
was entitled The Institute ofthe Congregation ofclerics dedicated to the Holy Spirit under
the title of His Sacred Spouse, the Holy Virgin, (published 1667).
The purpose of the Seminary of the Holy Spirit at Quimper was naturally to
foster suitable pastors who would continue the good work begun by the missions
preached in the parishes, work which would otherwise be negatived through lack
of willing and suitably trained priests. A few brief quotations from Le Grand's
Manual will help us appreciate more fully what Claude was striving to achieve
through the methods of formation he introduced into his own seminary from
literary expression

the start:

Let them love spiritual poverty as the foundation of the evangelical perfection
which they should strive to acquire, and hold in detestation not merely the
desire for riches but even the appearance of such avarice...

And

again:

Let them be far removed from
renounce all desires to show off or

all

to

sentiments of ambition and let them
put themselves higher than others... 9

So much for the general spirit which was meant to animate the type of pastors
required by the demanding ministry of serving neglected areas in the church.
We now turn to the twin dedications that were to serve as the two main planks of
Claude's spiritual building. There is no written evidence that Claude was directly
influenced by reading these authors or that he had taken the missioners in Brittany
as his models when he set about planning his seminary, but he could not have
escaped being moulded by these influences during the years of his close contact
with the Jesuits. What is certain of course is that he was very familiar with the
Manual specially composed for the Assemblee des Amis and that spiritual classic
was obviously impregnated with Lallemant's teaching. Put very simply the core of
the Lallemant spirituality was total openness to the action of the Holy Spirit, the
great model being Mary whose Immaculate Conception prepared her for this role
of being the Spouse of the Holy Spirit for the work of giving the Son of God a
human form, both in the historical Christ and his Mystical Body the church.
At this stage it will help us to appreciate what moulded Claude's thinking if we
had before us one of the key passages from Fr. Champion's classic setting forth
Lallemant's teachings:

The two elements
direction of the

these two ways
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of the spiritual

Holy

we

Spirit.

life

These

are the cleansing of the heart

are the two poles of

and the

all spirituality.

arrive at perfection according to the degree of purity

By
we

have attained, and in proportion to the fidelity with which we have co-operated
with the movements of the Holy Spirit and followed his guidance.
Our perfection depends wholly on this fidelity, and we may say that the
sum of the spiritual life consists in observing the ways and the movements
of the Spirit of God in our soul, and in fortifying our will in the resolution of
following them, employing for this purpose all the exercises of prayer, spiritual
reading, sacraments, the practice of virtues and good works...
The end to which we ought to aspire, after having for a long time exercised
ourselves in purity of heart, is to be so possessed and governed by the Holy
Spirit that he alone shall direct all our powers and all our senses, and regulate
all our movements, interior and exterior, while we, on our part, make a
complete surrender of ourselves, by a spiritual renunciation of our own will
and our own satisfaction. We shall thus no longer live in ourselves but in Jesus
Christ, by a faithful correspondence with the operations of His Divine Spirit,
and by a perfect subjection of all our rebellious inclinations to the power of

His grace. 10

The

spiritual teachings of Lallemant as published in 1694 in Nantes would soon
have become well known to all who were in close association with the Jesuit retreat
houses in Nantes, Rennes and elsewhere. One such person intimately linked with
Claude at Rennes and Paris was Grignion de Montfort. He was deeply influenced
by this Jesuit school of spirituality as popularised by writers like Surin, Rigoleuc,
Champion and Le Grand; and in his own idiom he was to extend this approach
to The Holy Spirit, whom he calls frequently the Wisdom of God, and to His
Spouse, Mary Immaculate. Though Grignion composed his classic, True Devotion
to Mary, after Claude's premature death we can be sure that in their conversations
at Paris in the days when Claude was occupied with the founding of his seminary,
they discussed those themes of spiritual theology beloved of both. Again in the
absence of any developed statements from Claude himself on the significance of
the twin dedication he gave his work, we will not be far wrong in allowing Grignion
to speak in his stead. We quote from the very first chapter of his Treatise.

God the Holy Spirit, who does not produce

any divine person, became fruitful
was with her, in her and of her that he
produced his masterpiece, God-made-man, and that he produces every day
until the end of the world the members of the body of this adorable Head. For
this reason the more he finds Mary, his dear and inseparable spouse, in a soul,
the more powerful and effective he becomes in producing Jesus Christ in that
soul and that soul in Jesus Christ. 11

through Mary

whom

he espoused.

It

Later in the Treatise Grignion deals with the absolute purity of Our Lady that
totally oriented to the Holy Spirit, and the nature of the purification of
heart that all others must undergo. 12
It is possible that even during his student days at St Thomas' College in
Rennes, Grignion may have been co-opted as a member of the Aa (Assemblee
des Amis) especially when he was co-opted onto the group assembled weekly by
Fr. Bellier at his own house. By process of osmosis Claude, then too young to be
a member, would have been moulded to the spiritual outlook of the Aa through
his contacts with Grignion and others. 13 Be that as it may, by the time Claude
was contemplating his initiative in 1 703 in favour of the poor scholars of Louis
le Grand he was very much immersed in the work and prayers of the Aa. As
they approached the Feast of Pentecost he would then have been familiar with

made her

the following meditation published in their manual:
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On

the day of Pentecost and

all

that

week

I

will

open

my

heart to the Holy

he may fill it and take possession of it intimately, that he may be
the spirit of my spirit and the heart of my heart. I will offer it to him that
he may consume it as a victim with the flames of his love. This practice will
accustom me to considering the Spirit of God dwelling intimately within me;
he is a spirit of love, asking nothing else than to kindle in my heart the same
flames with which he inflames the Father and the Son, and thus to abandon
my soul and heart entirely to him, so that they breathe nothing more but the
love of God ... To beseech the Holy Spirit, who prepared our Lady's soul and
body to receive the divine Word, that he would dispose my soul by charity, my
body by purity, for that ineffable union that his love seeks in the Eucharist. 14
Spirit that

•

After this introduction we are in a better position to appreciate the full significance
of the twin dedication chosen by Claude for his seminary. In the few carefully
chosen words with which he opens his Rule we see him as it were nailing his
colours to the mast before launching out on the deep:
All the students shall adore in a special way the Holy Spirit, to whom they
1
have been particularly consecrated. To this they shall add a special devotion
to the Blessed Virgin, through whose protection they have been offered to the

Holy

Spirit.

2.
As their two principal feasts they shall choose Pentecost and the
Immaculate Conception. The first they shall celebrate to obtain from the
Holy Spirit the fire of Divine Love; the second to obtain from the Blessed
Virgin an angelic purity. Their piety shall be grounded on these two virtues.

The

words were addressed to the students.
community would emerge in time and coalesce
around this twofold consecration of the house and work. The words "to whom
they have been particularly consecrated" refer in the first place to the initial
act of consecration on 27 May 1703 which was still vivid in their memories.
That consecration had been done by someone other than themselves: {Us ont ete
specialement devoues) recalling that the act of consecration had been done by Claude
himself. But his initial consecration to the Holy Spirit through the mediation of
Mary Immaculate was to be renewed personally by all and by the community on

As

first

thing that strikes us

yet there were

no

is

directors.

that these

A

the patronal Feasts of Pentecost and of the Immaculate Conception. In introducing

consecration Claude was no doubt influenced by the practice of the
prepare for Pentecost by a special novena and four days were given over
to preparing for the Feast of the Immaculate Conception. There were certain
meditations and prayers in their manual for both these occasions. 15 The special
act of consecration contained in their Preces Diurnae at the Seminary, and recited
on these occasions, was understood to date from Claude's own time though there
is no written documentation to guarantee that it was he personally who composed
it. As this act of consecration directed to Our Lady spells out in some detail
what is contained briefly in the first two articles of the Rule it is appropriate to
this biennial

Aa

to

transcribe

it

here:

O my

good Mother and Sovereign, holy Mary, Mother of God, holy Virgin,
my dear hope in
this valley of tears, with a fervent and humble heart I have recourse to your
clemency, asking you to help your servant to give himself, to consecrate and
devote himself to the Holy Spirit, your most noble Spouse, in Whose honour,
not withstanding my weakness, I want to make an important commitment...
gentle refuge of sinners, powerful comforter of the poor,
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My

good Mother,

listen to

Mother and, through her

me. All-powerful

Spirit, listen to

my

my good

with Your light and
warm my heart with the fire of Your love, so that, in this house consecrated
to You, I may be able to accomplish faithfully all that is pleasing to You, all
that has to do with Your glory, my sanctification and the edification of my
intercession, illumine

spirit

brothers. 16

To gauge the significance for the community and students of this formula which
they repeated frequently, we turn to one of Claude's successors, Fr Warnet,
speaking some 120 years after Claude's death. He was addressing the assembled
seminary as they renewed this act of consecration on the Feast of the Immaculate
Conception 1837, and again on the Feast of Pentecost 1839.
quote at some
length from these two allocutions as they flesh out for us what they understood by
the twin consecrations made away back at the start of the seminary, and they are
also a document in that they are a witness to the living tradition of the fundamental
spirituality of the seminary in spite of the many set backs and almost fatal wounds
inflicted on it by the various political upheavals in France:

We

an essential part of the spirit of our constitutions. The
in it are like an inheritance from our fathers who
have gone on before us. They were poor in the world's goods and wanted
to be rich only in the gifts of the Holy Spirit which constituted their entire
treasure. They have left us a witness to their pious sentiments in a formula
of consecration which we ought to treat with religious veneration because it
is a sort of spiritual testament from them. If children respect the last wishes
of their parents to the point of feeling themselves obliged to carry them out
faithfully, must we not feel bound to conform to the last wishes of our pious

That consecration
holy promises

is

we make

founders?
They consecrated themselves to the Holy Spirit under the invocation of
Mary conceived without sin, and they offered us to them also. We could not
possibly belong to a better master than the Holy Spirit nor be under better
protection than that of Mary. So let us consecrate ourselves to both of them
after the intentions of our fathers...
To be devoted to the Holy Spirit means to do everything which may be
agreeable to him. Otherwise there is no true devotedness. One is devoted to
a master only to the extent that one tries in every way to please him.
We commit ourselves to seek the honour of the Holy Spirit - first of all
within ourselves - by a spirit of perfect docility to the Will of God, of
obedience and perfect submission to the movements of grace, by a spirit
of abandonment of ourselves to the plans of divine Providence. We must let
ourselves be governed by the Holy Spirit, follow only his inspirations and
resist those of the flesh. We must have no other affections or intentions but
those which He inspires. We must place our confidence in Him and put aside
all worries: "He is my shepherd, I shall want nothing". (Ps 22:1). To procure
the honour of the Holy Spirit, we shall cultivate within ourselves the spirit of
faith which will remove from us all human methods which are the main-spring
of every worldly movement. We shall also cultivate humility, simplicity and a
spirit of sincere, deep and interior piety that consists in self-abasement of a
heart wholly devoted to God's good pleasure, in which everything is done for
God and nothing for self.
In addition, we shall be disposed to fulfil another duty: as children of Mary
and of the Holy Spirit, we shall strive by word and example to make them
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known, loved and served. We shall bring all our brothers to glorify the
and to honour His divine spouse...
In this way we shall walk in the footsteps of our fathers, convinced that this
is the surest way to do what is pleasing to the Holy Spirit... May we be like
them and inherit their virtues as well as their name. Thus we shall be able to
call Mary our mother. We shall be her family, and the Holy Spirit will look
better

Holy

Spirit

upon us

as her children. 17

Having been thus reassured that the initial dedication of his work to the Holy
Spirit and to Our Lady Immaculate had not been just a passing gesture but
had in fact proved to be a vital ingredient in the spiritual life of the seminary
we can return to take a closer look at the words used by Claude in that initial
document which he drew up in the early days of his little project. With his legal
training he uses words with economy. His legal knowledge also made him avoid
words that could be used in evidence if he were cited before the civil courts under
the terms of the 1666 draconian decree forbidding the founding of any religious
community whatever without the Royal assent. A community would in fact evolve
naturally from the nature of the work, but in the document he refers merely to
Rules for the house and addresses himself to students. On the one occasion when
the context influenced him inadvertently to write the word community he crossed
it out replacing it by the word maison i.e. house (No 125).
Knowing that all Christians are bound to honour the Third Person of the Trinity
he is faced with the problem of how to express their added motive for honouring
the Holy Spirit because of their special consecration to him. The same problem
confronted the Priests of the Congregation of the Holy Spirit when asked to launch
the diocesan seminary in Quimper which they proceeded to dedicate to the Holy
Spirit. Pere Le Grand, in the manual he composed for their guidance, wrote as
follows:

Considering the sublimity of their vocation and the degree of perfection called
by the priestiy office, the Congregationists are convinced that they should
not be content with practising a common devotion to the Holy Spirit but that it
was very desirable that they should dedicate themselves to him and consecrate
themselves to his honour with an affection and in a manner that is entirely
for

special. 18

himself to the very few words: "They shall adore in
One can be sure that in the regular reading in
public of the Rule and during the allocutions provided for in Nos 39 and 40,
Claude elaborated on this theme of their special consecration. Unfortunately no
record of any such allocutions by Claude have survived but we do have a valuable
witness from this period in the Rule composed by one of Claude's students for
a congregation of Sisters of Charity "dedicated to the Holy Spirit under the
invocation of the Immaculate Virgin Mary". The priest in question, Fr. Rene
Allenou de la Ville-Angevin, had not merely been a student at Claude's seminary
but had remained on for some years as teacher of philosophy and theology, so he
was perfectly placed to absorb the traditions associated with Claude. The Rule he
composed for the Sisters of Charity of Plerin bears striking resemblance to the
Rule composed by Claude and indeed the oldest account of the foundation of this
society confirms that Fr. Rene Allenou "formed a regulation on the model of that
which he had observed in the Seminary of the Holy Spirit". A brief quotation from
this rule concerning the dedication to the Holy Spirit will be of relevance here:

Claude

in his

a special
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Rule

limits

way the Holy

Spirit".

The Sisters shall honour as perfectly as possible the Three adorable Persons of
the Blessed Trinity; but they shall have a special devotion to the Third Person
who is the Holy Spirit, beloved of the Father and the Son, and whom they shall
regard as their Father in a particular manner having been specially dedicated
to him.

They will

look

upon

the Feast of Pentecost as the principal Feast

Day

of the House...

The

best

means

to obtain

from the Holy

Spirit the graces

one asks

for

is

Blessed Virgin Mary, his dear Spouse, in their petition, so
they shall have for her a very special devotion. They shall then regard her
as their patron and advocate with the Holy Spirit, their Father; and in order
to solemnise their continued honouring of her under the various titles and
qualities attributed to her by the church and in all the approved devotional
exercises, they shall celebrate the Feast of the Immaculate Conception in a
very special manner in her honour. 19
to interest the

We now turn to what Claude's Rule has to say about the prayer life of the students,

They were to realise
be prepared for by a spirit of prayer, but Claude
singled out some brief almost ejaculatory forms of prayers within the range of the
students and these were to be repeated at specified times. We get our information
on this almost incidentally as he is dealing with some aspect of their daily work or
common prayers. We have already seen that special prayers were prescribed before
all periods of study namely the customary invocation of the Holy Spirit - Vent Sante
Spiritus followed by the prayers to Mary, the Ave Maria and Sub Tuum. It is in this
context, almost by way of an obiter dicta that we find him referring to Our Lady as
the Spouse of the Spirit (No 30). This title given to Our Lady is very much in the
tradition of Lallemant and had been greatly developed by Grignion de Montfort
and other spiritual writers, in particular Boudon, who as a former member of the
Aa at Louis le Grand would have been brought to the notice of Claude. But for
the most immediate source for this title of Our Lady as Spouse of the Spirit, so
far as Claude is concerned, we need not go beyond the manual of the Aa where it
is repeated as a matter of course in such statements as "The Holy Spirit treating
Mary as His Spouse communicates to her all the intensity of charity". 20
But the special prayer to Our Lady which was so dear to Claude and which he
prescribes to be said after the public recitation of the Angelus at the three regulated
times, was the "Per Sanctam". Rule 28 reads: "Three times a day all shall recite
the Angelus, together with the prayer Per Sanctam, to preserve a great purity of
mind and body". The full text of this prayer designated by its opening words is
as follows: "Per sanctam virginitatem et Immaculatam Conceptionam tuam, purissima
Virgo, emunda coret carnem meant. In nomine etc" ("Through your holy Virginity and
your Immaculate Conception, O most pure Virgin Mary, purify my heart and my
starting with the prayers related to their dual consecration.

that

all

God's

gifts

were

to

.

senses.") 21

This prayer was not composed by Claude. It is to be found in collections
of prayers and devotions in honour of Our Lady. It is of interest that in
the Bibliotheque Nationale we find preserved three separate leaflets with this
prayer given under an image of Our Lady. Two of these images have the Holy
Spirit hovering as a dove over the image of Our Lady; so they may have had a
Spiritan connection, especially the one dated 1849 which bears a resemblance to
the arrangement in the niche of the seminary chapel at rue Lhomond. Apart from
being recited three times daily after the Angelus this brief prayer is also found in
the Small Corona of Our Lady which was included in the manual of prayers for
the Seminary.
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frequent repetition of this brief prayer was of course part of the programme
in Rule 2 where they were recommended to pray "to obtain from the
Blessed Virgin an angelic purity". The purity prayed for referred no doubt to the
grace of continence so important for these growing young men who were seriously
contemplating the obligation of living a life of celibacy in the priesthood, but in
the context of their dedication to Mary under her special title of her Immaculate
Conception, and taking into account the whole backdrop of the Lallemant teaching
on purity of heart as being the normal manner of preparing for the coming of the
Holy Spirit in human lives, this purity refers principally to the removal of all sinful
tendencies or human obstacles to the unimpeded action of the Holy Spirit. Just
as Mary's Immaculate Conception was intended to prepare her for being totally
committed to the will of God with no selfish tendency in her being, so Claude
wanted his students to pray ceaselessly to her for a share in her purity of heart.
Again in Rule 40 we find another brief prayer prescribed to obtain that purity of
heart which is a prerequisite if we are to be pleasing to God. This time the request
is directed to the Holy Spirit himself in fulfilment of the directive given in Rule 1
where the students were urged to beseech the Holy Spirit for a share in the fire of
his Divine Love. The text of this brief prayer is as follows:

announced

tibi serviamus et mundo
Holy Spirit, our bodies and
we may serve you and please you with our hearts renewed.

Ure igne Sancti Spiritus

cordeplaciamus. (Purify,

our minds so that

The image
is

of a purifying

renes et cor nostrum,

Domine, ut

O Lord, by the fire of the

fire as a

preparation for undertaking the work of

frequently found in sacred scripture, but the immediate context

is

St.

God

Luke's

account of the descent of the Spirit at Pentecost resting on the disciples in the form
of tongues of fire. Just as the disciples were purified by the Spirit and given a share
in the fire of his Divine Love in order to carry the good news as God's message and
not as a mere human exercise, so the aspirants to the priesthood in the Seminary
were to pray with Mary once more for the coming of the Holy Spirit.
And if there were still any doubt in our minds that devotion to the Holy Spirit
was a distinctive feature of Claude's seminary, Rule 31 should dispel such doubts.
It reads simply and clearly: "All shall recite the Office of the Holy Spirit every
day". This more prolonged form of prayer had two purposes: to honour the Third
Person of the Trinity and to call attention more in detail to his special mission in
our salvation.
It would appear from a study of the original manuscript that what Claude had
written was: "All shall recite the Veni Sancte Spiritus everyday", and that it was
his successor, Fr. Bouic, who changed this to: "All shall recite the Office of the
Holy Spirit everyday and the Sub tuum praesidium etc". The fact that Bouic and
his council made this alteration in spite of their clear protestation that nothing
was to be changed of the things handed down 22 would seem to confirm that the
recitation of this little office of the Holy Spirit had been introduced towards the
end of Claude's life even though he had not as yet inserted it into the written rule;
and though no older document exists to confirm it we are justified in accepting
the version of that office printed in the 1845 Preces Diurnae as being the one
traditionally used in the seminary. Each 'hour' begins with the invocation "May
the grace of the Holy Spirit illumine our minds and hearts". The hymns and
prayers are directed in the main to the Holy Spirit.
One notices that each time the prayer "Per sanctissimam Virginitatem.."

introduced a different title is used from the Litany of Our Lady after the words
purissima Virgo Maria" - Queen of Seraphim, Queen of Cherubim etc. There
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is

"O
is

a

prayer directed to the Blessed Trinity reminiscent of the one composed by Claude
but one notices a nuance in the title given Our Lady in the words "through the Holy
and Immaculate Heart of Mary we offer our prayers, our alms etc. 23 This prayer
may well have been reworded in line with the popularisation of the devotion to the
Immaculate Heart of Mary in the early nineteenth century.
This brief office of the Holy Spirit, which has no special psalms added, runs
into some twenty pages in the Preces Diurnae having special sections for matins,
prime, terse, sext, none, vespers and compline.
As the alumni of the seminary would tend to remain faithful to the formulae of
daily prayer they used over the years in the seminary it may well be, then, that,
when they were commonly referred to later as Spiritans, this title had a deeper
connotation than merely referring to the official name of their Alma Mater.
Finally to round off this section dealing with the twin dedication of the seminary
and its influence on the spiritual formation afforded therein, it is fitting that
we quote here the opening statement of the official Rule drawn up by the
community which gradually developed from Claude's initial foundation. This
Rule was composed when at last it was judged that the time had come to apply
for official recognition from the civil authorities as required by the law of the land
in France. The framers of this document, approved in 1734 by the Archbishop of
Paris, were very conscious that they were but building on the foundations laid by
Claude and this comes through in the opening article of the document:

The

Society is consecrated to the Holy Spirit under the invocation of the
Blessed Virgin conceived without sin and shall therefore celebrate with special
devotion the feasts of Pentecost and the Immaculate Conception so that the
hearts of all may be inflamed with divine love and that all may obtain perfect
cleanliness of heart and body.
Its spiritual

programme

as a

seminary has been

summed up

in these

words:

transform by devotion to the Holy Spirit the souls of teachers and students
and to draw down into these souls the great graces of interior holiness without
which the preaching of those considered most capable from a worldly point of
view can produce little in terms of salvation. 24
to

A Seminary Where Piety Reigns
When Claude was trying to assess

his own suitability for the priesthood in the
of his weaknesses as revealed during his Ignatian retreat, he expressed
his confidence in the formative influence of a seminary where piety reigns and
where one might imbibe a new life which would foster in him a gentle habit of
virtue. That sentence may well have owed its inspiration to St. John Eudes first
published work (Caen, 1636) where he treats of the influence of religious exercises
in "communities in which piety and the love of God reigns". Now that he was in
the process of creating such a community for others Claude was very conscious of
the formative influence of exercises of piety and of communal life suffused with
light

evangelical ideals.

and devotional practices have their important role in the spiritual
of the individual and of a Christian community but the principal Christian
exercise in prayer is, of course, the Eucharist. It was in the communal celebration
of the Eucharist that the early Christians discovered their own identity as distinct
from their fellow Jews with whom they had continued to worship in the Temple.
It was the Eucharist which would mould Claude's family into a real community
All prayers

life
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eventually, but that did not

happen from the

start.

Hence the importance
common.

given in

the early part of the Rule to other exercises of prayer in

When we

set out to examine the Rule in some detail to learn what Claude has
about the Eucharist we are left in no doubt that for him it is at the centre
of the spiritual life and central also to his programme of formation for the young
men who have committed themselves to his care as director. But what he has to say
about the Eucharist must be seen from the perspective that he is still not ordained
priest and that most of his remarks were written at the time when as yet Mass was
not being said regularly at least in their own community - when all had to go outside
to assist at Mass in one of the churches in the locality. And this, incidentally, brings
home to us that as there is no sign that the Rule had been rewritten, we are dealing
with a document that dates to a considerable extent from the time when Claude
was but a clerical student and when as there yet there was no resident priest in
the community, probably before autumn 1705.
We should not expect a Rule to contain a whole system of spirituality. The talks
or allocutions given by Claude on Saturdays and Sundays on the subject of prayer
(39-40), the spiritual reading in common where questions on the subject matter
were asked by the Superior (34,39), the public reading of Sacred Scripture and
abbreviated lives of the saints etc, had their ongoing formative value in this sphere.
Claude would have been able to draw on his own vivid personal experience in the
matter of prayer, asceticism and his developing relation with God. Then the eight
day retreat preached by a Jesuit at the beginning of the school year would have set
the tone in the seminary in a special way.
We have seen that the Eucharist was central to Claude's own spiritual
development and we find evidence of this attitude in the Rule composed for
the guidance of the students, particularly in the directions given as to what their
behaviour to the Eucharist should be. The new arrivals would have needed a
special catechesis in this area. Daily Mass going would not necessarily have been
a feature of their life to date. Now they had to be accustomed to make this the prime
exercise of their day. We can see part of this catechesis in various references in the
Rule, not all in one section but under the various aspects of the life of the seminary.
Rule 20, listing the principal daily exercises which must never be missed, puts the
Eucharist at the head, followed by meditation, spiritual reading and the particular
examination of conscience. All other exercises were held in their own chapel and
when Rule 21 speaks of their having to make a visit to their own chapel before
leaving the house in order to prepare their minds, this may indicate that they had
the Blessed Sacrament reserved there and that Mass was occasionally offered in
the house. Rule 36 deals specifically with the Eucharist for the first time. It reads
to say

as follows:

Assistance at Holy

recommended.
is

No

Mass with

the greatest respect can never be too highly
one should ever miss Mass unless he is so sick that he

unable to leave the house.

Here we see Claude

stating clearly and briefly what their major priority should
can be sure that in his allocutions he developed this theme with
that persuasiveness which his biographer Fr. Thomas recalled with admiration in
later years. Their external demeanour during the celebration of the Eucharist is a
matter that the Rule could be expected to stress and this we have seen already in
the section dealing with reverence for sacred things and places (Nos 88-92). In
no 84 we find Claude recommending complete silence as they prepare their souls
for the celebration of Mass in some outside church and prescribing that on days

be in
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We

they received Holy Communion they were to spend a quarter of an hour in
prayer of thanksgiving in the church.
When it came to making regulations about receiving Holy Communion, Claude
had to be guided by the practice of his day. Daily or even frequent reception of Holy
Communion was definitely not part of Christian living in those days for the reasons
dealt with when treating of Claude's own personal rule of life. For his students

when

now Claude

regulates as follows in this matter:

sacraments of Penance and Holy Eucharist once a
urged very strongly to approach these sacraments even more
frequently, subject to the advice of their (spiritual) directors (no 37).

Everyone

shall receive the

fortnight. All are

A similar directive is in the Aa manual.

Claude himself however, had been singled
report for special mention in that he had been allowed by his
director to receive three times a week.
There was no restriction on the frequency with which the sacrament of Penance
out in the secret

Aa

could be approached in those days and it was taken for granted that one must
always receive that sacrament before presuming to receive Holy Communion. In
this connection it is worth mentioning that one of the minor changes introduced
into Claude's Rule by his successor was to prescribe that "Every one shall receive
the Sacrament of Penance once a week".
Claude set out to foster an atmosphere of prayer in the house throughout the
whole day using the devotional practices and regulations then being standardised
for seminaries - many of them having been borrowed from life in religious houses.
Silence, as we have seen at some length elsewhere, was the all pervading ingredient
in this religious menu. But then there were the fixed times for communal prayers
at morning and evening as well as particular examination of conscience at midday.
Recitation of the Rosary in common was also provided for as well as the public
recitation of the Angelus morning, noon and evening. Then during working hours,
when minds tended to concentrate too much on the problems of the moment, a
functionary had the duty of calling on all to raise their hearts to God. The signal
for this was the calling out of the words used as the Eucharist was about to enter
its most solemn moment namely: Sursum Corda, leaving it to all to answer in the
sincerity of their own hearts the response Habemus ad Dominum (Cf 34, 153). Once
again we notice that a similar recommendation for students is to be found in the
'

Aa manual

(p. 5).

Certain occupations of their nature tend to call forth earthy reactions. These in
particular had to be salted, so to speak, with a positive religious motivation. We have
already seen this in connection with the recommended approach to eating, but in
the days before flushed toilets and other improvements in sanitation, chores like
slopping out, especially for others, could be rather repelling. Claude with French
realism in such matters does not hesitate to make clear mention of them in the Rule
and reminds those entrusted with such chores in their turn to recall that they were
participating in the ministry of service to Christ in his brothers (185/6, 190).
As one senses here again clear echoes of what is written in the Aa manual for
the guidance of its members in their helping visits to hospitals one is prompted
to enquire as to whether Claude encouraged the students of his seminary to help
in hospitals as he had done so often himself. 25 There is no evidence in the rule
or elsewhere that he allowed for such extramural activity. Though one should
expect that he would encourage them to be active members of the Sodality of

Our Lady. There was a home for elderly,
Community of St. Francis des

vicinity, the

infirm and less well off priests in the
and the fact that the director of

Sales,
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community paid a visit to Claude as the news of his serious illness got abroad,
might indicate that there was a close relationship between the two communities.
The custom of instructing the childred of the area and in particular the little
Savoyard chimney sweeps was still being honoured at the seminary up till the
French Revolution; and at the time of the merger with Fr. Libermann's society
it would appear that the students at the Colonial Seminary, as it was then known,
had a strong tradition of being actively involved in catechetics and other pastoral
work among the poor in the locality. 26
The infirmarians in particular, because of their close contact with those
suffering from human infirmities, were to be particularly conscious of their
duties as a service, and they were to try to ensure that their charges viewed
their sufferings as part of the cross to be carried willingly and not merely passively
suffered. They were to see that their patients did not miss Mass if at all possible
but never at the risk of their health. Neither was anyone in the house to engage in
any fasting apart from what was prescribed by the church. The only exception in
that matter was the fast observed in the house in preparation for their big feast of
the Immaculate Conception (68).
Most of what is so far prescribed was the normal regime in seminaries then and
till recent times. There is one particular item, however, in Claude's programme
which strikes an unaccustomed note, namely his recommendation that all should
set one day in the month aside in preparing for death. This might appear at first
mention to betray a morbid preoccupation with death, especially viewed in the
light of Claude's own early death, but seen in its actual presentation and viewed
also against Claude's balanced attitude to so many other aspects of life, his
recommendation does not sound all that unreasonable even if unusual. We let
his words speak for themselves:
this

One day out of every month shall be chosen for earnest meditation on death.
The day before, everyone shall receive Holy Communion as if it were the last
day of his life. The meditation on that day shall deal with death, and the
examen on the order that one has to put in all one's little affairs
moment. The reading that day shall be on an appropriate subject.
However, the regular period of study shall not be interrupted nor shall the
number of spiritual exercises be increased.
That day shall be for everyone's profit as it is intended if everyone carries
out one's daily round as though for the last time in his life. Each shall retire

particular
at that

that night as if he

he

were entering

shall not see the

his coffin, with the holy

morrow (No

thought that perhaps

43).

One may be tempted to wonder what the students made of this exercise as young
people tend to find the prospect of their own death rather theoretical. We are not
without some clue to the answer of this question. One young man, Rene Allenou,
whom we have already mentioned, was so impressed with this section of Claude's
rule that he inserted it from memory in the Rule he himself composed years
later for the society of sisters dedicated to the Holy Spirit which he was mainly
responsible for founding. 27 As to where Claude himself got this idea in the first
place, we can only surmise. He may well have been a member of the Bona
Mors (happy death) society known to have been run by the Jesuits in Nantes in
connection with their sodality. 28
Claude's Rule was not composed at one session. There are parts of the Rules for
particular functionaries which would have made little sense for the first students.
They were a small group getting to know one another and gradually trying to
7
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structure their lives around their studies, their meals and

common

prayers.

The

grew was then as much a product of their situation as at a later period
the community was guided by the Rule. And though the Rule fulfilled its function
when explained and amplified by Claude, it is obvious that it was never restructured
as it might have been once the community had become enlarged and organised in
its own self contained premises. Claude literally had not the time to spare at that
period, and in fact he was never to be afforded the opportunity.
The work developed not merely quantitatively; its very nature must have evolved
in Claude's own mind. At first he was just providing a structured shelter for the
proper formation of the few students whose desperate plight attracted his attention.
He probably had no very clear vision of the nature of their final destination once
they had completed their studies. In the early days Claude had toyed with the idea
of forming future religious - generous souls who would be formed to ascetic habits
and ready to embrace the strict life of a contemplative order. 29 Claude as we have
seen had come to the considered conclusion that such a vocation did not suit
himself. It could be that at this stage he had come under the influence of Fr. Simon
Gourdan who had at one period left the Canons Regular to join forces with the
reformed Cistercians under de Ranee. There is no hard evidence about this stage
of Claude's thinking. The time came when, either as a result of his conversations
with Grignion de Montfort or because of his own reading of the signs of the times,
he decided to concentrate on the formation of future pastors, but pastors of a very
Rule

as

it

special kind.

There are some indications in the Rule that Claude may have had the model
of a religious community in his mind as he was writing. In one instance he
had actually written the word religious where the context almost called for that
term, but he crossed out the word religious retaining the word cleric (73). The
main constitutive characteristics of religious life as understood in the Catholic
tradition are the public commitments to the vows of chastity, obedience and
poverty, together with a commitment to live in community. Regarding the
commitment to chastity, that is also an integral aspect of the priesthood as
understood in the church in communion with Rome. The public commitment
to practising evangelical poverty and obedience together with community life are
what distinguish the religious order priests from the diocesan or secular clergy.
Claude's Rule lays great stress on the practice of obedience and poverty for his
students. The practice of evangelical poverty was very dear to himself. He wanted
it to be the hallmark of his seminary and we shall see that he had hopes that this
would be a life long commitment by the products of his formation. Reserving this
subject for a special treatment we turn first to what Claude had to say about the
practice of obedience.
The quality of the obedience Claude set out to realise in his seminary seems
more appropriate in a religious community than a seminary where students are in
a sense just passing through. Indeed this must have entered Claude's own mind as
he penned the words: "Nothing is more important for the well ordered running of
the community than obedience" (125). When he crossed out the word community
and substituted house it is taken for granted that he was seeking to circumvent the
1666 edict proscribing the formation of any new religious community without due
authorisation, but the fact that Claude wrote the word community in this context
seems to indicate that he realised that the model he had in mind in this context
was a community of religious. However the main aspect of the obedience he was
seeking to inspire was its value for the well ordering of the house and its educational
cutting-edge in training these young men in the exercise of self-control, self-denial
and self-abasement as contrasted with the spirit of self-assertiveness and an
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overbearing manner in their pastoral life later. As we read his full statement on
obedience we realise that it is not an obedience being forced on the students from
a position of authority, a dictat. Claude is always conscious that he is dealing with
people who are his peers and that the value of his Rule will depend on its being seen
to be in the best interests of each and of all. We let the Rule speak for itself:
25.

Blind obedience to the orders of those in charge

recommended

to

is

particularly

all.

Nothing is more important for the well ordered running of the house
125.
than obedience. Nothing can be recommended more highly. It is a great virtue
to submit one's own will to that of another in all things.
126.

All therefore shall

obey with promptitude and

alacrity.

Care should be taken not to fall into the following faults: to murmur
what has been ordered; to show by gestures and tone of voice that one
is not happy about obeying; to assume a nasty and surly air; to argue extensively
about what has been ordered; to dispute sometimes even with the one who has
given the order; to ask him for his reasons and to demand one that satisfies;
to complain to one's friends about the harshness of the orders, etc.
127.

against

Evangelical Poverty
Considering that Claude included a section on obedience in his Rule

it

may seem

strange that he did not have a similar section on poverty. After all he had stipulated
that none but the poor could be admitted to the seminary and though it is not

Rule itself it was understood that when ordained they would minister
among the poor by choice. Others who were providing seminaries for such students
stated in the

believed in maintaining a regime calculated to ensure that the students while in
training were habituated to real poverty by the conditions of life in the seminary lest

having got a taste for the good life they would be less inclined to opt for service in
conditions of poverty later. Briefly, a regime of austerity was insisted on as a matter
of policy. That was not Claude's approach. He saw to it that his proteges were well
catered for and made feel children of the family; but he had certain regulations and
counsels in this matter of poverty when dealing with various aspects of life in the
seminary.
For instance when dealing with the subject of food his main concern was that
the students were properly fed, as well as could be afforded in their circumstances,
enjoying the same rations and the same service as the directors and the superior.
There was to be no distinction in fare or service for anyone in the house except
when one's health required special treatment. But he does stress that the students
are to be content with the food set before them, that they are not to complain,
that as they are all poor people they are to look on what they get as coming from
Providence. He reminds them that Christ did not complain on the cross; so they
too were to be inspired by a spirit of Christian mortification and avoid all signs of
sensuality in their approach to food. This was a matter then of Christian poverty
of spirit, not a matter preaching economy. He draws the line firmly at what he
considers an attack on the attitude he wants all to have when he absolutely forbids
any one to accept invitations to dine out in town. In this connection it is worth
mentioning that many years later, when Fr. Libermann and Fr. Lannurien took
over direction of the seminary in 1848, at a time when discipline left much to
be desired, one of their first problems was to have to crack down on students
dining out!
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The

only time Claude introduces the topic of economy rather than a spirit of
is in the special regulations for functionaries, especially the Bursar. There
are clear guidelines on the care of all property in the house, and the Bursar is
instructed to make his economies by buying at the best price.
When dealing with decorum and clothes, Claude's first concern is for
cleanliness. He reminds all that poor clothes can be clean. But again he does
have simple guidelines on the type of clothes which were not in keeping with

poverty

their status as

poor people depending on

and
should not be worn, because such an ornament is

He

No 105, for example, makes it
No 112 reads: "Velvet breeches

charity.

clear that expensive type hats are forbidden,

a little

unbecoming in our

case".

obviously believes that wigs are not for them either but he tempers his ruling
in this matter by adding that if someone feels that a wig is necessary in his case he
is to see that it is as ordinary as possible. But he draws the absolute line at the use

of such luxuries as snuff and face powder (No. 114).
Not a lot then by way of practical directives in this matter of poverty which might
be expected to be continually stressed in their circumstances, and if this were all to
be said on the subject in the context of the formation given in the seminary for poor
students, one would feel that there was something missing. Indeed. A vital part of
Claude's life and message would have been omitted.
Claude had been reared in an ambience where the accumulation of wealth was
a way of life. In fact it could be said that Claude himself was the cause or the
motivating factor in the pronounced pursuit of wealth within his own family circle.
The driving passion of his parents in this matter was to provide their heir with a
fortune of gold and a title of nobility. We have seen the story of his rejection of this
proposed destiny and his romance with Lady Poverty. In that story we have seen
some of the personalities and the factors which forged the chain of events leading
eventually to Claude's opting for the priesthood, his rejection of the comfortable
benefice or clerical posts secured for him, and his gesture of solidarity with the
poor by insisting that his titulus clericalis should be the minimum required for
even the poorest cleric seeking to be promoted to orders. It was understood that
he had confirmed this total abandoning of worldly goods by taking a vow to live a
life of poverty. 30
So far we have seen the negative side of his opting for poverty - the leaving of all
in accordance with the Lord's invitation to the rich young man. He was shedding
his worldly goods in order to be free to follow the Master. As he himself said: "I
long for the day to be dispossessed of all I own in order to depend on Providence".
Quite soon the Lord made it clear what he wanted from him personally. By nature
and by special grace he felt he was called to help the poor but not merely, or
even principally, at an economic level. The poor he was to help were the hungry
sheep who needed shepherds, shepherds who would be animated with a spirit of
compassion and total dedication; pastors who would be in the shepherd business
not for the benefice but as instruments of the Lord. To provide such pastors was
a tall order, so to speak, a glorious vocation, but that was to be his charism. And
not even his friend, Grignion de Montfort, could dissuade him to abandon this
demanding vocation, entailing much personal sacrifice, and opt for pastoral work
,

directly.

When Claude made a study of the counsels of those who had already been
involved in the work of providing such pastors for neglected posts in the vineyard
of the Lord - the message that must have come home to him was the one put so

by that other barrister who opted for the priesthood, M. Doranlo, whom
already. His message was that detachment from riches or evangelical
poverty was the cardinal virtue to be aimed at by the good pastor. 31 Again Claude
clearly

we have met
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was bound

to

have as one of his models the Seminary of the Holy Spirit founded in

Quimper by the Congregation of Priests dedicated to the Holy Spirit, and he would
have been familiar with the advice given these priests in the manual composed for
their guidance by Pere Le Grand which we have already quoted:
Let them love

foundation of the evangelical perfection
abhorring not merely avarice itself but even the very

spiritual poverty as the

they should aim
semblance of it..

They must be

at,

far

removed from

all

a figure in public or raise themselves

ambition and renounce
above other people....

all

desires to cut

It is in such words as these that we see the real significance of the spirit of poverty
being lauded by the spiritual masters of this movement to provide a supply of
pastors who would turn their back on the spirit of the age of Louis XIV, with its
stress on titles of nobility and university degrees, the hunt for benefices and the
neglect of the poor and ordinary. What was needed then was a kenosis or emptying
oneself not merely of material possession but of all attempts to lord it over others,
a spirit of gentleness and caring for others based on a profound humility.
Claude found these ideals and motives for action put succinctly in the series
of meditations given in his Aa manual. In particular there was the meditation for
Christmas where in simple but telling terms was shown that Christ's first lesson
to the world was through his practice of total poverty, of not making his greatness
depend on the created goods which could have been at his disposal. Again the
meditation for November was based on the Beatitude: "Blessed are the poor in
spirit for theirs is the kingdom of heaven".. The lesson is once more underlined that
even those blessed with an abundance of this world's goods are not to set their heart
on them as their treasure but to be ready to use them in the interests of the needy;
that the riches of heaven are exchanged only for the poverty of earth voluntarily
embraced. 32 Claude had left his great share of the world's wealth behind him
before he had joined ranks with the Aa, but it was from then on that he learned
that his special vocation was to embrace total poverty in the interests of the poor
and to devote his life in the formation of priests who would minister to the poor.
There then these are the ideals which Claude might have been expected to put
before his students by word and example; and by all the accounts which have come
down to us this was the example he succeeded in giving his students not merely in
the written Rule and in his oral explanations but above all by his personal dealings
with them. One of these early students, Rene Allenou de la Ville -Angevin, we
have already met as the composer of the rule for the society of religious known
as the Daughters of the Holy Spirit, a rule that follows closely Claude's Rule for
the seminarians, incorporating as well aspects of Claude's oral commentary and
his living witness to the spirit of the Rule. Pere Michel, when dealing with the
passage in Rene Allenou's rule where he gives directives for the superior in her
dealings with aspirants to the society, set about applying the passage to Claude
himself by substituting the masculine pronoun for the feminine and the word
seminarians instead of sisters. The result is to put before us a portrait of Claude
as remembered by one of his students of the period, a portrait confirmed in its
essentials by other contemporaries:

In his duties as superior he will always

God, recognising

in his heart that

he

is

remember

to

humble himself before

unworthy of this charge and

a greater

sinner than any of his students. He will treat his students with great gentieness
and humanity, regarding himself as the least of all. He will carefully study the
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and their temperaments in order to be able to lead them
along more freely...
He will always ask for the necessary enlightenment from the Holy Spirit
and treat his students with such patience and gentleness that he will be able
to obtain their entire confidence and win their hearts. He will take to himself
that precious lesson ofJesus Christ: Learn of Me that I am gentle and humble
of heart. Have a very high esteem for poverty and disinterestedness - preferring
always to go without something than to see the students in need of it. 33
inclinations of each

An example

of how Claude dealt with one of his students is recorded by Jean
Faulconnier, whom we have met previously as the first student taken care of by
Claude. He recalled the incident as follows:

One

day, a

some four

young man belonging
years to

become

to the

community who had

a Carthusian, left the college,

felt

the urge for

Louis

le

Grand,

before the end of classes, taking his books back with him to the community
as he had the intention of quitting in order to go and join the Carthusians. He
happened to meet Fr. des Places who asked him why he had come back so
early. The young man then revealed his plans. Fr. des Places instantly turned
to the Lord for guidance. He then said to the student: "My friend, God is not

you there". Seeing that the young man persisted, citing the long space
of time over which he had given to reflecting on this project and protesting
the purity of his intentions, des Places replied: "If this inclination persists for
a few days longer I will support you in your plans". He then told him to return
to the rest of class. That young man revealed later that never after did he feel
calling

the least inclination to follow that vocation. 34

catch a glimpse of the young director who had studied
them gently but firmly along; above all we see the
strove to keep a hot line open, as it were, to the Holy Spirit for

In this simple incident

we

his students' aptitudes, leading

director

who

guidance in such delicate decisions.
The third student who has left us his memories of Claude in this particular
connection is, of course, his biographer, Fr. Thomas. He stresses the spirit of
poverty that animated Claude's whole approach to life after his conversion, as
well as his gentleness and consideration for the students:

He was

often seen carrying home what he had bought, both in order to save
something for the benefit of his students and in order to humble himself...
Furthermore he welcomed these embarrassing experiences out of the best

motives in a perfect spirit of humility He often expounded those motives to
his poor students and urged them not only to bear such humiliations with
courage but to seek them out eagerly. He succeeded in convincing them. His
words, and still more his example, made them conquer the embarrassment
and timidity that are natural to youth... Claude humbled himself to the point
of washing dim dishes and even cleaning the shoes of his students. This was
the rule he established and he himself set the example in keeping it. 35
7

.

When

Fr. Thomas speaks of the influence of Claude's example on his students,
he is speaking with personal experience. He and the other directors who took over
charge of the seminary after Claude, had been formed by him, and the marked
degree to which his spirit lived on in them is the greatest testimony to the charism
and teaching of the founder.
One of the immediate directors, Fr. Peter Caris, who for over forty years trudged
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the streets of Paris trying to collect sufficient to keep the wolf from the door wrote
late in life:

'

I struggle as best I can to pay my debts and I have difficulty in making ends
meet; the times are bad and alms very scarce and not very generous. But I
do not complain of Divine Providence. I believe it is better for us to be poor
rather than rich, provided we have what is necessary even though others would
call this dying of starvation. I am content. Lord Jesus Christ, our Master, was
content to live and die a poor man 36

The students of the seminary were well aware of the spirit of poverty and sacrifice
which animated the directors and several of them are on record as having been
inspired by these high ideals all through their lives in fields as far apart as China,
French Guyana and Canada. Let us take a few examples of their witness to this
aspect of Claude's teaching and example which was an integral aspect of the
seminary he founded.
We could start with Francois Pottier. He was one of the students who was made
repeat part of his philosophy course on entering the Seminary in order to come up
required standard of studies. Later, when appointed bishop of Su-Tchuen
China, he took as his episcopal motto the words: Ama nesciri etpro nihilo reputari,
Love to live unknown and regarded as nothing. He may have borrowed these
words from the Imitation of Christ, but his choice reflects also of the traditions
of his seminary days.
Turning now to French Guyana we find Fr. Lanoe writing back to his directors
to the

in

in the following terms:

When

I had the honour of being associated with your house, I had then
no dreams about my appointment or my retirement or any other temporal
advantage. My one ambition was to co-operate with the work of God. If I
were now to be told that I would have to beg for my bread at the close of
my days it would not worry me in the least. Jesus Christ was in a different
condition from mine; I would prefer the ignominy and the poverty of his cross
to all the riches and honours in the world. 37

Another missionary, writing nostalgically
Seminary (1763-88), had this to say:

to Fr.

Becquet, the Superior of the

I wish we here were of one heart and one soul and that we knew nothing of the
unfortunate words mine and thine. How it is to be desired that we were like
you, Fathers, living in a type of community with a bursar who gave each just
what he needed and gave an exact account each year of receipts and expenses

to all the missionaries. 38

An

interesting confrontation between two former students of the Seminary
recorded as taking place in the homeland, involved the spirit of poverty! The
municipality of Saint-Xandre near la Rochelle refused to guarantee a satisfactory
financial support for the Daughters of Wisdom, a society of sisters founded by
Grignion de Montfort, who were engaged in education and care of the sick in the
area. Fr. Duchesne, who was responsible for such arrangements for the sisters,
recalled this community to their Mother House on this issue. The pastor of the
Saint-Xandre had been a contemporary of Fr. Duchesne when they were students
at the Holy Spirit Seminary. He now wrote to Fr. Duchesne complaining of this
decision based on mere financial considerations:
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You will recall, dear confrere, that the community of sisters at Saint-Xandre
was one of the oldest of the communities of the Daughters of Wisdom, if not
the oldest. You and I were educated at the Holy Spirit Seminary. We filled the
function of porter together, we washed the dishes together etc. The founders
of the Missions of Saint-Laurent (Grignion de Montfort) and the founder of
the Seminary were the closest friends; they fostered in their disciples a spirit
of disinterestedness, of poverty and of charity. Should it then happen that it is
under a superior of Saint-Laurent, an alumnus of the Seminary, and under a
pastor who had received his first ecclesiastical education at the Seminary that
on a mere consideration of money, the oldest community of that society should
founder? 39
Finally

we conclude

this section

where Claude's heritage

is

seen to be

alive

and

well long after his death with a remarkable tribute from Fr. Besnard, a former
student of the Seminary who joined the society founded by Grignion de Montfort

and was destined

to

become

its

Superior General:

The

reader knows the purpose assigned to the young clerics gathered in Holy
Trained in all the functions of the sacred ministry and in all
the priestly virtues through the careful attention and still more through the
example of their wise directors, they possess a high degree of detachment,
zeal and obedience. They devote themselves to the service and the needs of
the Church, without any desire other than to serve her and be useful to her.
One sees that under the guidance of their immediate superiors and at
the first sign of their will - but always in dependence on the bishops they constitute a kind of military detachment of auxiliary troops, ready to
go anywhere where there is work to be done for the salvation of souls.
They consecrate themselves preferably to missionary activity both foreign
and domestic, offering to go and stay in the poorest and most abandoned
Spirit Seminary.

places for which

it is

especially difficult to find candidates.

Whether

it is

a

question of being exiled into the remote countryside or buried in the caverns
of a hospital, teaching in a college, lecturing in a seminary, directing a poor
community, travelling to the farthest corners of the Kingdom [of France] or
staying there in an austere post, whether it is a question even of crossing the
seas and going to the ends of the earth to gain a soul for Christ - their motto
40
is: Behold, we are ready to do Thy will: Ecce ego, mitte me (Is. 6 v. XII).

Louis Mary de Montfort Grignion - missionary priest of the community of the Holy Spirit
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