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Claude welcomed death as the entry into his fathers' house. For the house he left
behind his premature passing was an unmitigated tragedy. Yet the fact that his work
not merely survived the traumatic shock but lived on to realise his expectations was
little short of a miracle. All the odds were stacked against it just then, dependent
as it was on charity and now threatened with dispersal because of the near famine
conditions prevailing in Paris. One can be certain that the supporting hand of the
Jesuits must have warded off the almost inevitable closure of the seminary. Bereft
of their father and leader the inexperienced students could scarcely have kept the
ship afloat, much less keep it directly on course. But it is not fanciful to believe
that though Claude's body had been consigned to the pauper's grave his spirit
still lived on to inspire all concerned to ensure that his noble creation survived.
The memory of his vibrant personality, the example of his heroic commitment and
the solid foundations he had laid were no mere nostalgic legacy. All must have felt
that they owed it to him to take over from where he had left off, knowing that with
the same confidence in Providence which he had displayed over the years they
could be sure of God's help. Claude's charism as seen in action over the past six
years could not have been in vain. The men he had lived with and lovingly trained
could be expected to do him proud once they had picked themselves up and sorted
matters out - young and inexperienced as all of them were.
When it came to naming a successor to Claude there was little choice. If Fr.
Mic nael Le Barbier had been allowed to remain on one could expect him to have
been the obvious choice having been so close to Claude since their childhood. He
had volunteered to come to Claude's aid at a critical period and had given over
three years of dedicated service at the seminary, terminated only by the call of
obedience to his bishop who had asked that he return for duty in his native diocese.
But Michael was destined to follow his friend Claude to an early grave, within a
matter of months. He died 22 May 1710 aged thirty years and eight months.
At the time of Claude's death there were two of the students who had reached
the priesthood: Louis Bouic who had just been ordained, and James Gamier who
had been ordained the previous December. It was inevitable that the honour and
the onus of taking over the direction of the house should go to Fr. Gamier.
Like Fr. Le Barbier, Fr. Gamier had come from a family with close ties with
Claude's parents. When he joined the seminary early in October 1704 at the age
of twenty-two he had already received the subdiaconate at St Malo. Naturally he
was soon co-opted by Claude on to the management team as an associate. In due
time he was promoted to the deaconate having had his dimissorial letters issued
by the bishop of Rennes 7 Nov 1706. Once ordained priest December 1708 he
would have been more involved in the running of the house and his work load
would have substantially increased after the departure of Fr. Le Barbier early
in June. He would have had to bear much of the brunt of the aftermath of the
Great Winter and would be in the thick of the task of transporting their goods
and chattels from rue Rollin to their new residence as well as helping to get the
house in order for the opening of the new academic year.
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Louis Bouic, superior 1710-63
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To Fr. Gamier would have fallen the unenviable task of presiding over the crisis
situation

once Claude went down

made then that he was

ill

end of September. Decisions had to be
was a rude baptism for one so young and

at the

ill-prepared for.

It

inexperienced and with so little resources at his disposal. One can imagine him
trying to cope with the stream of distinguished visitors, all of whom no doubt had
their own advice to offer him. It was quite natural then that it devolved on him to
try as best he might to take over where Claude had left off.
We have no information about what sort of person Fr. Gamier was. There is
a portrait which professes to depict him, but how true to reality it is we have no
proof. It portrays him as extremely young, boyish almost and fragile; not the sort
of person one could easily visualise as being able to carry the weight of such a
large community on his fragile shoulders especially as the food crisis continued
unabated. Indeed poor Fr. Gamier was not destined to carry his cross for long.
Within a space of five months he had gone to join Claude in the common grave
at Saint-Etienne. He died 1 March 1710 aged but 26 years and five months.
This second death of the head of the house within a matter of months must
have cast a gloom over the community and given cause for worry to all interested
in the survival of the seminary. It would need something out of the ordinary to
steady the nerves and to instil the confidence that was vital for survival. What
was needed now was not a new charismatic leader but a strong, stout-hearted and
practical administrator who could keep his head, pick up the threads, realising
that a strong foundation had been laid, and try to get the others to co-operate
with him as a team. Providentially such a man was available in Fr. Louis Bouic,
the one priest in the community. So once again the choice was inevitable, and also
unanimous. And in stark contrast with his two predecessors he was to remain head
of the community for the next fifty three years, removed from office only by death.
In fact even when there was the possibility of removing him from office according
to rule, he was regularly confirmed every three years. That speaks for itself.
That Fr. Bouic got things going and kept up the highest standards all round
1
is not in question. The history of the seminary tells us that.
But Fr. Bouic was
always at pains to stress that the house was run by a team, a team of men trained
by Fr. des Places, and that their aim was to continue faithfully in his footsteps.
The main members of that team in the early years were, apart from Fr. Bouic, Fr.
Peter Thomas, Claude's first biographer, and Fr. Peter Caris known as the Poor
Priest of Paris. These three men in particular were responsible not merely for the
continuance and development of the work begun by Claude but also for the strict
observance of the Rule he had given them and the adherence to the ethos he had
so carefully thought out and instilled in the community of students during his six
years as their spiritual father. In addition to this routine work, if it may be so called,
they were to preside over a number of major developments that were part of the
natural evolution of Claude's work which only the passage of time could achieve:
in particular we mention here the negotiating of the legal approval by church and
state of the seminary and society, the composing of a rule governing the life of a
society which gradually came into existence and was committed to continue the
work begun by Claude, the acquisition of a new and more commodious location,
the erecting of a purpose-built seminary premises etc. In particular they were to
see to it that the priests formed in the seminary, Spiritans as they were generally
known, went to the areas in the church at home and overseas where the duties
were the most demanding and the temporal incentives the least enticing. In these
concluding pages we deal only with the aspects of the life of the seminary which
help retroactively to highlight the main features of Claude's own contribution.
The big events of the first few years of the new administration were the
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promotion to the priesthood of the senior students who had been with Claude
from the start at rue des Cordiers. Naturally some of these first fruits of the
seminary were to remain on as directors, thus providing the staff required to
look after the spiritual and material needs of the seventy to eighty students being
catered for. Then there was the problem of locating the newly ordained in posts
in keeping with the stated ideals of the house; not that there would be ever much
of a problem in finding posts for such well-prepared pastors once bishops had got
to

know of the

sterling quality of their training.

Grignion de Montfort

One

of the first fields opened up to the students of the seminary came courtesy
of Grignion de Montfort. We are indebted to Grignion's biographer, Fr. Charles
Besnard, for an extended account of Grignion's special visit which, apart from
being crucial to the life of the society he had founded, was of particular interest
to Besnard as a former student of the seminary.
Grignion had long realised that he must one day found a society to continue
his special ministry of conducting parish missions. He was so busy however
conducting such missions in Brittany and Normandy that he had not the time
to concentrate on the problems of organising a society and looking for vocations.
Now as Fr. Besnard informs us, having finalised his plans under God's guidance,
God made it clear to him how he should go about achieving his purpose:

The

first

means he employed was to go and confer with his long-standing
Holy Spirit Seminary in Paris with whom he had

friends, the directors of the

always entertained the close relations he had with Fr. des Places... 2

Besnard does not give us any indication

as to

how

or

when Grignion had been

in close contact with the current directors (June 1713), but

whatever else he

had in mind he scarcely could have been referring to the meetings he had with
Claude himself away back in 1703 before he had actually founded the seminary:
the directors in question had not been admitted as students at that time. As we
have seen earlier a more recent visit to Paris by Grignion seems to be postulated,
and we saw that May/June 1709 was the most likely date. Early Summer 1713,
in spite of dangerous signs of fatigue, Grignion set off to walk the 90 leagues to
Paris, passing en route through Angers where Claude's sister was busy rearing her
young family.
When Grignion arrived at 11 rue Tournafort and entered the long, dark,
tunnel-like passage, he found the community at recreation in the quadrangle,
presumably engaged in the concertina type exercise associated with French
seminary

life

in restricted areas of recreation

i.e.

walking forward so

many

met the opposing group and then walking backwards to where
Grignion must have presented a rare sight, sporting his very unusual

steps until one

one

started!

and covered with the dust from

his long journey along country roads.
with a general greeting, looked around and singled out one
young student who was very surprised to be honoured with an embrace from
this unknown visitor. Grignion explained that he picked him out specially as he
was the poorest dressed and that the poor must be given first attention! In no time
the community warmed to him as a man of singular quality and learned to ignore
his rather unusual behaviour. As Besnard remarked, "They revered him as much
as the men of recent times who had been held up for their admiration: Fr. (later
Saint) John Eudes, Fr. Honore, Fr. Bourdoise, Fr. Le Nobletz and Fr. des Places

large hat

He

saluted

their teacher

all

and founder". 3
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Having received a very cold welcome from others he had visited in Paris,
Grignion was naturally very touched by his being made feel at home in the
seminary. As Besnard writes:
directors of the seminary were among those who remained always
supportive of him. As the house owed its origin to the late Fr. des Places,
his friend, they always had for him the esteem and the friendship which that
illustrious man had shown him right up to his death. Such sentiments then
were, so to say, part of their inheritance. 4

•The

Finding himself among friends, Grignion proceeded to unveil his plans for
launching his society. All were deeply impressed by his plans and the directors
promised him full support in sending him suitable candidates who would be ready
to co-operate in carrying out his mission. Besnard tells us that

As a result of this declaration which both parties looked on as
he wrote there and then

a sort of covenant

head of his Rule to serve as an introduction:
Paris a seminary, namely the Seminary of the Holy Spirit, where

There is in
young clerics with

at the

a vocation to the missions of the Company of
prepare themselves for entry while they acquire knowledge and virtue.

the

Mary

To

seal this matter more solemnly he inserted a similar statement in the middle
of the Rule, and in order to leave a perpetual memorial in the seminary he
commissioned a special statue of Our Lady on whose fan-shaped mantle the
images of twelve priests would be painted representing the candidates from the
seminary who over the years would want to join his society. Besnard concludes his

account:
is the origin of the close link that exists between the disciples of Fr.
des Places and the Company of Mary and the guarantee of supplying suitable
vocations ... as the same spirit reigns in both communities, the same views,
the same sentiments, the same zeal, the same spirit of poverty and abandon
to Divine Providence, the same ardour for the glory of God and the salvation
of souls. 5

This then,

After a two months stay in Paris Grignion returned to his mission crusade, happy
that he had achieved his purpose in cementing a solid association with the directors
of the Seminary of the Holy Spirit. 6 The precise terms of their agreement have not
survived on paper but from then on Grignion signed himself in official documents

Missionary Priest of the Community of the Holy Spirit". 7 There were only
two priests in Grignion's society by the time of his death, 28 April, 1716. At least
two thirds of the numbers of his followers by the end of the century had come
through the Seminary in Paris. It was not merely the young priests who opted
to join Grignion's society after their ordination: several of the directors planned
to do likewise. Fr. Caris, the bursar and bread-winner of the house, had his few
belongings packed and was about to set off for Saint-Laurent, the only house
owned by Grignion's society at the time, when he was requested by Fr. Bouic
to remain at this post which was so vital to the survival of the seminary. As Fr.
Caris directed the various students to Saint-Laurent over the years he invariably
reminded them how fortunate they were and looked on them as his substitutes.
Even the redoubtable Fr. Thomas joined the Saint-Laurent community for a time
and dedicated the new premises there to the Holy Spirit. He too was requested by
Fr. Bouic to return to his post as director at the seminary. The same year, 1724,
as "a
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another director of the seminary, Fr. Joseph Hedan, asked to be allowed to join
Hedan was allowed to remain on there for the
rest of his days. 8
Grignion's community continued to be known as the Missionary Priests of the
Holy Spirit under the invocation of the Immaculate Conception of the Blessed
Virgin. At first the motive was to ensure the close link with the seminary which
was its lifeline for vocations. Later there was an extra reason: to share somehow in
the legal recognition and protection of the Seminary lest they be accused of having
started a new society without the requisite legal permission. Several unsuccessful
applications for legal recognition were made under the long superiorship, thirty
three years, exercised by Fr. Besnard. Eventually he succeeded in 1773 with some
notable assistance from the friends of the Holy Spirit Seminary and significantly
the official title under which they were given their legal status was The Missionary
Priests of the Holy Spirit! 9
the Saint-Laurent community. Fr.

Louis xiv
Claude had achieved

a delicate balancing-act in avoiding a clash with the

edict proscribing the founding of any

1666

new community whatever

without applying
for letters patent and in conducting a large seminary without having to put it under
the direct control of the Archbishop of Paris. He had his good reasons for so acting
while his work was in its infancy and he was shaping its vocation as there were
dangers that its very character might be altered against his will.
A time would come when Claude would judge it opportune to apply for legal
recognition for the society that would by then have evolved to ensure the running
of the seminary. For the seminary itself he did not require legal recognition but if
challenged for not having taken out letters patent he would be in the anomalous
position that he had no documentary proof that his work had been recognised by
the competent ecclesiastical authority as a seminary. An obvious place where a
problem could arise was if they sought to benefit from a legacy in their favour:
they would not be entitled to claim it since they had no legal personality. Direct
donations from the living posed no problem. Bequests from the dead could land

them

in dire trouble!

The seminary depended

entirely on charity in the early years, relying on the
generosity of the Jesuits' kitchen, on the donations from Claude's personal contacts
and later on the success or otherwise of Fr. Caris' begging tours around Paris.

normal takings would have been small but occasionally he did happen on a
Among those who befriended the seminary was Louis XIV himself.
Towards the end of his days he took a personal interest in the work: he had plans to
fund bursaries there and on learning of its lack of legal protection he had signified
Caris'

wealthy donor.

his intention to

have that matter remedied. Unfortunately death forestalled both

these good intentions. 10

One

know how Louis XIV had been influenced to take this special
such a hidden project at a time when his armies were faring badly and
his own health was a worry. As king he had no lack of informers on all things
good and bad happening in his realm. But with regard to such a work of charity
and religion one can be sure Mme. de Maintenon was well informed. This was
a realm in which she specialised and influenced royal policy. It is known that she
was very interested in the progress of the teacher-training centre being planned by
L'abbe Clement with the assistance of De La Salle and Claude. And being a close
relative of Cardinal de Noailles she would have been informed of the status of the
seminary and its plight after Claude's death. One wonders if as governess for many
is

curious to

interest in
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years to Louis' children she was aware of Claude's having dedicated his defense
of the Grand Acte in 1698 to Louis' son the Comte de Toulouse. But perhaps we

when we learn that
Louis' confessor at this period was none other than Fr. Michael Le Tellier, SJ,
former rector of the Assemblee des Amis at Louis le Grand while Claude was an
active member, and later rector of the College and Provincial of the Jesuits. 11 So
the seminary had no lack of supporters at the court, it would appear. The failure,
however, to achieve that more solid legal basis planned by Louis XIV was soon to
be regretted by Fr. Bouic and his friends at the seminary.
One of the benefactors of the seminary contacted by Fr. Caris was a wealthy
are nearer to the source of Louis' interest in Claude's seminary

Charles Lebegue (also Le Baigue or Le Begue), who lived in the
neighbouring parish of Saint Medard. We might have heard nothing of this good
priest's generosity towards the poor students were it not that after his death the
seminary learned that he had bequeathed the substantial sum of 40,000 livres
to the Community of the Holy Spirit, stipulating that they were to erect their
seminary in the parish of Saint Medard and were required to conduct specified
religious services there for the repose of his soul. In the words of the Book of
Maccabees this "was a holy and wholesome thought", but it almost encompassed
the suppression of Claude's seminary!
priest, Fr.

Suppression or Recognition?
contents of the Lebegue will were made known in 1726 and on the strength
of the good news Fr. Bouic proposed to purchase a new site for the seminary in
rue des Postes in the parish of Saint-Medard. In order to benefit from the legacy
however he had to apply for the required letters patent. There might have been no
problem in having them granted were it not for the amount of the money involved.
The will was contested by the priest's relatives and the strongest plank in their
legal case was that the Community of the Holy Spirit in its application and in the
letters patent thereby granted had admitted that it actually existed as a community
since 1703. The directors had run into a hornets' nest. All their opponents now
came out in the open to attack them, having been given the legal handle denied
them by Claude. They had not merely to contend with Lebegue's relatives; the
pastor of Saint-Medard declared loudly against their threatened intrusion into
his parish; the University of Paris attacked them for having flaunted their rights

The

to claim control over all

higher studies

when

they stated in their application that

were not to take degrees, thus incidentally depriving the University
of a sizeable income in the matter of fees; the Gallicans stepped in to put pressure
on the Cardinal Archbishop to suppress the seminary claiming he had no need of
an extra seminary having approved of five in Paris. Finally the Jansenists were eager
to strike a blow at the Jesuits in strangling this child of theirs which was promising
to be a nursery of strongly anti-Jansenist clergy in France in the near future; they
their students

moved

into action at the various levels.

Finding themselves under heavy siege and in danger of suppression, the
directors of the seminary took evasive action principally in disclaiming all
tide to the disputed legacy and in claiming exemption from the 1666 edict
by stating that they were a recognised seminary. When the new letters patent
were issued mentioning their claim to be a recognised seminary, one very hostile
Vicar General seized on this to have the Cardinal object to those letters stating
that he had given no such recognition to the seminary of the Holy Spirit. This
really rattled the directors. They hurriedly wrote a letter of abject apology to his

Eminence
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regretting the implied challenge to his authority.

They

stated that in

had merely intended to appeal
by the fact that bishops did not insist on their sending their
students to any other seminary before accepting them for ordination.
A few extracts from the series of official documents of this climactic period
will help not merely to document that intriguing incident but will help clarify
in retrospect what Claude himself had set out to do, and they will also open a
window on to the future of the community and the seminary. First the letters
patent issued at Versailles on behalf of Louis XV, May 1726. This document,
proposing to give legal status to the Community of the Holy Spirit, was issued
as a result of an application from the directors of the community in order to be
able to avail of the legacy left by Fr. Charles Lebegue.
In order to identify themselves as the Community of the Holy Spirit mentioned
in the bequest they had given an outline of the history and nature of the work. The
information so supplied was then used by the officials who drew up the document
in legal form as Royal Letters patent, a copy of which was sent to the relevant
civil authorities and to the Archbishop of Paris. A covering letter of approval from
the Archbishop was appended and the relevant conditions of his approval were
referred to in the Royal letter giving legal recognition to the community. We quote
at some length from this letter as it gives for the first time in an official document
what the successors of des Places understood as being the nature of the work he
founded and which they were now endeavouring to continue along the lines laid
down by him!
their extremity in order to avoid suppression they
to the recognition given

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

useful service of the church.

number of seminaries in our kingdom where one
young clerics who pay their fees, at least in part, the late des Places
wished that no one would be received in his community but poor students
who, though of good disposition, lacked the necessary resources to acquire
the piety and knowledge which the ecclesiastical state requires. He wished
by this establishment 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 the bishops can hardly find
Since there are a large

receives

anyone.

And

in order that there might be more room in this establishment for a
number of subjects it was agreed that no one could be admitted except
those who were ready to commence either philosophy or theology and also to
enable those who had finished their philosophy and theology to remain on in
that community for two extra years which would allow students to acquire a

greater

real capacity and be strengthened in virtue and be trained in the exercise of
the functions of the priesthood, and that they could not take any degrees so

keep those who are being trained in a hidden and an obscure life and
remove them from whatever might give them a distaste for the lowest of
ecclesiastical employment, and that they might receive Holy Orders there
when bishops judge it suitable. That since Fr. des Places died in 1709 this
as to

to
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after him by clerics trained by him, and that
currentiy governed by six of them and that there are about eighty persons
in the house; and that since it is the spirit of that community to place its trust

community had been governed
it is

it does not possess up till now any support and has depended
on casual alms given by devout persons; We have been informed that the
Lord has so blessed this work that not one student trained in this community
has directly or indirectly sought to secure a benefice nor has any one of them

in Providence
.solely

given disappointment in matters of morals or doctrine.
This then is what has influenced Us to give a grant to that community of 600
livres from our large treasury, and since then an increase from our personal
fund, and several prelates, edified by this institution whose advantages for the
church they are experiencing, have helped it by charitable donations and have
urged the assembly of the clergy to grant it in 1723 an allowance of 1,000
livres. Several other persons are strongly in favour of supporting this pious
institution

...

those reasons and after having produced the approval given by our
well-beloved cousin, Cardinal de Noailles, archbishop of Paris ... and desirous
of contributing to the limits of our power to an establishment recognised as
being of such advantage to the church and it being the only one of its type in
our kingdom, we with full royal power and authority ... confirm the existence
of this community of the Holy Spirit and of the Immaculate Conception ... In

For

all

consequence we wish and are pleased that the said community be governed
as it has been hitherto by priests from among those who have been trained
in the house and that one of them be elected by a majority of votes in order
to have power to oversee and have authority not merely over the students
but also over those who have been taken on as associates in the work of the
education of the students with power to admit among the students those whom
he judges capable of fulfilling the spirit of the house and of sending away those
he considers unfit and permitting the said community to acquire a house and
property considered necessary for the good of the establishment...

2Mayl726 12
perchance the directors on receiving their copy of the Letters patent had
is too good to be true", they were right!
On the 5 July 1726 the Cardinal wrote:
If

exclaimed: "It

Having seen... the Letters patent concerning the community of poor students
under the title of The Holy Spirit we consent on condition that the said
Community and all who compose it shall be always under the immediate
jurisdiction, complete correction, visitation and dependence of ourselves and
our successors the archbishops of Paris; that the said community shall be
conducted and governed according to the statutes and rules which we and
our successors judge proper to give it, and that it come under the direction
and inspection of one of our vicars general, or some other such person
appointed for that purpose ...; and that the superior of the said community
can not undertake any function in that office or be recognised as being such
who has not been approved by us and who has not obtained from us and our
..

..

successors...
letter was not good news. Given the climate of Gallican and Jansenist leanings
of many of the clergy in Paris, there was now a real possibility that a vicar general
could interfere in the internal conduct of the community. He could for example,

This
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known to be attached to sound
had now unintentionally manoeuvred
themselves into the perilous situation that had been so sedulously avoided by
as Fr.

Bouic ruefully remarked, "dismiss

doctrine". 13

The

a director

directors realised that they

des Places.

Another attack on their position from the formidable University of Paris had
been provoked by their proclaiming publicly in the letters patent that they had ruled

out the taking of degrees as part of their policy. The University now lodged their
formal objection to their being granted legal status because of this and they were
faced with the threat of having to send their students to attend lectures at one of
the colleges controlled by the University rather than to the Jesuits as hitherto. The
expense involved as well as the risk of losing control over the academic formation
of the students were spectres that naturally perturbed all concerned.
New letters patent were applied for where it was hoped they would counter
these serious problems. First they set out to drop the petition to be recognised
as a community and claimed instead that as a fully fledged seminary enjoying the
approval of bishops they were not restricted by the terms of the 1666 edict. This
letter stated as follows:

community of poor students or scholars should rather be considered as
which our well beloved cousin
Cardinal de Noailles had given his consent, than as a simple community, and
as such it would be able to benefit under the terms of our edict from the 1666
of the Lebegue legacy. That Edict in excepting explicitly seminaries, that of
the Holy Spirit where are followed all the practices and exercises followed
...the

a veritable seminary, to the establishment of

in other seminaries, should then benefit

from the advantages accorded

to

seminaries, especially as bishops admit to Holy Orders the clerics trained
in their

The

letters

community without

insisting that they attend other seminaries

...

patent then go on to reply to the objections lodged by the University:

Furthermore the University has no just right to complain that these poor
students/scholars do not sit for degrees, in that they are destined to fill the
lower posts in the church which do not require having a degree, and as they
are poor the house is not in a position to pay the expenses necessary for taking
out a degree, so it would be impossible for them to do so. But nevertheless if
bishops do decide to undertake to pay for one or other of these clerics who are
capable of filling higher posts, the said directors will not raise any objections
provided that this happens after the students have left the seminary so as to
preserve the uniformity required for the good government of the house....
letters then go on to confirm the legal existence of The Community and
Seminary of the Holy Spirit under the invocation of the Blessed Virgin conceived
without sin confirming its right to benefit from the legacy and its right not to be
obliged because of the nature of its work to send its students to attend colleges
under the control of the University.
In avoiding the frying pan the directors had jumped right into the fire: they
claimed the status of a fully recognised seminary de jure when they had no such
status. They might have got by using their de facto recognition as Claude had
managed to do and as they themselves had successfully achieved up till now, but
the knives were out and the enemies of the Jesuits, realising that they had the law
on their side, were now determined to have their pound of flesh. The Cardinal was
persuaded by his advisers that his rights were being curtailed by this latest action
on the part of the seminary and its advisers.

The
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The letter written by the directors to the Cardinal apologising for any annoyance
caused him is of importance because it is a document from the seminary itself and
not an edited version as in the letters patent. Its tone and the details disclosed give
us a good picture of their relations with the Cardinal and a clear example of his
continual vacillations to the discomforture of those concerned. As it is a rather
long letter we summarise most of it and give two key paragraphs verbatim.
It is clear that the directors were in no doubt that the Cardinal had been got at
by some of his advisers who were hostile to the Jesuits and were bent on taking
revenge on them through hitting the seminary. They did not hesitate to let the
Cardinal know this.
The case made against the seminary was that they had presumed to arrogate to
themselves the prerogative of a seminary without having the Cardinal's express
authority. In protesting that they had no such intention they recalled that in spite
of the opposition from certain quarters he had recently agreed to their right to
make application for legal recognition as a community, and that they had agreed
to his request to waive part of their claim to the Lebegue bequest. At very short
notice and under threat of legal proceedings against them on the grounds of their
having contravened the 1666 edict they had changed their tack and claimed that
as a seminary they were exempt from the strictures of that edict. They did this in
good faith, not presuming to claim for themselves any prerogative beyond what the
Cardinal and the other bishops had granted them over the years in recognising
them as a senior seminary in line with the requirements of the Council of Trent,
the Royal Ordonnances, the Assembly of the Clergy etc. They pointed out that
in fact there was scarcely any difference between them and the seminary for poor
students sponsored by the Cardinal himself and for whom he had secured letters
patent. They now appeal to the same kind understanding he had extended to them
all

along.

him before
adopting their change of approach in the most recent application for legal
recognition they claimed that they were forced to act precipitately because
of impending legal proceedings being brought against them on the strength
of the 1666 edict. They had claimed exemption in virtue of their being a
recognised seminary. Their failure to report to the Cardinal immediately was
due to their being preoccupied with the attack from the University and from
the other claimants to the Lebegue legacy, when all the while they were trying
to cope with the heavy requirements of their duties as directors in the seminary.
They apologised sincerely and protested again that there was no intended offence
in what they did.
In explanation of their behaviour in not previously consulting

The

next two paragraphs are best given verbatim.
have no doubt,
Lord, that someone has tried to denigrate us once
more in the opinion of your Eminence and that someone wanted to convince
you that this affair was inspired by certain persons (i.e. the Jesuits) whom the
University does not like, but we wish to protest to your Eminence that the first
and second letters were drawn up and obtained without their having seen the
project nor had they been consulted about what should be put in it; in a word

We

My

without their having any part in it.
And with the difficulties raised by the University who want to have our
students attend their colleges, we humbly beg your Eminence to recall that
the late Fr. des Places had the honour of explaining to you the reasons he
had for not wanting to be so compelled, and you were satisfied with them. We
had also the honour of setting forth these reasons to you and your Eminence
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was so kind to give your consent to the confirming of the first letters patent
without imposing any obligation in this matter. We are not obliged to attend
any college in particular any more than any of the other communities in your
diocese. We now beg your Eminence to be allowed to maintain that liberty.
Finally, my Lord, we earnestly beg that of your paternal goodness you
prescribe yourself whatever you judge to be a fitting reparation for our fault
so that we may not have the sorrow of seeing any one use your name to thwart
God's work. We recall with eternal gratitude that when your Eminence was
approached in the past by our enemies to use your authority to destroy our
community, you responded more than once: While God is being served there
I will never destroy his work.
We believe that through the mercy of God we have not fallen off in the
meantime and if we obtain the letters patent it will be only with a view to try
to improve our community still more and more. We do not believe we have
done anything to merit your disfavour. We believe on the contrary that we
can honestly assure you that no community in your diocese has been more
assiduous in rendering the respect to you that is your due... 14

By now

the directors must have felt that they had landed themselves in a very
mess and that they had to shoulder most of the blame for having put
the whole project of des Places in jeopardy. With the best of intentions they had
serious

decided not to involve the Jesuits as they planned their major
legal recognition in order to avail of the

Lebegue

initiative

legacy. All they

of seeking

had succeeded

was the unleashing on themselves the ire of the Paris establishment.
doubt as they now realised only too clearly the limits of their own legal
expertise and lack of practical psychology, they must have turned to prayer. In their
darkest hour and when feeling deeply humiliated they were to learn that the Lord
was at their side working miracles for them, albeit through very human agents. A
memoire on the Lebegue case in the Spiritan archives says: "Many Cardinals and
other prelates who knew the virtue and merits of Fr. Claude Poullart des Places,
exhorted them to continue and perfect his work and they helped them with their
alms. 15 Among those who helped them in their hour of need were Cardinal de
Rohan, Grand almoner, Cardinal de Bissy, Bishop of Meaux, whom we have
already met as the prelate who conferred minor orders on Claude, and Cardinal
in achieving

No

de Fleury.
Cardinal de Fleury, who from then on was to become a close friend and generous
benefactor of Claude's community, had been himself a student at Louis le Grand
in the days when it was as yet known as College de Clermont and had been for a
time chaplain to Louis XIV. Appointed bishop of Frejus in 1699 he was an ardent
supporter of the religious and social reforms recommended by the Council of
Trent. Later he was to be appointed tutor to young Louis XV, counsellor to the
Regent and eventually became Prime Minister and Cardinal in 1726. He was well
placed to be a powerful ally, and as a man who sought to introduce a measure of
peace, order and frugality in public life in France, one can imagine that Claude's

work awakened

a special

echo

in his heart.

In later years Fr. Caris was to write to Cardinal de Fleury as follows:

Your Eminence has constantly honoured this seminary which owes all that
it is to you. You have now been so good as to give grounds for hopes for
assistance beyond the ordinary.... In doing that you will be accomplishing a
work in keeping with your charity, your zeal for the church and your love for
the poor, and you will be fulfilling the designs which Louis XIV of glorious
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memory would have

himself implemented in funding bursaries had he but

lived another six months... 16

Being Prime Minister at that time the cardinal could afford to be magnanimous
away back in 1727 the serious problems facing the seminary had
to be sorted out in accordance with the demands of civil and canon law.
One by one the obstacles were overcome. The hostile Vicar General, Dorsanne,
fell from grace in 1728. The following year the Lord called Cardinal de Noailles to
himself thus ending a long reign of well-meaning but upsetting changes of mind.
His successor as Archbishop of Paris, Mgr. Charles de Vintimille, a staunch
anti-Jansenist, was set on giving personal attention to the case put to him by the

with, funds, but

directors to have their petition for legal recognition supported while respecting the
special spirit of their work.

Following expert legal advice this time the directors restated their case for
They dropped all claim to the Lebegue legacy, forfeited any claim
to conduct public religious services in the parish of Saint Medard into which they
were soon to transfer their headquarters; they forfeited any claim to be recognised
as one of the official seminaries of the diocese, dropped all mention of excluding
their students from taking degrees at the University. They sought for recognition
for what they had been from the start, namely, a house dedicated to a specific
charitable work which required a stable community.
After a legal battle which lasted some eight years a Royal decree was issued 30
July 1734 giving official recognition to the Community and Seminary of the Holy
Spirit on the grounds that they were very useful to the church of France and in
particular to the diocese of Paris. Before being legally recognised as a Community
or Society the members were obliged to have their rule of life approved by the
Archbishop of Paris. Incidentally, even though now a clear distinction was being
made in law, both civil and canonical, between the Seminary and the Community
or Society of directors, the name by which the institute would still be known to
the public was The Seminary of the Holy Spirit. 17
recognition.

Canonical Approval of Rule
It took some time to get all the objectors

to the original letters patent to

withdraw

meantime they had begun drafting a new
rule for the community about to be given civil and canonical recognition. This
rule set out to include as much of Claude's rule for the seminary as was relevant,
and adding what they had learned from practical experience of living together as
a community during Claude's time and after. This intention to hold fast to what
they had received is attested to in the text of the official approval of the rule by the
Archbishop of Paris and again in the rule itself where limits are put to the powers
their opposition in legal form. In the

of the superior in the matter of changing any part of the rule. First the approval by
Mgr. de Vintimille, 2 January 1734:

the archbishop,

CHARLES GASPAR WILLIAM DE VINTIMILLE,

of the Courts of

Marseilles by the mercy of God and the grace of the Holy Apostolic See,
Archbishop of Paris, Duke of St. Clodoald, Peer of France, Commander of
the Order of the Holy Spirit, etc. etc.
To the Superior and the Directors of the Seminary of the Holy Spirit under
the protection of the Immaculate Virgin; beloved to us in Christ, Greetings:
The Rules and the Constitutions of your Society which in part you received
from the Venerable Claude Poullart des Places, a priest and your founder, and
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which in part you wrote yourselves after long and happy experience, we have
read and pondered over attentively, and they are as follows: 18

Among the

No. 61
what had been handed down:

rules governing the actions of the Superior

his discretionary

powers

to alter

sets out to restrict

What is accepted custom he will not change without the consent of his council
nor shall he introduce new customs under the pretext of a greater good.
Finally, in the special

copy of the rule preserved in the Spiritan archives, the

following paragraph was entered by the directors:

Having drawn up our Rules and Statutes, we beseech our brothers and our
successors in the name of the Lord that they sedulously observe these pious
usages the majority of which we have received from Claude Francis Poullart
des Places, priest and founder of virtuous memory. 19

The opening paragraphs

of the rule, dealing with the dedication and purpose of

the society, are a clear statement of what des Places had written in his rule for
the seminary and what they had understood to be his intentions for the ongoing

development of his work, namely the gradual formation of a community dedicated
Holy Spirit under the invocation of the Immaculate Virgin Mary and
committed to the vocation of training poor students in such a way that they would
be suitably prepared for serving the church in the most demanding ministries.
to the

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. 20
I

Quoting once more from the statement appended to the special copy of the rule
preserved in the seminary archives and addressed to all future directors:

And

as their priority let

Holy

Spirit

them remember

that this society consecrated to the

under the patronage of the Immaculate Virgin should be governed
according to the light and the burning love of the same Holy Spirit; and that
nothing should be left undone by us or by those under our charge which
might help to ensure that we will have the most Holy Mother of God as our
advocate with him. Let us then love her as our mother, reverence her as our
mistress, honour her frequently as the Mother of God as we have been doing
all along
in all our exercises and necessities, let us invoke her after we have
invoked the Holy Spirit ..... Let our emblem and crest be the image of the Holy
Spirit together with the image or at least the name of the Blessed Virgin. And
whatever love, devotion and legitimate cult can according to the holy doctors
of the church be given to the most powerful Mother of God, let us give her
that and let us try to ensure that the faithful do likewise... 21

When

speaking of the device of the society there is no mention of the current
motto: Cor unum et Anima una, but there is ample evidence that this motto was
of the essence of the origins of the society and that it was the hallmark of life in
the seminary as recalled later by the students. 22
As evidence of their devotion to the Holy Spirit they had it enshrined in their
rule that they were to say the office of the Holy Spirit daily as part of their prayer
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life. It

would seem, however,

that at

some

stage they

were taunted by the Jansenists

Our Lady they gave little evidence of any special
devotion to her. In reply to this accusation we find a document outlining fourteen
devotional exercises in honour of Our Lady which were part of the religious life
of the seminary. All said the daily rosary, recited the litany of Our Lady; all
that in spite of their dedication to

exercises were

begun by the invocation of the Holy Spirit followed by the Hail
the prayer to Our Lady beginning with the words Sub

Mary and concluded by

tuum praesidium; nine times daily they saluted the Immaculate Conception by the
where they prayed to her for the gift of purity of heart
and body; at supper they recited the Inviolata with its special prayer, all fasted
in her honour on the vigil of the feast of the Immaculate Conception, a custom
honoured by most on the vigil of the other feasts of Our Lady and on Saturdays
when all made it a duty to receive Holy Communion in her honour; many recited
daily the Little Office of Our Lady approved for use in the universal church and
in addition several recited the special office composed by St. Bonaventure in her
prayer: Per Sanctam

.

.

.

honour; many of the students partook in pilgrimages to the noted shrines of Our
Lady and the custom of making two daily visits to the shrine of Our Lady of Rescue
at St. Etienne des Gres is observed by the students. Finally it is affirmed that all in
the seminary strive to promote devotion to Our Lady among others. This list closes
with the remark that those who have accused them of neglecting devotion to Our
Lady should be ashamed of themselves! 23
Moving on to the canonical status of the Society and its particular service in the
church, the 1734 Rule states:

The

is under the immediate jurisdiction and correction of the
Archbishop of Paris and his successors and has for purpose to
educate poor clerics in ecclesiastical discipline, zeal and love of virtue,
especially of obedience and poverty, who will be ready for everything in
the hands of the prelates, to serve in hospices, to evangelize the poor and
the infidels, and not only to undertake but to love wholeheartedly and to prefer
to everything else the lowliest and most toilful ecclesiastical duties for which
ministers are found only with difficulty. 24

II

Society

illustrious

The

society then as canonically approved

was an

institute

of secular priests under

the immediate jurisdiction of the Archbishop of Paris, and though they committed

themselves to live in community and to practise the evangelical counsels of poverty,
chastity and obedience, there was no provision for taking public vows to that effect.
Membership of the society was sealed by a civil contract (No. 34).
When we come to examine the type of priests they strove to fashion, there is no
evidence that they planned to form a religious society or even a conscious extension
of their own community in a loosely federated institute of secular priests in anyway
bound to one another or to the seminary. Such a project would be attempted in the
distant future for other reasons. When they trained their students to poverty it was
in order that they might opt for a style of life in keeping with evangelical poverty
encouraging an attitude of complete availability to their ecclesiastical superiors and
again when they laid great stress on practicing obedience it was in order that they
would give their full obedience to their bishops and mother church. But the fact
that the alumni of the Seminary of the Holy Spirit were occasionally referred to as
Spiritans is taken as connoting more than the mere fact that they originated from
the seminary. As the alumni of other senior seminaries were not so grouped under
a common label of origin the appellation Spiritan may well point to something
common in their spiritual outlook and to the fact that they were known to accept
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more

readily to serve in the least rewarding ministries. There is not sufficient
evidence that the students of the Spiritan seminary kept in close contact with one
another but there is ample evidence that they remained in friendly correspondence
with their former directors back home in their Alma Mater. 25
The 1734 rule has some obvious affinities with the Jesuit rule but these could
well be due to years of close association with Jesuits as teachers and directors
rather than to any conscious borrowings. And indeed they may well have learned
the lesson that the Jesuit connection was not to be paraded, given the temper of the
times. The rule, in fact, leaves one with the impression that the writers did not set
out to compose any grandiose document but rather they were just committing to
writing what they had already being zealously practising as a community.

Fields of Action

Among
we

the

more

which the students were to be prepared
mention of evangelizing infidels. The word

difficult ministries for

find for the first time direct

missionaries mentioned in the first letters patent, 2 May 1726, could refer to
those who were thinking of joining Grignion de Montfort's society of Missionaries

of the Holy

Spirit, that is priests

fixed parish post in the

home

committed

to a roving mission rather than to a

country. Evangelizing infidels

is

not so

much

a

new

dimension added to what Claude had envisaged but rather a natural evolution of
the concept of difficult undertakings once the conditions were right for being
able to go on the foreign missions. That was not the case in 1715, as we saw,
when Fr. Vatel made his unsuccessful attempt to go to the West Indies. Those
opting for overseas mission work had to join one of the approved societies already
in the field.

Writing some
society
its

sixty years after the

death of Claude, Fr. Besnard, superior of the
this to say about the seminary and

founded by Grignion de Montfort, had

alumni:

One

sees that under the guidance of their immediate superiors and at the

- but always

first

dependence on the bishops - they constitute
a kind of military detachment of auxiliary troops, ready to go anywhere 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 places for which it is especially
sign of their will

in

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

the farthest corners of the

Kingdom

poor community,

travelling to

[of France] or staying there in an austere

whether it is question even of crossing the seas and going to the very ends
of the earth to gain a soul for Christ - their motto is: Behold, we are ready to

post,

do

Thy will:

Speaking

Ecce

ego, mitte

in particular

society, the

Company

me.

Is. 6,

v.XII.

about the alumni of the seminary who had joined his
of Mary, Fr. Besnard had this to add:

own

garden from which each year young
produce excellent fruits in the lands for which
they are destined. It has often furnished us for our establishment of St.
Laurent-sur-Sevres candidates in whom we have found all the qualities
needed by zealous missionaries. They themselves can testify that they have
never seen anything in the Rule of Father de Montfort which was not in
Finally, this holy

plants are

house

drawn which

is

as a blessed

will
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conformity with the principles of conduct adhered to in the
the

Holy

Community of

Spirit. 26

Once the seminary became established and the high quality of its work had been
proved, it was natural that bishops would seek the help of the new society in the
running of their diocesan seminaries. Two such requests were accepted, one from
the diocese of Meaux presided over by Cardinal de Bissy and the other from the
diocese of Verdun where there was a serious problem in trying to eradicate the
influence of Jansenism. That other offers were not complied with was probably
due to the lack of sufficient personnel. The restricted number of associates
accepted into the community is explained by the fact that they saw the seminary
as their principal reason for existing as a society; so they were content to limit
their numbers to that requirement. It was not the policy in the beginning for the
directors to go on external mission work themselves. One wonders if in this they
were recalling the words of Claude when urged by Grignion de Montfort to opt
for service in the parish missions in his company. At that time Claude felt that his
special vocation and charism was for the formation of missionary priests rather than
in actual mission works. 27 Matters changed in this respect when special mission
territories were confided to the care of the society by the Holy See.
When the Archbishop of Paris, Mgr. de Vintimille, approved the rule for the
Community of the Holy Spirit in 1724 he wrote:
Having given the Rules and Constitutions our mature consideration we have
judged them worthy to be confirmed by our authority as most suitable for the
purpose of directing your seminary for the utility of the Gallican church ...

The

Gallican church in the context embraced not merely France itself but also the
overseas territories in the Americas and elsewhere which had come under French
control. It was natural then that in time priests trained at the seminary would find
their way to these foreign parts as a matter of course. Already in the

1 730s Fr. Bouic
could write that favourable reports about their alumni were reaching the seminary.
In one letter he wrote:

Thanks be to God's mercy, we have already trained a good number who are
working zealously and giving a good example.
In another latter he is more expansive:
Every day we receive good reports about most of them to the effect that they
are very edifying and are doing fruitful work for the salvation of souls. Several
of them, in less than three years, have re-established many parishes, restoring
faith and piety and the frequentation of the sacraments. They learned here the
importance of these things; now they are communicating it to others.
As there
that

is

Bouic

no reference
is

in these letters to reports

referring to

work being done

in the

from foreign parts one presumes

home

country.

In order to qualify for free transport aboard government ships and to avail of

other material help, all Spiritans wanting to go to foreign missions had to put in
a period of apprenticeship with the Society of Foreign Missions who were the
clearing house, so to speak, recognised by the government. Some priests from
the Seminary opted for service in the Far East; the exact number is not known

- possibly not more than a dozen, but it is quite a tribute to their training and
their quality that six of them were appointed bishops! 28 Their story does not
belong here.
While parts of the North American continent were under French control quite
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number of Spiritans set off for there, again in the early days under the auspices
of the Society of the Foreign Missions. The official government representative
or Chaplain General to the Colonies for many years was Fr. Peter de La Rue
better known as the Abbot of Isle Dieu, because after obtaining the benefice of
this medieval abbacy he always signed his letters and papers in this fashion. He
learned to appreciate very highly the quality of the priests from the Seminary of the
Holy Spirit whom he had sponsored for various missions. Consequentiy he tried
on more than one occasion to have them given complete control of the Quebec
diocesan seminary but this was opposed by the Society of Foreign Missions. 29
When the French Government proposed to replace priests from religious orders
with secular priests the Abbot gave his full support as he was convinced by then
that the Seminary of the Holy Spirit could play a very fruitful role in the new deal.
He wrote as follows about the Spiritan missionaries:
a

The

and educated at the Holy Spirit Seminary ... have always
hopes, without a single one of them ever disappointing me.

priests trained

surpassed

my

The Nuncio

in Paris had already written in April 1764 to the Cardinal Prefect of
Propaganda concerning the proposal to replace the religious missionaries in the
French Colonies in America with priests from the Holy Spirit Seminary:
I begged his Grace (the Duke de Choiseul) to choose for the missions priests
of genuine merit as to their teaching and good example. Since he has replied
that he hoped to find them at the Holy Spirit Seminary, I believe we shall have
every reason to be satisfied if he follows this plan...

A few months later, on October 15,
the

same

1764, the same Nuncio wrote again concerning

subject:

has decided no longer to use religious
no better choice than the
clerics from this Seminary - it is an excellent one. This Seminary, by its very
foundation, is obliged to furnish the men needed in the missions, and these,
as a result have to be devout and well educated in the fields required for such
work. They are trained for a sober, modest and hard-working life... 30
I

suppose that the Minister

in those regions. It

is

at Versailles

certain that there could be

was natural that in areas where personnel from the Seminary were actively
engaged in pastoral work the superior of the Society would be urged to take
a direct interest in these priests and in the pastoral needs of the region. The
first occasion this arose was when the islands of Saint-Pierre-et-Miquelon were
detached from the diocese of Quebec after control of Canada had passed into
British hands. Rome asked the superior, Fr. Becquet, to assume the duties of
Prefect Apostolic for the area and to undertake to provide pastors. In subsequent
correspondence with Propaganda, Fr. Becquet signs himself as Superior General
of the Society or Congregation of the Holy Spirit. 31
With the suppression of the Jesuits, Propaganda Fide asked the Society of the
Holy Spirit in 1768 to take on responsibility for the mission hitherto operated by
the Jesuits in French Guiana. 32 In 1778, for the first time, two of the seminary
personnel, Frs. de Glicourt and Bertout set out for this mission to take over
control. Shipwreck however forced them to land in Senegal, West Africa, instead
of South America. After some harrowing experiences on being held and sold as
"slaves", they eventually arrived back in France. Setting off again for Guiana, Fr.
de Glicourt found himself landed again involuntarily in Senegal! This time he
It
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remained on as Prefect Apostolic, thus beginning, all unknown to himself, the
Society's long and fruitful association with Africa.
When a number of former students of the Seminary found themselves working
in the same region it was not surprising that they should seek to cement their
relations with one another and with their former directors back home. A call for
some form of association with the society came spontaneously from the groups of
Spiritans working in Guiana. They wanted to continue to follow the rule of life
they had seen their directors put into practice with such effect in the Seminary,
especially their cor unum et anima una or family spirit, together with a lifestyle
of evangelical poverty and some form of obedience to the Superior General. The
precise terms of this very real association had not been worked out but there is
evidence that the 'associates' accepted new appointments from the Superior and
at least two returned in later years 'to die among the confreres' in France.

New Horizons
The

ever simmering hostility to the Jesuits came to a boil at last in 1761. The
down the Jesuit faculty of theology at Louis le Grand.

Parliament of Paris closed

This posed a serious problem for the Seminary of the Holy Spirit and in particular
for Fr. Bouic then in his seventy- seventh year. In 1762, when the Jesuits were
suppressed and their property confiscated by the government, the University of
Paris planned to relocate the College of Lissieux at Louis le Grand and to
all colleges sans exercise, that is without the full recognised courses, to
send their students to attend lectures at the College of Lissieux. Among the
institutes affected by this policy change was the Irish College. The directors
filed a petition to be allowed to continue as hitherto sending their students to the
colleges with which they had long and close associations. They were granted that
concession. 33 The Seminary of the Holy Spirit now found itself being ordered to
send its students to attend lectures at a college under the auspices of the University
and being threatened with closure if they refused to comply. It would appear that
to avoid being closed they were on the verge of complying with the directive of the
University when the Archbishop of Paris, Mgr. de Beaumont, intervened on their
behalf with the Attorney General repeating the reasons given years earlier by des
Places to his predecessor, Cardinal de Noailles, when he wanted the poor students
to attend the Sorbonne rather than the course given by the Jesuits. 34 From then
on all the lectures in philosophy and theology were given by the seminary staff at
their own premises in rue des Postes. Finally the repetiteurs had come of age as

oblige

professors.

At

this

time also

members of the seminary team found themselves conducting

the diocesan seminaries at Meaux and Verdun. Efforts were made to have them
take over the running of the diocesan seminary in Corsica 35 and even in Quebec,

Canada. By 1789 there were seven members of the society engaged at the seminary
The society had acquired possession of three houses to serve as holiday
centres for the community and students. A number of the associates had already
set off for work in the missions. Fr. Becquet, the new superior, had been busily
involved in extending the seminary buildings and had completed the splendid
chapel (1780). A few years later a wing was built beside the chapel which
was intended to cater for those returned from the foreign missions and for
those invalided. 36 This project was part of the natural development which
would have led in time to a new deal in the society. With the expansion of
the society's commitments at home and abroad consideration must have been
given to the remedying of a serious drawback in its organisation, namely the
in Paris.
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numbers being admitted to full membership. The limited membership
hamper matters when the one aim had been to provide proper seminary
training for a limited number of seriously disadvantaged students. That number
restricted

did not

so trained by 1790 is estimated to have reached around 1,300 only a handful of
these being co-opted as associates. 37

Of late the society was being asked not merely to take on the direction of
seminaries at home but since the suppression of the Jesuits they were finding
themselves being cast by the government and by Rome in the role of main suppliers
of pastors for the French colonies. And it was becoming progressively clearer that
in order to cope properly with the work on the missions it would not be enough to
send out well-trained man and then disclaim all responsibility for their welfare and
their conduct. There were no developed church structures in place to ensure the
necessary control of pastoral work. Gradually the conviction was building up that
the best solution would be that associates of the society should go on the missions
and achieve the required moral as well as canonical authority over the colonial
clergy while acting in understanding with the superior general. To cope with this
extra demand on membership and to undertake the added administrative burden
was beyond the resources of Fr. Becquet by then in his eighties. When Fr. Becquet
died 28 October 1788 aged 83 he was succeeded by Fr. John Duflos. Whatever
plans of expansion he might have had in mind were to be overtaken by history. The
Revolution broke with devastating consequences the following year.

Suppression and Revival

By November 1789

the National Assembly had decreed that all church-owned
property was to be put at the disposal of the State. The Civil Constitution of
the Clergy in 1790 suppressed all religious societies whose members were bound
by vows. The Society had so far escaped. But in 1792 all religious societies were
suppressed, and this time the Spiritans had the distinction of being named twice,
once as Bouics, the name used in former times by the Jansenists when they
wanted to suppress the seminary. In 1793 the Seminary was raided by a mob
of Sans-culottes. The few who had remained on in the seminary miraculously
escaped their attentions. The Eudists nearby were not so fortunate: 30 members
gathered there were led away and cruelly executed. The Seminary premises were
confiscated and sold in 1796 for a mere 46,000 livres. The students had all
dispersed by then and some of the directors had merged into the parish clergy or
fled the country. One tenant who rented the seminary premises for some eight or
nine years was an Irish priest, Fr. James McDermot. He is reported as having spent
a large sum of money improving the premises to adapt them to his own scheme of
conducting a high class boarding school. He also secretly allowed some religious
and clergy to shelter in a portion of the large house. 38
Fr. John Duflos, who had been elected superior of the Society on the eve of the
Revolution, was soon broken in health and being cared for by the former cook
of the seminary. Duflos' nephew, Fr. James Bertout, whom we last met after his
ordeal in Senegal as he tried to get to Guiana, had a narrow escape from his
pursuers during the Revolution. He made his way to England where he was to
serve as pastor till the storm abated in France. He returned to Paris in 1802 to
find his uncle blind and near death. The other directors had given up any hope
of restoring the society and one of them, Fr. Boudot, was now Vicar General of
the Paris diocese.

Singlehanded, Fr. Bertout set about picking up the

bits

with the intention of

had been founded by
Claude Poullart des Places. The world of the nobles which Claude had turned

re-establishing the Society just one
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hundred years

after

it

back on had been swept away by the Revolution but his work for the poor
and abandoned had perished in the maelstrom. In the absence of the seminary
premises, its hallowed associations, its records, and above all its students and
directors, one can only wonder at what inspired Fr. Bertout to attempt the
seemingly impossible task. His idealism is surely one of the greatest tributes to
the memory of the work begun by Claude and which had lived up so faithfully to
his

his expectations.

In 1805 Napoleon was persuaded to give legal recognition once more to the
Society of the Holy Spirit. Fr. Bertout helped another Spiritan priest to run a
second level school in Paris. He also strove to get some priests to volunteer for
service in the colonies then desperate for pastors. The Spiritan Prefect Apostolic of
Martinique, Fr. Perrin, put forward again at this time the suggestion that all priests
sent to the colonies should be in some way made associates of the Society and
that they be subject to the Superior General for re-appointment and be allowed
to return to live in retirement in the Spiritan community. 39 One of the motives
in promoting this project just then was to ensure control over the clergy in the
colonies as there was little practical control being exercised to the detriment of
pastoral work. Unfortunately Fr. Perrin's suggestions did not get a chance to

succeed. In 1808 Fr. Bertout's school had some 130 students, 25 of whom were
judged sufficiently advanced to start their philosophy course. Disaster struck again,
however. In 1 809, Napoleon, piqued by the lack of compliance shown by Pope Pius
VII, decided to suppress all religious societies once more.
After the defeat of Napoleon, the Society of the Foreign Missions succeeded in
re-gaining its legal recognition. At this stage Fr. Bertout decided to join that society
believing that this was the best way he could serve the church. When, however,
in 1816, Louis XVIII agreed to give civil recognition to the Vincentians and the
Spiritans, Fr. Bertout courageously once again undertook the task of building up
the Society and re-founding the seminary. 40

Colonial Seminary
Though the Royal Ordonnance

re-establishing the Society of the

Holy

Spirit

referred back to the letters patent of 1726 and 1727 as defining the purpose

and indicating the rules governing the Society, it was made clear to Fr. Bertout
now being set for it by the government was to supply priests to work
in the French colonies. Bertout made it clear that the government must provide
the financial aid to make that work possible and that the seminary premises be
returned to them. The seminary was by then occupied by the Ecole Normale, a
new third level institute engaged in teacher training. It took several years to get
them to vacate the premises and move to the former English College next door.
In the meantime the seminary work commenced in rue Notre Dame des Champs
and the government stipulated that until the Society was in a position to send their
own priests trained in the seminary they would approach the French Bishops to
try to have them release priests to serve in the colonies. All such priests were to
be obliged to spend a certain time in the seminary before being allowed to set out
for the colonies at the expense of the Government. 41
A very promising venture was launched in 1817. A Juniorate was opened in the
vincity of the former seminary premises. The funds for this work were supplied
by Spiritan, Fr. Mathiew Herard, who returned temporarilly from the American
mission to assist Fr. Bertout in his efforts to restore the work of the Society.
Among the staff who helped relaunch the philosophy and theology courses was
a Fr. Corrigan who was obviously of Irish origin. 42
When eventually the seminary was able to return to its former location in 30
that the task
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December 1822,

ceremony of relaunching the work
Mgr. de Quelen, assisted by his Vicar
General, Fr. Boudot, a former director of the seminary. Fr. Bertout was now
joined by his nephew, Fr. Amable Fourdinier, former student of the seminary
and till recently professor in the diocesan seminary of Arras. More remarkable was
the co-option of two Irish priests as professors and Spiritans, Fr. Corrigan and Fr.
Henry Power, and with them came some Irish students among whom were Richard
Smith who was later to be appointed Archbishop of Trinidad, and John Brady who
after some years service in Reunion was to be Bishop of Perth in Australia where
he was to feature in an unhappy relationship with some members of The Society
of the Holy Heart of Mary founded by Fr. Libermann. Though the Government
was very anxious that Fr. Bertout should provide priests from the seminary at the
earliest possible opportunity he insisted on implementing the full six years course
of priestly studies as laid down by des Places. This had one unforeseen problem.
The alumni of the seminary were seen to be of such high quality compared to what
some of the diocesan seminaries were turning out that bishops were reluctant to
release such men from their dioceses to serve in the colonies. The authority of
both the Government and the Holy See had to be invoked at times to cope with
rue des Postes early in

was attended by the Archbishop of

this

the

Paris,

problem. 43

was anxious to have his society given Pontifical status because of its
involvement with Propaganda Fide in the matter of supplying priests to overseas
territories. He submitted the 1734 Rule for approval by Rome. The Roman
authorities were impressed by the document and had no hesitation about giving
it approval but they asked that a clause be inserted to the effect that all matters
pertaining to the missions should be dealt directly with the Holy See; in internal
matters they were still subject to the Archbishop of Paris. This approval was given
7 February, 1824. It was a step towards opening the Society to church life outside
of France and was expected to help somewhat towards solving the problem of the
lack of control over clergy going to the colonies. 44
An entry in the list of official documents of the Society published in 1917 refers
to the erecting in the Seminary of a branch of the Confraternity of the most Pure
Heart of Mary on 8 December 1 828. 45 The significance of that event was that some
20 students led by Rene Louis Bertin had formed a society called the Association of
the Most Pure Heart of Mary. They were following the example of the Archbishop
of Paris who the previous year had given public support to this special devotion.
These twenty students went a step farther and asked Fr. Bertout to be allowed
join the Society of the Holy Spirit as full members after a novitiate period lasting
two years. This project, together with the flourishing juniorate which they were
authorised to open beside the senior seminary, augured the dawn of a new era.
But this was not to be. The onset of the 1830 Revolution once more threatened
the very existence of the society and seminary. 46
The new Minister for the Navy and the Colonies, Sabastiani, a former officer
in Napoleon's army, had a strong grudge against Fr. Bertout because of some of
his recorded statements. He immediately withdrew the government subsidy for
the seminary and ordered the closure forthwith of the junior seminary. He even
threatened to exclude Spiritans from the colonies and to take over possession of the
seminary buildings. Soldiers raided and pillaged the premises. Though Sabastiani
soon lost his post, the harm he had done to the seminary was so serious that it had to
be closed. The 67 students were dispersed and the directors having nothing to do
sought employment elsewhere. Fr. Henry Power, like the Irish Cistercian monks
at Mont Melleray in Brittany, decided to say Adieu to unpredictable France and
Fr. Bertout

return to Ireland. 47
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An effort was made October 1831 to restart the seminary but with their lack of
resources they could cater only for a reduced number of students. March 1832 an
epidemic of cholera broke out in Paris carrying away 20,000 lives. The army being
very badly hit for hospital accommodation, Fr. Bertout, in his charity, offered them
accommodation in the seminary. He took the precaution in having a guarantee
given in writing that all would move out once the epidemic had passed. The army
moved in and proceeded to take over, remodelling the interior, demolishing walls
and without any reference to Fr. Bertout acted as if this was to be their permanent
quarters. This was the last cruel blow for poor Fr. Bertout. He had lived to see all
his thirty year's work negatived. Heart broken he must have been. He was called
home to the Lord, 10 December 1832 aged seventy two. His funeral obsequies
were presided over by Fr. Boudot, Vicar General, one of the last two Spiritans
from the pre -Revolution golden days.
Cold statistics can not do justice to the heroic sacrifices of Fr. Bertout, but they
can help give us some tangible evidence of his singlehanded achievement. At the
outbreak of the Revolution in 1789 there were 137 priests in the French Colonies.
By 1816 the number was reduced to 23, eight of whom had been sent out by Fr.
Bertout. Between 1816 and 1832 he had managed to send 97. To put these figures
in perspective: The Foreign Missions Society had sent 2 priests on the missions
between 1804 and 1816; by 1822 they had 7 seminarians; and by 1831 they were
credited with having 53 missionaries all told. 48
Fr. Bertout, who was responsible for restoring the society after it had been
suppressed by the Revolution, had, shortly before his death, a striking reminder
of the original founding ceremony held in the Church of St. Etienne des Gres,
Pentecost 1703. He was the first witness called in 1830 by the Archbishop of
Paris to authenticate the statue of the Black Madonna of Paris - N.D. de bonne
Delivrance, which had been moved from one secret location to another since the
suppression of the Church of St. Etienne during the Revolution.

Mounting Challenges
Amable Fourdinier
Amable Fourdinier, who succeeded Fr. Bertout, had been his assistant since
1817. He knew the problems facing him and the fact that he did not seek to

Fr.
Fr.

is an indication of his commitment. He
problem was to regain possession of the Seminary. But
April 1835 did General Soult pull out his men after putting up a dogged

return to the quiet of Arras once again

knew
not

that his first big

till

hold on. Fr. Fourdinier did not wait till then to start the seminary courses.
in 1833. It was some problem to gather once more a suitable team of
professors. Fr. John Hardy, returned from Guiana, was intelligent but unstable;
Fr. Nicholas Warnet, though in ill-health after his term in Reunion, was a very
understanding man dedicated to maintaining the spiritual heritage of the Society
as we can see from some of his allocutions to the seminarians from which we have
quoted earlier. But the greatest acquisition was Fr. Mathurin Gaultier, a sound
theologian, a staunch Romanist and a charismatic lecturer and conversationalist
that made him the darling of the students and the centre of the theological life of
Paris. His erudition and his well stocked library attracted to rue des Postes such
leading lights in the church of France as J. P. Migne, the noted publisher of the
works of the Fathers of the Church, the learned archeologist, Dom Pitra, later
Cardinal, the historian Rene Rohrbacher who came to reside in the Seminary,
the leading canon law expert, Fr. Bouix, the pioneers in the revival of the liturgy
and plain chant, Bishop Parisis, Cardinal Gousset, Dom Guerenger with their

battle to

These began
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James Bertout 1805-32

Ordination of three black African priests

Amable Fourdinier 1832-45

at

Rue l'Homond 1840

publisher

Le

Coffre, as well as Louis Veuillot, founder of the Catholic paper,
many others. All these under the leadership of Gaultier were

L'Univers, and so

bent on ridding the church in France of Gallicanism and the serious vestiges of
Jansenism. It was good for the students to be alive in those days. 49
There were those in the Government who realised too late that they had made
a serious mistake in trying to kill off the Seminary just at the time when they most
needed its sterling sendees. Slavery, given a new lease of life by Napoleon, would
have to be abolished in the near future and this posed the spectre of thousands of
slaves regaining their liberty with no restraining influence to prevent anarchy. It
was only the religious teachers who would have any moral authority and who could
be relied on to prepare the black population for facing up to their new situation.
It was not love of religion therefore that made the Government set aside a special
budget for the building of churches and schools in the colonies and the training
of clergy. A grant of 50,000 francs was made to the Seminary for the education
of 60 seminarians. And in 1839 the Minister for the Navy wrote to the Minister
for Cult as follows:

The Seminary

of the Holy Spirit is now the only Congregation which by the
is capable of training and supplying the colonies
with priests who are reliable... Accordingly, it is exclusively to ... the Superior
that we entrust the education, selection and general direction of the priests
called to work at this delicate and laborious task of morally training the blacks
of the colonies. 50
very purpose of its institution,

Here, incidentally, we have in fact the special purpose of the Society being
re-defined for the third time in its development. And the statement had an
ironic note to it: just then another society was being dreamt up by a group of
clerical students which would have exactly the same purpose, the evangelisation
of the liberated black slaves.
In the light of subsequent developments, the following year, 1840, was marked
by three significant events. The Sodality of the Most Pure Heart of Mary,
established in the Seminary of the Holy Spirit in 1828, was officially affiliated
to the Archconfraternity of Our Lady of Victories. There, under the direction
of the pastor Fr. Desgenettes, prayers were regularly offered and discussions
held concerning what was generally referred to as "The Work for the Blacks".
During that year a group of clerical students connected with Saint-Sulpice, who
had planned to devote their lives to pastoral work among the liberated black slaves,
approached Fr. Fourdinier for admittance into his society but on their own terms
as a society within a society. Finally there took place in the seminary chapel at rue
des Postes a historic event, namely the first ordination in modern times of three
native black Africans. This event was due to the ideas of the spiritan priest, Fr. M.
Baradere, sent by Fr. Bertout in 1820 to Senegal, from whom Mother Javouhey
got the inspiration to undertake the education of these students in France before
passing them on to the seminary where Fr. Fourdinier undertook to sponsor their

promotion to ordination. 51
The Government's urgent demands for priests for the colonies could not be
met from the Seminary itself due to the treatment meted out to it by the 1830
Revolution. Now the Society was being urged to approach the bishops to get
them to release priests in favour of the colonies. To say that the Bishops did
not encourage their best priests to volunteer would be an understatement. This
reaction was understandable. All parts of France were still suffering from the
effects of both Revolutions in the matter of the shortage of clergy.
263

The

big problem for Fr. Fourdinier was that though he alone had the right
send priests to the colonies as guests of the Government he had absolutely
no control over them once they had reached their destination. That some less
than suitable men got through on recommendations that were not reliable is
understandable. A period of vetting at the Seminary was in theory obligatory
but even this did not always succeed in distinguishing the suitable from the less
suitable. And other priests avoided the net held by Fourdinier in that they had
other recommendations. When however problems arose about a particular priest
in the colonies the blame was laid at the door of the Seminary superior. Yet he was
denied any power in the matter by Rome. He had the right to suggest the name for
the office of Prefect- Apostolic and that name was usually accepted by Rome and
by the French Government, each very jealous of the interference of the other. 52
In an attempt to solve the problem of the lack of control over the clergy sent to
the colonies, Fourdinier tried on several occasions to revive the project proposed
earlier by the clergy themselves, namely that all be affiliated to the Society with
certain guarantees and definite obligations. There was little enthusiasm now,
however, among the colonial clergy for this idea which was viewed as a ploy
being introduced from outside for administrative purposes. 53 The more obvious
solution, which did not depend on Fourdinier, would have been to appoint as
superiors on the missions, priests who were endowed with episcopal character,
Vicars-Apostolic, as they were soon to be known. This depended on the Holy
See in consultation with the French Government and such a solution was being
discussed in 1844; but once again the political situation in France held up
matters. So Fr. Fourdinier was still left carrying the can, so to speak, for higher
to

authorities.

A new element had entered the scene by then. In 1839 a number of clerical
students at Saint Sulpice, in consultation with directors there, had planned to
found a new society devoted entirely to the evangelisation of the liberated slaves
in the French colonies. A convert Jew, Francis Libermann, at that time acting
as master of novices in the Eudist novitiate in Rennes, was entrusted with the

job of setting up such a society. Late in 1839 he went to Rome to submit his
plans and to seek approval. In Paris, Fr. Fourdinier was approached to allow

these clerical students enter his society as a group.

He

generously offered them

namely Guiana. This offer was not accepted as they wanted
to be free from parish commitments and to live in community ministering only to
the liberated slaves. Fourdinier did however facilitate members of the new society,
namely The Society of the Holy Heart of Mary, to travel to the French colonies
aboard government vessels. 54
Libermann's society showed signs of rapid development and Libermann's own
expertise in management soon impressed both Rome and French government
officials. By late 1844 a move was already afoot to replace the Society of the Holy
Spirit with Libermann's society in the matter of supplying priests for the colonies.
The news of this development, after he had worked so hard trying to retrieve a
situation that was none of his own making, may have hastened Fr. Fourdinier's
death. He died 5 January 1845, aged fifty seven years. 55
a separate mission,

Fr. Nicholas Warnet (7 Jan to 28 April 1845)
The death of Fr. Fourdinier threw the Society into

a deep crisis. No one of the
was considered up to the demands of the superiorship at that
critical moment. It was decided to call on an outsider, Fr. Alexander Leguay, Vicar
General of the diocese of Perpignan. He had lived in Paris for ten years during

Spiritans in Paris
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Nicholas Warnet 1845

Alexander Leguay 1845 -J

Alexander Monnet 1848

which time he was on very intimate relations with the Seminary and had actually
resided there for four years. So he was by no means a total stranger; and he was
well known to the Archbishop of Paris, Mgr. Affre, who agreed to his nomination as
superior thus dispensing from the rule about the requirements for a valid election.
Fr. Leguay agreed to take on the job but he asked for time to wind up his affairs in
the diocese of Perpignan. In the meantime Fr. Nicholas Warnet agreed to act as
superior, but made it clear to all that he was not going to tie his successor's hands by
making any decisions apart from attending to routine affairs. Fr. Warnet had been
sent to Reunion by Fr. Bertout together with Fr. M. Sullivan. Both are on record
as having proved exceptionally exemplary missionaries. 56 A student who came
under the influence of Fr. Warnet in Reunion was Frederick Le Vavasseur, future
co-founder of the Society of the Holy Heart of Mary with Libermann. Warnet,
seeing his potential, supervised his transfer to France to pursue his higher studies.
Later Le Vavasseur was responsible for introducing Warnet to Libermann with
whom he developed a close understanding. Now in his capacity as interim superior
he facilitated the passage of some of Libermann's priests setting out for Reunion.
Indeed he would be in favour of some close link up with Fr. Libermann's society
at home and abroad if that depended on him. But Fr. Warnet, who had sedulously
strove to maintain the spiritual heritage of his society, had no ambitions to be
involved in the shaping of the society's administrative policy. He gladly handed
over control 28 April 1845 to Fr. Leguay retiring into the background until the
Lord would need his services once again as a useful linkman. 57

Fr.

Alexander Leguay (1845 -1848)

Fr.

Leguay was

a very able

man,

gifted in

administrator, but he laboured under
his

new

office.

He

many

ways, an author, director and

some notable disadvantages on undertaking

did not really have the feel for the Spiritan tradition and he

He had absorbed
anti-Libermann rumours while in Paris, viewing matters from the sideline, and
this prejudice was confirmed by what he learned about the high-handed behaviour
of Libermann's disciples, Fr. Tisserant in the West Indies, Fr. Le Vavasseur's
ignoring his superiors in Reunion, and even certain decisions of Fr. Libermann
about the mission in Senegal, a territory where Fr. Leguay considered he had
started off with a strong dose of anti-Libermann prejudice.

recognised interests to protect.
In an effort to come to grips with the problems in the ranks of the colonial clergy
he set about drawing up some drastic plans. No one was to be accepted into the
seminary henceforth except those intending to join the Congregation; the option
of a two years novitiate was given to those there already and to the priests on the
missions who wished to join. Thirty priests availed of that option including his own
successor as superior, Fr. Alexander Monnet in Reunion. Living in community as
far as possible was to be introduced on the missions and the practice of poverty was
relaxed in that ordinary expenditures could be deducted from one's salary without
having to render an account to the superior.
In an effort to grapple with the problem of maintaining control over the colonial
clergy he advocated that ecclesiastical superiors should be chosen from members
of the Congregation of the Holy Spirit as soon as that would be possible and that
these heads of missions remain subject to the Superior General and through him
to Propaganda. This was to be the sticking point for Propaganda as it feared giving
such authority to a French superior who was subject to the Archbishop of Paris
for his appointment and who might be subservient to the French Government.
Memories of Napoleon's attempts to usurp the authority of Propaganda in its
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colonies were still too vivid for Rome to agree to this in spite of the abuses in
the colonies over which Propaganda had no practical control. Fr. Leguay exercised

his control when he saw to it that twenty priests who were judged to be unsuitable
were sent home to France. 58
Sensing that he was not succeeding in winning the support of Propaganda in
spite of a visit to Rome, he concentrated on improving the Seminary and increasing
the membership of the Society through the introduction of the two years novitiate
period. He went on tours looking for extra vocations; wanted to restart their own
juniorate; increased the staff to nine members; intended once again participating
in running seminaries for bishops who made such requests. Under the influence
of Fr. Gaultier he introduced the Roman liturgy in ceremonial and in the breviary
at home and on the missions. Finally in order to be less bound to the French
religious and political world which had sprung so many unpleasant surprises on
the Society, he sought to supply priests to the United States and planned to have
Rome approve changes in their rule which would remove them from the control
of the Archbishop of Paris.
Towards the end of December 1847 Fr. Leguay and his council drew up plans
for the revision of the 1734 Rule to bring it into line with the changes which had
taken place since then; namely that the declared purpose of the Society was no
longer pauperes clericos educare, to educate poor scholars but sodales educare, namely
to form members of its own Society; and since the Society was now occupied
only with the missions it was no longer depending on the Archbishop of Paris
but directly on Rome through the Congregation of Propaganda. To cope with
the actual situation in which the Society found itself with regard to those who
wanted to be associated with the Society without being full members, a two tier
membership was to be provided with different obligations in the matter of use of

property.

no doubt his own lack of success on an earlier mission
send the more diplomatically skilled Fr. Loewenbruck to
pilot the revised version of their Rule through the various stages of Roman
procedures in such matters. The complexity of the process of approval amazed
Fr. Loewenbruck as we can gather from his correspondence, but eventually on 23
February Propaganda give its total approval to the changes. 59 One can imagine how
pleased the Roman officials were to see the Congregation now subject directly to
Propaganda rather than to the Archbishop of Paris in the matter of the appointment
of the superior. That this change was bound to provoke strained relations between
the Congregation and the Archbishop was not taken into consideration at the time.
For the moment, Fr. Leguay should also have been very pleased with the success
of Fr. Loewenbruck's mission to Rome were it not that by the time he arrived
back in Paris after being delayed at Marseilles, all had utterly changed. Fr. Leguay
was no longer superior and the congregation was once more facing the threat of
Fr. Leguay, recalling

to

Rome, decided

to

suppression.

Revolution had broken out once more in France. King Louis Philippe was
forced to abdicate and the Republic had been declared. Among those to benefit
from the new situation were those in the French colonies who were still regarded
as slaves by the law of the land. All slavery-laws were at last abolished. This was
looked on as a personal victory for the new Director of the Colonies, Victor
Schoelcher. But Fr. Leguay, now wrongly depicted as an anti-abolitionist, found
himself under attack especially by the priests he had removed from office in the
colonies. Realising that he had incurred the strong displeasure of Schoelcher, who
was now threatening to destroy the society, Fr. Leguay felt he had no other option
but to resign. Once again when the society seemed to be on the threshold of a new

267

era of consolidation and expansion,

it

was thrown

into a state of crisis. 60 Just then

Monnet, recentiy deported
from Reunion. He was seen immediately as their saviour - sent by Providence.
His saving act, however, was not what they had visualised at this stage.

there arrived on their doorstep one, Fr. Alexander

Fr.

Monnet -

Providential Linkman (1848)

Alexander Monnet was ordained for the diocese of Cambrai in 1837. He
wanted to go on the missions immediately but was released only in 1850 by his
bishop, Mgr. Belmas. After a brief stay at the Holy Spirit Seminary he was posted
to Reunion in the Indian ocean where his sterling work among the blacks earned
him such tides as Father of the Blacks and Peter Claver. The French government
was to honour him with the Legion of Honour. But all along he felt he should
be a member of some religious order. When Fr. Frederick Le Vavasseur, Fr.
Libermann's assistant, arrived in the island in 1842 he became very friendly
with Fr. Monnet but he felt he could not recommend him to Fr. Libermann for
acceptance in their society of the Holy Heart of Mary. With the gift of hindsight we
can judge that Le Vavasseur was guided in this by Providence. Monnet had applied
to Fr. Fourdinier for membership of the Congregation of the Holy Spirit but got
impatient waiting till the promised re-organisation would make that possible. So
when the Jesuits arrived on the island he applied to do his novitiate with them
instead. In the meantime he was asked by the Prefect-Apostolic, Mgr. Poncelet,
to accompany him to Rome. There he was advised by Pope Pius IX to return
to Reunion as vice-Prefect Apostolic. 61 While recuperating from the effects of
his stint in Reunion he visited Cambrai and was asked by the new bishop, Mgr.
Giraud, soon to be created cardinal, to address the students in the junior seminary.
Among those influenced by his address were Jules Leman, future founder of the
Irish province of the Congregation of the Holy Spirit, Augustine Planque, founder
member of the Society of African Missions, and Armand Fava who was due to do
his senior studies in the Seminary of the Holy Spirit and as Prefect Apostolic in
Reunion he was to found the Catholic Mission in East Africa, handing it over
to the Congregation of the Holy Spirit in 1862. 62 Before returning to Reunion,
Fr.

on the advice of Fr. Le Vavasseur, Monnet visited La Neuville to confer with
Fr. Libermann. He then went on to rue des Postes in Paris and joined the
Congregation of the Holy Spirit having availed of Fr. Leguay's reorganisation
of the society allowing for candidates to do their novitiate in the place where they
worked. 63

On returning to Reunion, Fr. Monnet was shocked to find himself accused of
having influenced the Minister for the Colonies, M. Schoelcher, to declare the
immediate end of slavery without any compensation being paid to the owners.
There was no question of his being allowed to work on the island; the governor
had him put aboard ship for France. Arriving back just before the Revolution broke
he was feted as a hero by government officials.
His arrival at that moment in France was seen as providential by the directors
of the Society of the Holy Spirit. Threatened as they were with possible extinction
by Schoelcher, Fr. Monnet was the only man who could save them from that fate.
He was approached to take on the post of superior vacated by Fr. Leguay, and
though he was keen to return to Reunion as vice-Prefect Apostolic, now that the
offending governor had been dismissed, he agreed to undertake the onerous task
of the superiorship.
In accordance with the new Rule the approval of Propaganda had to be secured.
Though Monnet's decision to accept the superiorship was not greeted with any
268
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enthusiasm by the Papal Nuncio in Paris or by the Minister for the Colonies, his
appointment was ratified.
Monnet soon found he was sitting in a very hot seat and realised that he was not
cut out for such an administrative post. He found that Schoelcher was unbearably
despotic when it came to arrangements in connection with clergy for the colonies,
and discovered also that Propaganda was not agreeable to putting members of his
society in charge of missions. When he found the Nuncio and the government
agreeing against his advice to appoint two very unsuitable candidates in charge
of the missions in Guadeloupe and Martinique, he turned to Fr. Libermann
for advice. As a throw away statement he expressed a wish that their respective
works could in some way be united. Fr. Libermann took up the hint, giving it
his full approval. Fr. Monnet took the next train from Paris to Amiens to confer
with Fr. Libermann at Notre Dame du Gard. One student who was surprised
to see him there was Jules Leman, by then a seminarian. Fr. Libermann did
not divulge the reason for Monnet's visit. He knew that secrecy was vital to the
success of these delicate negotiations at this stage. Fr. Monnet, realising that such
negotiations were not his forte, sent Fr. Loewenbruck to work out the details of
a possible merger with Fr. Libermann. When matters were sufficiently clarified
Fr. Libermann travelled to the Seminary at rue des Postes, timing his arrival to
coincide with the vigil of their great feast of Pentecost which fell that year on the
10th June - one hundred and forty five years since Claude Francis Poullart des
Places had launched the Society just a few hundred yards away in the church of
Saint-Etienne des Gres in the presence of the Black Virgin of Paris. 64

A New Dawn
A document was signed agreeing in principle to the union of the two societies. The
in the document were that at a date and in a manner to be
determined, Fr. Monnet would resign as superior in favour of Fr. Libermann;
the practice of religious poverty would be re-introduced into the Rule; the
two tier membership introduced by Fr. Leguay would be dropped, and the
Rule of the Society of the Holy Heart of Mary would be included as the
Constitutions interpreting the Spiritan Rule approved by the Government and

main points included

by the Holy See.
Next day Fr. Monnet wrote

to his friend, Fr.

Le Vavasseur,

in Mauritius:

My dear and worthy friend,

it is done! Henceforth we will have but one heart
and one soul, as we form now but one and the same Congregation. Our union
and fusion took place yesterday. God willed to use me to be of service to
the Seminary and Congregation of the Holy Spirit at a painful and critical

moment.
little objection to this union on the part of the members of the
Congregation of the Holy Spirit, though the doughty Fr. Maturin Gaultier would
be critical of the terms right up to the final agreement. Thereafter he was to be
staunchly loyal to Fr. Libermann. That there was intense opposition to the union
from Fr. Libermann's society will be better understood when we see the form of
the union approved by the Holy See. 65
An immediate problem was that Fr. Monnet could not be expected to resign
without incurring loss of face for him and for his society. He had also been
appointed Vicar General by the Archbishop of Paris who was sensitive to the
fact that he had ceased to have any say in his appointment as superior due to the
change in the Rules of the society. Only a new appointment direct from Rome for

There was
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Fr. Monnet could get them over this problem. When it was learned that Rome was
considering the appointment of a Vicar Apostolic for Madagascar, Fr. Libermann
decided to put Fr. Monnet's name forward as he had already proved successful in

nearby Reunion.
It was agreed that both Monnet and Libermann should go to Rome to be at hand
to advise the Congregation of Propaganda as it was dealing with their proposals
about the merger of their societies and related questions. The grave political unrest
however made it inadvisable for them to absent themselves. In an effort to bring
about peace at the barricades Archbishop Affre was mortally wounded 25 June. So
once again Fr. Loewenbruck was sent to Rome with the necessary authorisation
and instructions from both Fr. Libermann and Fr. Monnet. 66
Because of the disturbed situation in Rome as Revolution spread round Europe,
Fr. Loewenbruck was pleasantly surprised that the Roman officials expedited his
case, taking only a few days in contrast with the two months it took them to process
the change in the Rule earlier in the year. They approved of the proposed merger
of the two societies and promised to give serious consideration to the proposing
of Fr. Monnet for the post of Vicar Apostolic of Madagascar.
After Loewenbruck's return a general meeting of the directors of both societies
met in Paris 24 August and formalised their accord to the union, stipulating that
the new name for the society would be The Congregation of The Holy Spirit under
the invocation of the Holy and Immaculate Heart of Mary, that the 1848 Rule be
amended in the matter of requiring again the practice of evangelical poverty by all
the members, and that the mention of a second order of members be omitted. 67
Fr. Monnet's name was accepted by Rome for appointment as Vicar Apostolic
and his ordination as bishop took place in the seminary chapel in Paris 5 November
in the absence of Fr. Libermann. The latter had gone to Rome to rectify the
omission by Propaganda of the requirements in the Rule about the practice of
religious poverty. In the meantime Rome had approved of his appointment as
superior and approved also of the change of name for the society as requested.
The terms of the official approval by Rome of the merger now in operation was
that the Society of the Holy Heart of Mary had ceased to exist and that its members
and associates were deemed to be members of the Congregation of the Holy Spirit
and of the Immaculate Heart of Mary. 68
Not surprisingly there were some teething problems, even some alarming
rejection symptoms. How these were dealt with need not detain us here. 69 But
for Fr. Libermann one of the most delicate problems posed by the union of the
societies was to take his own men with him in accepting the situation which had
emerged, namely the suppression of their own beloved society dedicated to the
Holy Heart of Mary, which had been extolled so highly by Libermann as the most
perfect model of the apostolate, and their absorption into the Congregation which
they had come to look on not merely as the opposition but even as the cause of the
abuses among the clergy with whom they had to work under in the colonies.
Fr. Libermann had gathered round him a band of devoted and mostly very
young men who were inspired with the ideal of living a life of total sacrifice in
the effort to bring the gospel of salvation to the category considered the most
abandoned, namely the blacks who had been treated as slaves till recently. They
were devoted to Fr. Libermann and proud of the highest standards which he
had set before them as students in the extreme poverty of their communities at
La Neuville and later at Notre Dame du Gard near Amiens. Though they knew
they were poor and possessed of little influence even in the ecclesiastical world
because of their recent origin, they may at the same time have seen themselves
as an elite corps, ready and willing to take on the most abandoned and difficult
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missions. Judging others by the standards they set for themselves they tended to
critical of much that they saw or heard about the more laid-back approach to the

be

work of this demanding apostolate shown by some of the other clergy. The alleged
low standards among some of the clergy was blamed on the Congregation of the
Holy Spirit which was responsible for their being sent to the missions. Even Fr.
Libermann had himself accepted such judgements, though he was later to pay
high tribute to the work of the colonial clergy when he got to know more about
the facts and was less inclined to believe the rumours. 70 The rumours that he had
to try to deal with now were the garbled versions of the merger that had arrived in
distant mission fields where communications were poor and where people easily
felt abandoned. Many of his confreres were deeply pained and did not know what
to believe when they were given to understand that their father and founder had
sold them out, and that without being consulted they found themselves identified

whom they disliked if not even despised.
Because of his preoccupations all summer, his trip to Rome and some serious
troubles at the seminary where the students did not take well to their new director,
Fr. Libermann had not been able to keep up his correspondence with his far flung
confreres. At last, as Christmas approached, he took time off to write a special letter
explaining his course of action and trying to put troubled minds at rest:

with those

The union of our two societies has always appeared to me to be in accord
with the designs and the will of God; they undertake the same work and
are travelling along the same path. Now it is not according to the designs of
Providence to raise up two societies to do one special work if one can do the
work alone. That opinion was brusquely expressed to me in Rome in 1840 by
men who were moved by zeal but were unaware of our real situation then.
"You wish to set up altar against altar", I was told, "The Society of the Holy
Spirit is engaged in this work already; there is no need for you!". Although that
observation was untrue at that time, nevertheless, Fr. Le Vavasseur and I made
several contacts with Fr. Fourdinier, superior of the Congregation of the Holy
Spirit.
offered to enter the society on condition that we be allowed to live in
community and that we were not put in charge of parishes but allowed to work
only with the blacks. The moment of God had not arrived at that time; we were
too weak and we could not have been able to succeed with Fr. Fourdinier who
could not be got to give way to our desire to live according to a rule. Now God's
plans are ripe and all is now disposed for a successful outcome... 71

We

When Libermann

now ripe he was referring in
With the advantage of our knowledge
of the story of the Society of the Holy Spirit from the beginning we catch glimpses
of what seems like Providence at work much farther back. By a remarkable
co-incidence both Claude Francis Poullart des Places and Francis Mary Paul
Libermann had set out from almost the same spot in Rennes, though at an interval
of one hundred and thirty years, leaving a life of security behind them and putting
their trust only in God as they went in search of their vocation. Claude, instead
wrote that God's plans were

particular to the series of events since 1840.

of opting for the diocesan priesthood and entering the senior seminary conducted
by the Eudists, had all unknown to himself at the time sown the seeds of his real
vocation through his contact with Fr. Bellier's work in the training of poor students
for the priesthood. In 1 839 Libermann was to walk out from the material security of
the Eudist novitiate in Rennes to throw in his lot with a group of students fired with
zeal for the pastoral care of the black slaves being liberated at the time. Both Claude
and Libermann had to agonise about what precisely the Lord wanted them to do
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but once they were convinced of God's will no sacrifice could deter them. Both,
convinced of God's loving care for the poor and abandoned, threw themselves
wholeheartedly into the work of going to their aid. Now both these initiatives were
being united by the dire needs of the black race.
But as we outline the providential events leading up to the union of the societies
founded by des Places and Libermann it is not the identity of the work they
were engaged in that is so striking as the identity of the spiritual outlook that
inspired their undertaking this work in the first instance and which maintained
its momentum later in spite of the daunting obstacles provided by upheavals at
home and heartbreaking loss of life abroad.

The amazing identity between the spiritual intuitions which inspired des Places
and Libermann was what really made the successful merger of their works possible.
And here we feel we can detect the hand of Providence at work.
We have seen that the inspiration for Claude's work and its dedication as
expressed in its official title came unmistakingly from the spiritual movement
started by Pere Lallemant and developed by his disciples as part of their pastoral
mission in Brittany. It is significant that while Libermann was with the Eudists in
Rennes on being asked by a clerical student about the advisability of his studying
Lallemant he give his unconditional approval. 72 He revealed thereby that he was
conversant
seen,

was

at the

a total

time with Lallemant's spirituality the core of which, as we have
to the Holy Spirit of which Mary Immaculate was the

openness

perfect model.

The doctrine of the Immaculate Conception of the Virgin Mary had not as yet
been declared a dogma of the Christian faith but the theology underlying that
mystery was being developed by spiritual masters like Saint John Eudes and Saint
Grignion de Montfort. The title Spouse of the Spirit and the symbol of Our Lady's
Immaculate Heart were being widely used to illustrate Our Lady's positive role in
active co-operation with the Holy Spirit in her own sanctification and in her role as
apostle ofJesus in the salvation of the world. This development in Marian theology
and devotion had been given special prominence while Libermann was a student
by the Archbishop of Paris and by the public sermons of the Irish-born Jesuit,
Fr. Nicholas Tuite de McCarthy. This was the background of the founding of
a branch of the Confraternity of the Holy Heart of Mary by a group of students
in 1838 in the Seminary of the Holy Spirit. In 1840 this branch was affiliated to
the Archconfraternity of the Immaculate Heart of Mary, Refuge of Sinners at the
shine of Our Lady of Victories. The director at the time was the renowned Fr.
Desgenettes. Fr. Desgenettes, who was in close contact both with the directors
of the Seminary and with members of Fr. Libermann's society, soon foresaw that
a union between the two societies was inevitable not merely because they were
involved in the same pastoral work but because of the identity of their spiritual
outlook. 73

Nothing

illustrates better this

convergence in the

of the two
be found in the manual

spiritual ethos

societies than the prayer for the conversion of sinners to

of prayers in daily use in the Seminary for both staff and students:

O Holy and Adorable Trinity, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, O God infinitely
good and merciful, who wills not the death of the sinner but that he be
converted and live, we offer to you, through the Holy and Immaculate
Heart of Mary, our prayers, our almsgiving and our other good works, the
acts of penance and mortification, the holy mass we shall offer or assist at
today, to obtain the conversion of sinners, in particular those who have been
recommended to us. O Mary Immaculate, permit us to unite our prayers and
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sentiments with those of your Holy Heart, to adore the Holy Trinity, through
Son who lives and reigns for ever and ever.

the Divine Heart of Jesus your

Amen. 74

When

then some members of the Society of the Holy Heart of Mary complained
of their having abandoned their special heirloom, namely their intuition of the
riches of the Apostolic heart of Mary as the model apostie, Fr. Libermann wrote
to reassure them that nothing had been forfeited by their union with the Society
of the Holy Spirit:

"My dear brother",

he writes

to the Director

of Aspirants, "you belong to the

Holy Heart of Mary and you will always so belong. Our union with the Holy
Spirit Community can't do otherwise than increase our devotion and our love
for that Heart which gave birth to our little Society. We have always placed
our peace and our happiness in the Heart of Mary filled with the abundance
of the Holy Spirit. If we did not express that plenitude of the Holy Spirit in the
Heart of Mary, it nevertheless constituted the essence of our devotion to the
Most Holy Heart of Mary. We have not changed. It is merely a matter of our
now expressing what before was understood, what we took for granted... 75
Finally

when

Fr.

Libermann got round to redrafting the Constitutions of the
merger he stated their traditional spiritan spiritual

society in the light of the

inheritance as follows:

546 Art

III

Devotions of the Congregation.

The Congregation
Spirit,

...

especially consecrates

the author and accomplisher of

all

(its

members)

to the

Holy

holiness and the inspirer of

apostolic spirit, and to the Immaculate Heart of Mary. Mary is
superabundantiy filled by the Divine Spirit with the plenitude of holiness
and of the apostolate and the most perfect participator in the life and sacrifice
of Jesus Christ, her Son, for the redemption of the world.
547 Art IV They will find in the Holy Spirit who lives in their souls a
source of the interior and religious life and an all powerful principle of that
perfect charity which is the soul of all apostolic virtue. They are to consider
the Immaculate Heart of Mary as a perfect model of fidelity to all the holy
inspirations of the Divine Spirit and of the interior practice of the virtues of
religious and apostolic life. They will find in Her a refuge to which they can
have recourse in their labours and their pains... 76

the

Plaques to
in the
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