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Young people, always in search of stars to follow and role models to imitate,
need to hear a

the latest

pop

little

celebrities,

about history's

who,

all

real

heroes to offset the rave reviews of

too often, have clay feet in their private

may

lives.

from Claude des Places, a
them, who accomplished so much and influenced so many

In this connection they

learn something

young man like
other young people during his short lifetime.
Although this young man belonged to a different century, it is remarkable
how similar his experiences on and off campus were to those of any high school
or university student today. He, too, had to struggle with growing up and
making career decisions that at first were not fully understood or approved by
his peers, his professors or even his family.
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Claude began high school

at

the local Jesuit College in Rennes, where,

before long, he was recognized as an
a scholar.

He was

admired by

a great

his peers.

all

honour

student. But Claude

was more than

rounder, as popular with his teachers as he was

Handsome,

well-built, with a

physique and courage to

match, he was well capable of taking good care of himself on any campus.

A

and year out he was given lead roles in school plays, gigs, and
ballet dancing. Outside of school he was an avid hunter, a good horseman (no
cars in those days!) and so useful with a sword and gun that he even thought of

born

actor, year in

a career in the

Claude
everyone

armed

forces.

may have been a

else,

live

wire in and out of school, lively and restless

but there was a deeper side to his character.
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He had been

like

given a

5

wonderful Catholic upbringing

might have been embarrassed

at

home but like

so

knew he

others

if

many boys then and now, he
believed in God and said

still

his prayers, but not Claude!

Graduating from high school
to University, so

at 16,

Claude was considered too young to go on

he was given a 'finishing off year' in the university

Away from home,

for the first time, with

Claude went on to win three of the

— no small achievement

in

many

city

of Caen.

opportunities to take

five prestigious

it

easy,

student awards that year

one of the most famous international

colleges

in France.

The real test for Claude came when he was 19 and spent three years in the
Law School of Nantes, where student life at that time was an all time wild, as
one chronicler put

"Instead of being locked in serious discussions with their

it:

professors, these law students were

even armed violence on the

streets."

more

often involved in brawls,

fist fights,

Claude, however, kept his head and at 22

graduated with a Licentiate in Law.

With the world at his feet and so many promising careers open to him, he
had great difficulty deciding whether it would be a career in the military, law
and provincial politics like his dad, the family real-estate business, or the priesthood. His family suggested that he combine his theological studies with another
degree at the University of Paris. But Claude decided to concentrate entirely on
the spiritual preparation for the priesthood and took non-degree courses at a
Jesuit College in Paris.

All

during his high school and university studies Claude had been very

active in social justice

and now

in Paris

he became involved in helping immi-

grant chimneysweepers from Savoy and poor seminarians.

opened

A

for the latter eventually
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The

hostel he

became the famous Holy Spirit Seminary.

Modem Youth

Claude des Places, then, was no ready-made saint but an ordinary school
boy and young adult striving by the grace of God and his own best efforts to do
the best he could and always be a credit to his family, high school, college,
country and Catholic Church.
Even in founding the Holy Spirit Seminary Claude was no old or middle
the
aged rector laying down laws for others, but a young man in his prime

—

to follow the Rules

he wrote.

Most unexpectedly

in the late

first

very

fit,

he

fell

seriously

ill

summer

of 1709, although always healthy and

of pleurisy and after a short but painful

patiently borne, he died peacefully at the age of 30 years

Even

in dying,

his only request

Claude gave a memorable lesson to

among the

must be paid

if

one

at his

poorest of the poor of Paris.

Places' life 'from riches to rags'

the high price that

6

his youthful associates for

was that they bury him not with an expensive tombstone

head, but in a nameless plot

Claude des

illness

and 7 months.

is

is

a striking

reminder not only of

to take Christ at His word, give

up

all
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and follow Him, but

also of the rich

a promised hundred-fold even on

At the same time,
decision

on

reward not only of 'treasure in heaven but

earth.

how valuable

to

any young

his vocation to the priesthood

gious poverty, chastity and obedience

is

man

hesitating to

that he

19:

16-22)

owned and

who "went away

follow Christ."
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a final
reli-

Claude's leap of faith and joyful perse-

verance in his decision in contrast to the other young

(Matthew

make

and/or a reUgious profession of

man

in the gospel story

sad because he was unwilling to

sell all

