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As one

scientist

expressed

it

only half jokingly, at a

critical

moment a butterfly somewhere beat its wings and thereby set off a
chain of events leading to Hurricane Hugo. Or reversely, a bumble
bee flew blindly into a wall and thereby saved California from a
horrendous tidal wave.
What physical science affirms today regarding natural events
has its parallel in the realm of spiritual forces. A moment of
loving consent to God's grace by a long forgotten great-greatgrandmother may be transmitted through the generations and
leave behind a trace of kindness that makes a cruel dictator hesitate
to commit genocide. It is rare, however, that we can point to a
moment of history which saw the first stirrings of such a grace.

A few years ago a Jesuit historian wrote about "the most extraordinary history" of our Congregation which provides such a privileged moment of understanding. I'd like to spend some minutes
with you in exploring this moment of grace, tracing back our
charism to what we may call its deepest specific roots, which
remains also our most radical commitment, some 300 years after
our founding.
We have to go back to the 16th century Jesuit Louis Lallemant
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whose teachings became one of the most important
modern time. In his footsteps some of his
followers worked especially in Brittany, where they strongly fostered devotion to the Holy Spirit among the clergy, and through
them among the people. These preachers did not just insist on the
recitation of some prayers, but stressed that we should seriously
(died 1635),

sources of spirituality for

our everyday life guided by the desire to remain
promptings of the Holy Spirit. Lallemant's influence
was enormous on both his confreres and Brittany's clergy. Following the Spirit, without confusing self-will with the attraction of
grace, became a strong movement. And to keep the movement

endeavor

to live

faithful to the
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Holy

and secular clergy, constituted a loosely
Holy Spirit, which is sometimes called

Spirit."

particularly flourishing in the late 1600s at the time of

Claude Poullart des Places's youth and permeated the various
schools he attended. Virtually all his teachers were "Jesuits of the
Holy Spirit" and fervent promoters of total faithfulness to the
Spirit. Young Claude soaked up the desire for this faithfulness as a
sponge soaks up water. In the light of this, is it surprising that
when in 1703 some fellow students in Paris asked him to constitute
them into a community, he spontaneously dedicated it to the Holy
Spirit?

Like the Jesuits of the Holy Spirit, this new Spiritan community
remained more movement than institution. It acquired so few
structures that it could barely qualify as a moral body in the legal
sense of the term. (Even 200 years after its founding a government
lawyer, charged with examining the Congregation's legitimacy,
concluded: you have barely statutes deserving the name.) There
were no vows, no oaths, no distinctive garb; nothing but a small
group of directors meeting annually to fulfil corporate legal duties.

The charism of the Spirit with which Claude endowed his
nascent congregation may be described as evangelical availability
which remains always attentive to the movements of the Holy
Spirit manifesting himself in the concrete situation of life, or if you
wish, attentive to the voice of the Spirit speaking through the
voices of other human beings.
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he says: "Having food and clothing, let us be
is even more detached on the spiritual level.
That is to say, he does not cling to the past and its outlook, but
remains wide open to what life shows to be the real needs of
sions. Like St Paul
satisfied."

And he

human beings in

today's situation.

good news only when

He realizes

that the

Good News

speaks to people in a language and in
images they can understand. He does not hesitate to drop cherished traditional views and ways of acting in favor of new ones
that show themselves more effective. In Libermann's terms, he is
an instrument which offers no resistance to the movement which
the Spirit wishes to impart to it.
is

it

moment on what it means to be such an instruno resistance to its handler. Did you ever hear the
crack of a whip? Not of an ordinary wishy-washy dime store whip,
but of a large bull whip that needs a real man to handle it. Being
long, supple and slim, it offers but little resistance to the motion
the handler wishes to impart to it. Grasping it by its handle, the
man gives it a motion which accelerates constantly till the thin tip
of the whip cracks at last with a sharp thunderclap as it smashes
the air before it. In the 15 or 20 feet that the motion travels along
the whip, it reaches a speed of over 600 miles when the tip strikes
the air. What you are hearing is a miniature version of the breaking
of the sound barrier.
Another example. An eager but still uncoordinated ten-year old
baseball player, may manage to throw a ball in the general direction of the plate, but his muscular system is still so full of resistance
to the motion he plans to impart to the ball that it barely manages
to get there. But in the superbly trained body of an athlete all
possible resistance is eliminated. He does not just throw with his
hand, but begins to impart motion to the ball from the tip of his big
toe in his forward foot, accelerates this motion all the time while it
travels over his heel up his leg, up his torso and up along his
Let us dwell a

ment

offering

outstretched

arm

right to his fingertips.

When

these at last release

speed of about 100 miles an hour toward the
desired goal. Now we may understand Libermann's saying that if
there were any fiber in his body resisting the Holy Spirit, he would
tear it out. He wanted to be a perfect instrument in the hands of
the Holy Spirit.
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This docility to the Spirit

bestowed on us

his followers.

was and is the charism Claude has
Throughout the 18th century it gave
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thousand extraordinarily zealous and compethem are known to have died "in the odor
of sanctity." For us Americans (and even more for Canadians), it
is, moreover, a source of humble pride to know that in our part of
to the

a

tent apostles; a score of

the world, the faithfulness of these 18th century priests sent out to

North America has determined the world-wide history of the
Congregation until the present time. They worked so well and so
harmoniously together that it was proposed to replace all religious
orders in the colonies by Spiritan priests, thereby giving our
Congregation its primary impetus toward missionary work. And a
few years later, when the USA became independent, the Holy See
spontaneously suggested that the nascent Catholic Church of the
USA be fully staffed by Spiritan missionaries.

When in
tion,

1848 Libermann and his followers joined the Congrega-

the venerable charism received even a

new

impetus. Al-

though Libermann was a convert from Judaism, he never gave up
the traditional piety of the true Jewish believer. The pious Jew,
says Martin Buber, "lives in the consciousness that the proper
place for his encounter with

God lies in the ever-changing situation

Again and again he hears God's voice in a different way in
the language spoken by unforeseen and changed situations." He
does not silence God on the pretext that He has already spoken
before in a different way, but remains always unconditionally
available to God for whatever here and now appears to be God's
voice calling him away from old tasks to new endeavors.
Without going into details here, throughout his life Libermann
gave examples of this listening to the Spirit when he became a
Christian, entered and left Stanislaus College, stayed with the
of

life.

Sulpicians,

Eudists,

left

left

them

to

become

assistant novice master of the

these to venture into the

"work

for the blacks"

and

when nearly all the original instigators of
work abandoned it. He succeeded beyond the wildest dreams

stayed there in charge
this

and then in 1848 unhesitatingly gave up the little society of the
Holy Heart of Mary to enter our Congregation. In the four years of
life that remained for him, he restored that Congregation to its
original fervor in obedience to the Holy Spirit and evangelical
availability.

What

good did his followers become
example, they concentrated their combined efforts on
bringing the Good News to Negro Africa, to the neglected slaves

when,

a splendid force for the

for
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in the colonies, to the despised blacks here in the

States, especially in Louisiana.

He gave

us the impetus to continue

to trust in the Spirit.

Let me terminate this brief sketch by mentioning one of Libermann's most daring innovations. Unlike other founders did sometimes, declaring their rule to be definitive and unchangeable,
Libermann made a supreme act of confidence in his followers of
future ages by declaring in the 1840s the time when churchmen
were centralizing power that among us the "supreme authority
lies in the will of the majority of the members." The voice of the
people, this pious Jew-and-Christian must have thought, is the
voice of God.
May we live up to his great expectations and to our precious

—

heritage.

—

