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from

Ra^

Patches to

This short biography of Claude Francis PouUart des Places makes no claim
to be

an authoritative biography of the founder of the Fioly

ary Congregation (the Spiritans), but

times of this great priest so

is

an

effort to tell a Uttle

Spirit

known even among the members

little

Mission-

of the Hfe and
of the Society

he founded.

Many excellent biographies

in

the years by qualified historians

French and English have been published over

and experts on Claude's

spiritual life

but most

of these, primarily written by Spiritans for Spiritans, have never been too readily
available for other people.

To remedy this situation, it is hoped that this small booklet, although for the
most part only a 'digest' of already published works, will help the ordinary
reader and particularly lay associates and friends of the Spiritans, come to know
more about this very important but little known priest whom Cardinal Merry
del Val once called "one of the great personalities in the Catholic Church of
France in the eighteenth century."

From Riches
The
riches'

into
city

his

to Rfi^s

story of Claude Poullart des Places has

one of the wealthiest and most
of Brittany), but

own

While the

8

when he

request, buried in an

The Best and
France

little

of the usual 'from rags to

motif and might rather be called 'from riches to

is

rags.'

influential famiUes in

Claude was born

Rennes (the

capital

died at the early age of thirty in Paris, he was, at

unmarked pauper's

grave.

the Worst of Times

full

story of the final years of the Old Regime of pre-Revolution

outside the scope of this brief account of the

life

and times of Claude
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Poullart des Places, without

some knowledge of this 'best and worst of times' for
and the Catholic Church in France, there is no
good fortune in the family background and educa-

the French upper class aristocrats

understanding of Claude's
tional advantages

he enjoyed, or the

ing to address himself to the

from working-class

difficulties

immense

he

their fellow seminarians

is

by young

men

from

rich

seminary amenities enjoyed by

merchant or landowner backgrounds.

J\eadij-A/[ade Saint

Too often
of

encountered in attempt-

families of that period in France during their preparation

for the priesthood in contrast to the standard

No

later

disparity encountered

God
lost

in the

and

in biographies of saints, in

making of the

sanctity

is

saint,'

much

early biographers often neglected the

him

human

'the grace

interest in the narrative

seen as a ready-made God-given affair rather than a

accompHshment. Claude did not escape
that endeared

well-meaning emphasis on
of the

to his

this

kind of

common

many very human

life-

caricature. His

aspects of his character

contemporaries and portrayed him as

a very self-

centered and scrupulous individual, a holier-than-thou spoil sport, without

much practical know-how or common-sense.
One of the reasons for this is the over- importance
some very personal

retreat notes hastily written

given by these authors to

by Claude not

for publication

but for private discussion with his spiritual director and confessor.
Doubtless, from the

start,

Claude was always a young

man

with strong

gious convictions, but, in no way, was he ever a religious fanatic.
trary, the real

Claude, was the very opposite

impetuous, gregarious,

On

— very out-going,
—
son of
a

much admired individual

a true

reli-

the con-

energetic,

his father

and

mother, Francis and Jeanne Poullart des Places, two very good Catholics but two
very common-sense and practical entrepreneur business people as well.

A

Saint

in

a Hurrij

Finally, since

had

to

Claude accomplished

be a go-getter and a

all

that he did in such a short lifetime, he

'saint in a hurry' for

how

else

could he have become

possibly the youngest founder in the history of the CathoKc
religious society, the

that three
Asia,

A

Church of

a

major

world-wide Missionary Congregation of the Holy

Spirit,

hundred years

after his death,

still is

so very

much

alive in Africa

and

Europe and the Americas, AustraHa and Oceania?

Forgotten Founder
In contrast with the high profile usually given to founders of religious soci-

eties (like St.

Grignion de Montfort, one of Claude's life-long friends and closest

collaborators),

little

recognition appears to have been given to Claude des Places

of Rennes even in the Holy Spirit Congregation (the Spiritans) he founded.
This lack of appreciation of one of France's eighteenth century greats and

one whose

spiritual life in the
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words of

Fr.

Jean Savoie, Postulator for his Cause
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for Beatification,

was "a constant seeking

to give himself to

Gospel and in complete dedication to the Holy
trast

between

his Congregation's tardiness in

Church and

the

its

Spirit"

God

in fidelity to the

can be seen in the con-

having his virtues recognized by

members of

haste in seeking similar honours for later

the

Congregation.

For example, although the Cause for Claude's Beatification was not

officially

presented to the Church for examination until 275 years after his death, already

by that time (1988), two of his later confreres had been beatified,
Laval of Mauritius in 1979 and Fr. Daniel Brottier of France in 1984.
Even more remarkable

is

Fr.

Jacques

the case of Claude's eleventh successor as Superior

whose cause for beatification was introduced 25
and once the heroicity of his virtues were recognized by the
Church in 1910, he was thereafter honoured not just as "Father Francis
Libermann", but as "The Venerable Father" of all Spiritans.
General,

Fr.

Francis Libermann,

years after his death

A Long Overdue

Rjecognition

Happily, however, since the recent Tri- Centennial celebration of the foundation

and

among

early years of the

Spiritans a

Holy

renewed

Spirit

interest

Places himself but also about his

This booklet

is

Seminary and

Society, there has

Cause

for Beatification.

being published as the Spiritans in Canada (the

first

mission of the early Spiritans in 1732) celebrate two historic dates
fifty

been seen

not only in learning more about Claude des

—

overseas

the

first

Canada in 1954 and the first centeFrench Canada in 1905 after their earlier expul-

years of the Spiritans' arrival in English

nary of their second-coming to

sion from the country by the British authorities as French patriots, undesirable

champions of the Acadians and staunch defenders of Canada's Native Peoples
like

the

As

Micmac

stressed

Indians.

by Superior General

Fr.

Pierre Schouver, in his official

Convoca-

tion Letter for the 2004 General Chapter (complete text in the Appendices),

of the most important topics facing the delegates was
gation remains authentically Spiritan amidst
gin, culture

and

life -experiences

of

its

all

"to assure that the

the changes

present members,

and

now

younger confreres come from the Southern Hemisphere, whereas
those from the Northern

This, perhaps,

Hemisphere that set the

was what

Fr.

one

Congre-

diversity in ori-

that most of the
it

was

said that

any

in the past

tone."

Jean Savoie had in

mind when he

recognition by the Church of the Spiritan Founder at this particular time would

be "for the benefit of

all"

because what greater source of Spiritan solidarity

could there be than a shared
irrespective of a

This

is

why,

Claude des

fidelity to

the true spirit of Claude des Places,

member's own country of origin or destination
if this

Places, a

short booklet can in any

little

better

known and

way

help to

in mission.

make our Founder,

loved, the labour involved in

its

compilation will be seen as more than richly rewarded.
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