Chapter One

FROM WEALTH TO A PAUPER'S GRAVE
THE FOUNDER AND

1.

HIS

WORK

The Family and Youth of Claude Francis Poullart

des

Places

"What do you think this child is going to be?" friends and neighbors
must have asked, as they had done when John the Baptist was born. The
day was February 26, 1679. Only one day old, the little boy was held over
the baptismal font in Rennes, Brittany, by his godparents, the "exalted
and puissant" Lord Claude de Marbeuf, President of Brittany's Sovereign

Parliament, and the Lady of Ferret.^ Looking at their infant son Claude
Francis, his happy parents had no doubt but that he would inherit their
wealth, take his place in the nobility of the realm,
in the history

and write a glorious page

of their illustrious family. Since the Middle Ages the family

name had been distinguished on the battle field and in the Church. Their
son was, indeed, destined to give his family name a greater fame than any
of his ancestors had done, but not in the way his fond parents hoped that
afternoon as twilight began to envelop the room where his cradle stood.
His father, Francis Claude, one of the richest merchants in the town,
was a respected lawyer in Brittany's Parliament; his wealth and his prestige increased annually. But there was one bitter disappointment in his
life. In 1668, at the age of twenty-seven, he had failed to justify his title of
commission charged with the "reform of Brittany's
he could do so, he was officially a commoner. So he laid

nobility before the
nobility"; until

careful plans to restore the family wealth as quickly as possible

and reclaim

This determination to restore the family fortune was perhaps one
reason why he delayed marriage to his late thirties. His wife, Jeanne le
Meneust, likewise of an ancient but impoverished family, had been governess of Count de Marbeuf's children and was about his own age.^
Claude's early years were blessed by a careful and pious upbringing. His
health was delicate, so at first a private tutor looked after his studies. In
1690 he was enrolled in the excellent Jesuit school in Rennes. He was an
his title.

'Copy of baptismal certificate
^Michel I, 16 f.

in

Koren

I, 8.
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exceptional student and from the very beginning of his schooling gave
evidence of his remarkable intellectual gifts. The little boy revealed an
unusual zeal by becoming an organizer of a pious society among his
fellow-students. They gave some of their free time to prayer, penance
and other exercises of devotion.
At the amazingly early age of fifteen Claude had finished the classical
program of studies, but since everyone felt that he was too young to begin
philosophy, his parents sent him to the Jesuit college of Caen, Normandy,
to take further courses in oratory or public speaking, for which he appeared to be especially gifted. As at Rennes, Claude distinguished himself

among
cess.^*

the 2,000 students of this school by piety and by academic suc-

At the conclusion of

this interlude,

he returned

to

Rennes

for a

two-year program of philosophy.^
It was at the college of Rennes that he became the intimate friend of a
boy six years older than he, who was destined to make history in the

Church under the name of Saint Louis Mary Grignion de Montfort, the
apostle of Mary and the founder of two religious congregations: the
Society of Mary or Montfortists and the Daughters of Wisdom. Louis'
parents had moved to a street close to Claude's home. Both families had
lost their

ancient

father was rich, a

titles

of

but there the likeness ended. Claude's

nobility,

model of decorum and he had but two

living children;

Louis was the eldest of nine surviving children out of a total of eighteen.
His father gambled away his earnings and left to his distraught wife the
burden of raising the family without his support."* Anyhow, the two boys

met spontaneously on
friends, for

it

their

way

to

and from school and they became close
how much they had in

did not take them very long to realize

common.^
This pious association with the future saint should not lead us to believe
Claude was a shy and withdrawn youngster who loved to be alone and
had few friends. Although he practiced penance to the extent of giving up
wine altogether — which in a Frenchman would be comparable to an
American boy's forsaking ice cream or soft drinks — he liked company and
pleasure. In fact, he looked forward with enthusiasm to the long vacations
from school. During these months of leisure his parents did their best to
endow him with every social refinement one would expect of a member of
the city's leading families. Travel, marksmanship, riding, hunting and
dancing constituted his favored recreational activities during these carethat

free days.

He

especially loved acting

'*A portrait of Claude,
in Munich.

museum

^Michel I, 32.
"Rath I, 83.
^Michel I, 20.

at the

and

ballet dancing,

and he had a

age of sixteen, by the painter Jean Jouvenet

is

real talent

preserved

in a
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for dramatic activities.

On one

occasion this penchant for

3

drama

nearly

resulted in tragedy. While he was earnestly trying to study an assigned

kept teasing him with childish interruptions. At
what he thought was an empty gun and
pulled the trigger. The household was terrified when a bullet passed
between his sister and his mother, missing them by a few inches! The
careless use of firearms appears not to have been unusual in those days
for, on another occasion while Claude was hunting with a few friends, he
role, his little sister

length, he threatened her with

was

felled

When

his

that he

by a shot in the abdomen from a distance of about ten feet.
frightened comrades rushed to the prostrate body, they found

had sustained only a

superficial

wound.

Aside from vacation periods, however, Claude studied seriously, for he
passionately sought honor and distinction. His efforts were crowned with
great success. Although he was one of the youngest of all, he placed first
among the hundreds of students who took the final examinations at
Rennes. For that reason he was chosen for the role of defender in the
customary public philosophical debate at the end of the academic year in
1697. At the time, such disputes were held with great solemnity. Weeks
beforehand the theses were advertised in detail on bill-boards throughout
the city, invitations were sent to learned societies, and no expense was
spared to make the assembly notable. Along with the full student body
and faculty, royalty and nobles, bishops and canons, members of Parliament and those with a pretence to culture came and could take part in the
exchange of opinions. The language was Latin.''
Such general passionate interest in abstract philosphical and theological issues may appear strange today. Yet in those times, they provoked
intense interest, and in many fashionable salons they often were the main
subject of conversation. One of the reasons why Emperor Charles IV
founded the University of Prague was his desire to have such intellectual
encounters in that city. Let us not forget that an excellent knowledge of
Latin and Greek could then still be taken for granted among the educated
people of the Western world. Even less than a century ago the performance of the classical Greek tragedy ^/f^5to in the original language at Holy
Ghost College, founded by Father des Places' spiritual sons in Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania, drew such a large audience in that reputedly raw industrial
city that it produced more than one thousand dollars — about $15,000 in
1980 inflated dollars — in profit.**
On Claude's day everything took place with the customary solemnity.
Dedicating his defense to the son of King Louis XIV, then Governor of
Brittany, the eighteen year old boy thrilled and charmed his audience by
the clarity and simplicity of his replies, the breadth and depth of his
knowledge, the charm of his youth and the grace of his eloquence. With
«Thomas, 230 ff.
^Thomas, 236.
'^Le

Floch, 84; B.G., 16, 969

and archives of Duquesne

University.
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little or no help from his professor, he deftly disposed of his opponents by
an impressive display of logic. Then, as the thunderous applause died
down around him, this stage of Claude's career came to a brilliant and

memorable

end.*^

Exceptionally intelligent, charming in manner, handsome, richly en-

dowed

with material goods, universally beloved, he had the world at his

Now

it was time for him, his parents thought, to enter society, relax
from the drudgery of seven years' intensive study, and become an "ac-

feet.

complished gentleman." In a city which feverishly tried to emulate the
social amenities of Paris, invitation followed invitation: a party here, a
banquet there, the chase, the concert, the ball, the theatre — every host
and hostess, sought his attendance.'"
It would be dishonest to pretend that Claude did not feel deeply
gratified by all this adulation and that he spurned the pleasures held out to
him on all sides. In fact, his earlier thoughts about becoming a priest — so
common among boys who had received a solid religious education —
seemed to have more or less faded from his mind. Highly pleased with
himself and his achievements, he began to look around for a career that
would fulfill his ambitions for more honor and glory. To this end it might
be advantageous to introduce the young man to the Versailles Court. The
marvellous defense of his theses, dedicated to the King's son, had already
attracted the Court's attention. Moreover, Claude's father was wellknown to ranking royal officials and just then he had some pressing
business awaiting a royal decision."

Claude travelled by coach

to Paris,

where he took up residence with

friends of the family. Before long he was presented at the Court of
Versailles. Its splendor made a deep impression on him and he would
have been happy to share in its endless round of glittering events. His
lordly old father, however, did not relish the idea of Claude's "spending
his life in antechambers, courtyards and staircases." He wanted something better for this son of whom he was immensely proud. As a result, it
was decided that Claude should leave the Court. Somewhat reluctantly
therefore he returned to the less glamorous surroundings of provincial
Rennes to start once more on the old routine of parties and social affairs.'^
Although his strongly religious sentiments had thus far safeguarded
him from the dangerous pitfalls so common in a life of this sort, Claude
felt ill at ease. He realized that he was no longer as closely united with God
as before. With a feeling of longing his thoughts kept returning to the
days when all his young heart had desired was God and God alone. He
who had so often thought of becoming a priest was now rapidly drifting

^Le Floch, 84

ff.;

'"Thomas, 240.
1'

Michel

1,

44.

''he Floch, 117

ff.

Rath

I,

366

n. 10 for text

of dedication.
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toward worldliness and pride. Growing uneasiness induced him to make a
retreat so as to decide what to do with his life.^^
During those days of recollection he saw how unfaithful he had been
and how much he had exposed himself to the danger of sin. He again felt
the call to God's service. Now he was going to become a great preacher for
God. In his imagination he saw his pulpit surrounded by thousands of
entranced listeners, swayed by the powerful eloquence of this new Bossuet, and eager to return to their heavenly Father. He would go to Paris to
study theology at the Sorbonne, renew there his academic triumphs, and
then begin to work at the conversion of France. Sincere as his desire was
for the priesthood, he did not realize how much his ambition for glory
played a part in these dreams. Nonetheless, he decided to confide his plan
to his father.
It was a rude shock for the man who had pinned on this only son all his
dreams of glory and renown for the des Places family, but he was too good
a Christian— or too good a psychologist — to oppose the idea openly.
Instead of antagonizing Claude and thus strengthening his resolve, the
it best to postpone a decision. Accordingly, he calmly
suggested that such a step should be taken only after long and careful
deliberation. Furthermore, he added, to become a good preacher one did

father thought

not have to study at the Sorbonne. "I've heard quite a few doctors preach-

man remarked, "and none was any better because
he had a degree."'^ While testing his vocation, Claude could study law.
That would be useful for him either as a priest or as a layman. If he still
insisted on being a priest after that, parental consent would not be withing sermons," the old

held.

Claude saw the reasonableness of his father's proposal. Besides, the
of the retreat were beginning to wear off, his vocation to the
priesthood seemed less pronounced, and he enjoyed the prospect of
having more freedom than he could expect in Rennes under the scrutiny
of his parents. Accordingly, he accepted the offer and went off early in
October 1697 to the School of Law at the University of Nantes.'^
Mounted on a beautiful horse, splendidly dressed and with a sword
strapped to his side, Claude and a companion proudly galloped out of
Rennes toward their destination. One thought began nagging him, as it
would for a long time to come: would his fellow-students find out that he
was not really a registered nobleman and that his father worked for a
living by engaging in commerce?^** What a blow that would be to his pride!
While they were riding along, an incident occurred which seems to be
the event Claude referred to some years later as an "enormous crime."'
effects

'^Thomas, 240.
'^Thomas, 240 f.
'••Thomas, 242.
'""Ecnls, 142.

'Ubid., 130.
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His father had to come to his rescue and use his considerable resources to
do so successfully. For some unknown reason Claude had an altercation
on the road with a local carrier of freight and passengers. Feeling insulted
by the man and hurt in his pride, Claude became furious. As he was to
write later, "I am afraid of death and therefore a coward, but one who is
unable to meet with patience a marked affront. "^^ At any rate, he drew his
sword and struck out at the freighter, wounding him in an arm and on the
body. Whereupon the man lodged an official complaint against Claude

before the criminal court of justice at Rennes.
When des Places, pere heard about the incident, he went, accompanied
by two royal notaries, to visit the victim. By paying him sixty livres in

all medical and legal expenses, he induced the man to appoint him his legal representative with the right to pursue the affair "as he
saw fit." As soon as the royal notaries had drawn up the necessary papers,
Claude's father went to the judge and withdrew the complaint. His action

indemnities,

was so effective that not a trace of the complaint has been preserved

in the

court's archives. ^^

was an inauspicious beginning. Claude's earliest biographer, who was
ignorant of this incident, seemed to have understood his "enormous
crime" as "living it up." Modern biographers tend to see only a succession
of fervor and slackness in his religious duties during the three years of his
It

law studies in Nantes.
At the end of this period Claude returned to Rennes with his licentiate
to practice law. His parents

were ready

to celebrate the occasion.

Their

son had said little or nothing about becoming a priest since he had started
to study law and they fully expected him to comply with his father's
wishes. The old man had been busy smoothing the way for his son to

become

a lawyer in Brittany's Parliament. His

official barrister's

gown

for

him and had

it

mother had even bought an

hung out ready

to wear.

To

on the garment, took a long look at himself in the
mirror, then turned around and, with a voice choking with emotion,
announced that he never intended to use it and would hate to be a
please her, Claude put

lawyer.^"

Despite three years of silence about the matter, Claude in reality was still
undecided and wavering between the priesthood and the legal profession.
Seeing his parents' arrangements and the gown as an attempt to force a
decision on him, he abruptly rejected their idea.^* For about one year he
stayed at home, helping his father in his multiple business enterprises and

^*This

is

'''Ibid.,

94.

the

way Joseph Michel interprets the event.

'"Michel I,46ff.
^"Besnard, 278.
2'Michel 1,70.
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making another retreat, resolutely followed the advice of his
and opted for the priesthood.
To break definitively with the past and with family ties, Claude resolved
to study theology in Paris, far from home. Since the theological faculty of
the Sorbonne was then tainted with Jansenism, and since Claude was
then, after

spiritual director

seeking spiritual training as well as theological learning, he gave the
university a wide berth and went instead to the College of Louis the Great.

This school, formerly known as Clermont College but at a critical period
injesuit history renamed in honor of the Sun King, had a student body of
more than 3,500. One hundred Jesuits made up the teaching staff of this
institution. There were about 450 resident students, many of them with
their own valets or preceptors. Voltaire became a student there while
Claude was following its theology curriculum — one that had been established mainly for the Jesuits' own seminarians.^^ By studying here, Claude
was excluded from a degree in theology, for the Sorbonne jealously

guarded

its

monopoly

in this field.

Since a Sorbonne degree was the

open sesame

for ecclesiastical ad-

entrance into Louis the Great in 1701 must have caused
some excited wagging of tongues and shaking of heads in the fashionable
salons of Paris. But Claude took no notice of the gossip. God had now
become the center of his life and every day found him drawing closer to
his Creator in prayerful union. Filled with sorrow for the past, he tried to
make up for it by severe penance. He would thus become more like the
suffering Christ whom, he felt, he had offended so much.
A major factor in his "conversion" seems to have been the reading of the
life of Michael Le Nobletz, a Breton priest who had died some fifty years
before. Like Claude, this priest, declared Venerable in 1913, had studied
with the Jesuits, had been chosen to defend publicly a philosophical thesis
at the end of his studies and had the same youthful Marian devotion. He
had even been on the point of using his sword in a fit of anger. Besides, he
strongly advocated disregard for worldly honor, again, precisely the
inclination that Claude had to struggle against so much.^^

vancement,

2.

his

A Twenty-Four Year Old Founder of a Seminary and
Congregation
A Humble

himself, he

a

became more severe with respect to
and charitable toward others: an
authentic character. Soon his attention

Beginning. As Claude

became

increasingly kind

unmistakable sign of his virtue's
to be drawn by the little "Savoyards," the chimney-sweeps of the
capital. Striving to earn a meager pittance for their destitute families in

began

"Le Floch, 144.
^•'Besnard, 280; Michel

I,

82

f.
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abandoned and homesick. Few people cared for
had invaded not only the
royal court but the rich and not-so-rich to such an extent that in the parish
of Saint Sulpice alone alms for the poor had declined from about 25,000
livres a year to less than 4,000.^^ Claude became the friend of the
chimney-sweeps, taught them to read and write, instructed them in the
rudiments of religion and, little by little, began to provide for their
Savoy, they

them. For,

felt lonely,

at that time, the desire for luxuries

material needs as well.^^

After he was formally received in the clerical state by the reception of

tonsure in August 1702, he appears to have become increasingly aware
many students for the priesthood were almost as needy as the little
chimney-sweeps. Resident seminaries for the entire course of studies and
that

priestly education

were not

yet the general rule in

France

at that time.

Students attended lectures at the university, but they were usually free to
live wherever they wished until the time for ordination approached Then
they entered a seminary for a few weeks or months of preparation. For
many of the poorer ones, life was precarious. They tried to snatch a few
.

when they were free from the menial jobs that enabled
The arrangement was not only detrimental to their health

theological courses

them

to live.

and studies, but also, especially in such a licentious city as Paris, it seriously
jeopardized their morals. ^^
While it is true that charitable persons had already founded a few
houses to provide for these "poor clerics," there were not nearly enough
to accommodate even a significant fraction of their number. Claude had
only to look around to see scores of these pale and emaciated young men.
With the approval of his director, therefore, he began by quietly helping
some with the savings he squeezed from his father's modest allowance.
Soon he went farther and gave them the food that was served him at the
College, satisfying his own wants with a few leftovers from the Jesuits'
table. ^^ There was not yet any thought in his mind of setting up a new
foundation. As he himself wrote later: "It was only a matter of taking in
four or five poor students and of trying unobtrusively to feed them."^^
Soon, however, other people began to share his interest and offered help.
It was a big step forward, for instance, when the College bursar told him
that he might have whatever remained after the meals of the 600 people

boarding in the school. ^^
With a growing number of dependents on his hands, Claude felt the
need of providing for their souls as well as feeding their bodies, for many
of them gave evidence of a woeful lack of spiritual training. After he had
2^Michel

I,

25.

"Thomas,

268.
2«Michel I,ch. XI.
"Thomas, 266; Besnard, 280.
2«£fn7.s, 148.

-"Besnard, 282.
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rented a house in the rue des Cordiers, he selected "about twelve" of them
and on Pentecost Sunday, May 27, 1703, an old record^* says:

Mr Poullart des Places
then only an aspirant to the ecclesiastical state,
began the establishment of the said Community and Seminary consecrated
to the Holy Ghost under the invocation of the Blessed Virgin conceived
.

without

We may
giving

.

,

sin.^"

readily

them

.

assume

a conference

that Claude had prepared the little group by
on the text: "He has sent me to bring the Good

News to the poor" and that they observed the feast of Pentecost by
attending Mass at the nearby church of St Etienne-des-Gres. The dedication of their community to the Immaculate Conception further justifies
the assumption that they visited the famous shrine of the "Black

Madonna"

in this

Glad Tidings

The

church and consecrated themselves there

to bring the

to the poor.

consecration of the seminary-community to the Holy Spirit was

background in Brittany. There devotion to the Holy
had become widespread in the seventeenth century through the
work of such famous Jesuit preachers and writers as Louis Lallemant,
Francis Legrand and Vincent Huby. There even existed an association of
Jesuit and other priests dedicated to the Holy Spirit which counted about
one thousand members. And in its title this association also joined the
Virgin Mary to the Holy Spirit. Jesuit influence also may account for the
words "under the invocation of the Blessed Virgin conceived without sin"
in the title of Claude's foundation. They had been his teachers and guides
for many years, had Marian associations for their students in their schools
and greatly fostered devotion to the Immaculate Conception.^
Because Claude could not bring himself to refuse anyone who fulfilled
related to Claude's
Spirit

his stipulated conditions for admission, his little establishment in the rue

was soon outgrown. Moreover, wealthy students residing in
made the "Placists," as Claude's followers soon came to
be known, the butt of their crude jokes when they came from the Jesuit
kitchens with their buckets of leftovers. Finally, the powerful Sorbonne
made every effort to prevent students who went to the Jesuit school of
theology, as the "Placists" did, from finding accommodations nearby.
That was why toward the end of 1705 Claude moved his young seminary
to the rue neuve St-Etienne (now rue Collin). It was only a ten minute walk
from the Jesuit College, possessed a fairly spacious garden and offered

des Cordiers

the neighborhood

^*The record dates from 1734 but cites an "ancient register" now
does not say: he "established" but "he began the establishment." If
Congregation, it was at least its conception.
3''*N.D.,

1;

B.C., 36,490.

3'MichelI, 147

ff.

Note that the record
was not the birth of the

lost.
it
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room for nearly seventy students. Here, he felt, they could settle down for
some time

to

come.^^

and St Louis de Montfort. Shortly after Claude began his
de Montfort took on new
life. In 1702 the saint returned to Paris and visited his friend. Just at that
time Louis was seriously thinking of organizing missions and retreats all
over rural France to revitalize the faith. For this work he obviously needed
collaborators and Claude, with his splendid oratorical gifts, would have
been just the right man to help him start his work. They discussed their
views, took counsel and prayed for divine guidance. But, in the end,
Claude had to tell his friend that he did not personally feel called to the
preaching of missions. All his time had to be spent in providing future
priests with a decent home and excellent training for their sublime task.
However, he made this promise:
Poidlart des Places

theological studies, his friendship with St Louis

If

God gives me the

will train

and
St

I

will

them
be

this, you can count on missionaries. I
put them to work. In this way both you

grace to succeed in

for you,

and you

will

satisfied.''^

Louis went back to Poitiers and in 1703 laid the

first

foundation of

Wisdom. After Easter,
year and undoubtedly must

the Sisters' congregation of the Daughters of

however, he returned to Paris for at least a
have aided Claude in the foundation and organization of his seminary.
Because of their close association, there can be little doubt that he was
present at its opening on the day of Pentecost, 1703.
Ordination to the Priesthood and Death. While preoccupied with the endless
cares of his seminary, Claude continued to prepare himself also for his
own ordination, for he was still a simple cleric in minor orders. Then
suddenly the dark "night of the senses" descended on him: God withdrew
from him those consolations which he uses in the beginning to attract the
fervent to himself. Qualms of conscience about the past rose up to plague
him and he reproached himself bitterly for having started his seminary
without being sufficiendy prepared for such a great responsibility.^'*
Convinced of his own unworthiness, he kept postponing his ordination to
the priesthood for three years. In the end, however, his director was able
to calm his fears and restore peace to his troubled soul. On December
17th, 1707, he became a priest. Characteristically, he had previously
refused the rich benefices which his father had secured for him as the
canonical title for his ordination. He asked to be given only the minimum
of sixty livres a year, which was required of even the poorest candidate.''^
Less than two years after his ordination, God called him to his heavenly
»2

Michel

I,

178

"Thomas, 280

ff.
f.

''*Ecnts, 138.

^^Michel

I,

181

ff.
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reward. One of the severest winters experienced in France, followed by
famine, had greatly increased his cares and worries. Weakened by privation and penance, the youthful founder finally collapsed. At the end of

September 1709, pleurisy and an abdominal disease attacked his
emaciated body. Hospitals were so overcrowded that several patients
occupied the same bed. So he had to be treated at home. Just when his
illness was at its worst, his seminary moved again to more spacious quarters, this time torue neuve Sainte-Genevieve now rue Tournefort. In the midst
of his sufferings, he kept repeating in Latin: "How lovely are thy tabernacles O Lord of Hosts! My soul longeth and fainteth for the courts of the
Lord" (Ps. 83, 1). On October 2, at 5:00 P.M. he died.^^^
His funeral was very simple. In keeping with the spiritof poverty which
he had cultivated so much by word and example, his body was buried in a
pauper's grave at the cemetery of the church of Saint Etienne: a common
ditch that was covered over when it was filled with corpses, to be used
again some years later.^^ No monument has ever been built over his grave.
And, as if to erase all further information about his life, eleven years after
his death an enormous conflagration, lasting a whole week, destroyed 850
houses, including his paternal home, in Rennes; it consumed also most of
the family papers that could have enlightened us about his life.^^ Even his
first biography by Father Thomas has survived only in a mutilated and
incomplete form that does not narrate the foundation of his seminary. We
may console ourselves over this loss with the idea that the work which he
,

started

is

itself

among

the most fitting memorial to his saintly

life.

and congregations
Claude occupies a unique position. In all probability he was the youngest
of all; only twenty-four years old, he had been admitted to the clerical state
a mere nine months before the opening of his community, and he had no
For,

the founders of Catholic seminaries

work. Yet, in spite of this, when
death took him away at an extremely difficult time for his young foundation, his seminary not only survived but also saved the Montfortists from
dying in their infancy, his rule became the model for the establishment of
the world-wide sisterhood of the Daughters of the Holy Spirit,^^ founded
by one of his first collaborators. Father Rene Allenou de la VilleAngevin,^* and his work grew into a congregation which today labors in
about fifty-five countries and has thirty-five nationalities among its mem-

more than

six years to consolidate his

bers.

''*

Hereafter

we'll abbreviate his

»«Besnard, 286; Michel
"Michel I, 249.
^''Le Floch, 14.

^^Michel I,ch. XXII.

I,

233

name

ff.

to

Allenou.
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A Mystique
A candidate

1

of Poverty and Evangelical Availability

for admission to Holy

conditions over and

Ghost Seminary had

to fulfill three

above the usual requirements: he had to be poor, he

had to be willing to consecrate himself to the most difficult and abandoned
works in God's vineyard, and he had to be intelligent enough to follow
successfully the strenuous program of studies demanded by Father des
Places.

That this willingness to undertake any work should not be equated with
good intentions without competence should be sufficiently clear from des
Places' solid program of studies and from his rule that no decision on the
admission of anyone in particular would be made until all aspirants had
been tested; the test covered the newly born physical science.'**' He wanted
to admit only the most-promising candidates. One finds an echo of this
emphasis on thorough preparation in the rule drawn up by Father Allenou for the Daughters of the Holy Spirit: in taking care of the sick, they
should not only use tender loving care but also competence acquired
under skilled doctors and nurses."*^
The requirement of poverty echoed a decree of the Council of Trent
which, in ordering the erection of seminaries had specified:
recommends that the sons of the poor be selected
does not exclude those of richer families, provided that they pay
board and give evidence of true zeal for the service of God and the
Church. ^^
In general, the Council

although

It is

it

not difficult to understand the reason for this directive.

Through

the right of primogeniture, the eldest sons of noble families inherited
it was common practice for such
younger sons to the army or the Church. Ambitious
to achieve honors and riches, many of these young men had little or no
interest in truly priestly work and thought only of becoming beneficiaries,
titular abbots and bishops.
Fully acquainted with the social fabric in which he lived, Claude intended to bar the way to those more interested in a career than in religious

nearly everything and, as a result,

families to direct their

ministry by requiring poverty as a condition for admission. His concept of
poverty, however, did not involve, as Jansenists later charged, ^"^ recruit-

ing priests from the dregs of the population. He always carefully investigated the background of an applicant's family^^ and admitted only those

^'>Ecrits,

166.

^'Michel I, 294 f.
^^Le Floch, 269 (Council of Trent. Session XXIIl, Ch. XVIII).
^•'N.E., 1743, 158.
**Ecrits, 166.
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who came from decent,

if humble, surroundings. As long as their
board required in other institutions, such as
Saint Sulpice Seminary, candidates were welcome in his seminary. Because families were often quite large and because, as we have seen, the
inheritance laws favored the eldest son, even many children of noble birth
qualified as poor in this sense. A good example was Rene Allenou, who
belonged to the Angevin family, which in the Middle Ages had produced
many kings, including the Angevin or Plantagenet dynasty of England.
Thus "poor" did not necessarily mean utterly destitute. In fact, it
applied to that great segment of the population which earned its bread by
any sort of toil: teachers, shopkeepers, craftsmen, farmers, etc. Even for
the rich there was a way to enter Holy Ghost Seminary.^* It was to follow
Christ's counsel: "Go, sell what you have and distribute it to the poor; then
come and follow me." Needless to say, like Claude himself, they were then
expected to live just like their poor fellow students.^^ With the exception
of the very few who followed this counsel, the term "poor" apphed also to
what we would call today the modest middle class. Even in our days, few
families with numerous children are able to send their sons to private
boarding schools. It was for vocations from just such people that Father
des Places started his seminary. He wanted to train them in a house that
would maintain the modest standards of living to which they were accustomed. Experience had shown that once such young men were used to a
richer and more abundant life in an institution for the wealthy, they

aspirants

families could not pay the

refused to accept the humbler clerical assignments that carried too small
an income for their newly acquired expensive tastes.
In his biography of Poullart des Places, Joseph Michel rightly speaks

about what he calls his "mystique" of poverty. It means that for the
founder poverty was not just the acceptance of an inescapable situation,
but a basis on which to build a priesdy life. His students should live their
priestly vocation on the basis of Saint Paul's admonition: "Having food
and clothing, let us be satisfied." After studying the lives of as many
eighteenth century Spiritan priests as I have been able to identify, I can
only say that this spirit of poverty really did live in them. Aside from the
obvious example of Peter Caris, known throughout Paris as "the poor
priest,"

we may name:

Father Allenou,

Quebec

who put

his benefice at the disposal

of the bishop of

to sustain the poor;

Father Le Loutre, who spent his entire patrimony alleviating the miseries of the Acadian refugees and declined to accept any personal compensation for his services;

^An

example was John Duflos, who became Superior General on the eve of the French

Revolution.
^^Le Floch, 450.
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who wrote

that his only ambition
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was

to

work

God's service, even if he had to go begging
Father Moranville, who after laboring a long time in the sultry tropics,
would not light a fire in his own room during the many years he worked in
Baltimore and who would spend on the poor the gifts he received for his
in his old age;

in

personal needs;
Bishop Kerherve, whose episcopal wardrobe consisted of a single old
cassock and a pair of shoes and who died without a penny in his pockets on
a journey to avert a massacre;

Bishop
the richer

Pottier,

we

who

are ....

wrote: "The fewer needs we create for ourselves,
Food and clothing, yes, but any other desire is not

reasonable";

and Father Maillard, the famous scholar and apostle of the Micmacs in
Scotia, who left only a few bare sticks of furniture and some unpaid
bills, in addition to his books and manuscripts about the Micmac lan-

Nova

guage.^*'

Books, indeed, Spiritan priests often had above the average at that time
because the love of learning was something which they had imbibed in
Holy Ghost Seminary, but these they needed for their work.
It is scarcely necessary to point out that for Claude "poor" was not to be
identified with "dirty" or "rude." His regulations stressed personal cleanliness and prescribed napkins for the students and clean white cloths for
the tables. True to his early training, he always remained an "accomplished gentleman" and insisted that his students conduct themselves
courteously at all times. '^^
Holy Ghost Seminary's requirement that its graduates be willing to
accept any kind of ministry, no matter how humble, aimed at providing
the pastoral care which much of France sorely needed. Although there
was an abundance of priests — about 100,000 toward the end of the seventeenth century — far too many were actively pursuing careers in the cities
or hunting more lucrative benefices. While even in the cities the daily
round of pastoral care received insufficient attention, conditions were
worse in rural areas. Like absentee landlords, the appointed pastors often
preferred to live in the cities and sent ill-fed and poorly-prepared substitutes, some of them scarcely able to read a Latin missal, to take their place.
As a result, the ignorance of the faith was appalling and morals often had
sunk to a new low.^^
Claude wanted his priests to be priests in the true sense of the term —
good shepherds, not hirelings. This was the reason why they should be
willing "to accept and even prefer the most humble and difficult functions

^"Michel

206

307 ff.; B.R.H. 1908, 265: Koren II, 99. 157
Dieu a Mgi Briand, 18 levr. 1767.
*^EcriLs, 186, 200, 204 etc.
^"Le Floch, 319 ff.; Rath I. 54.
I,

,

317: I'Abbe de

ff.,

I'Isle

0.; R. Arcli Qu.. 1937-38,
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in the Church, for which it is difficult to find laborers." As Charles
Besnard, writing sixty years after the death of Father des Places, put it:

[The Spiritans] constitute a kind of military detachment of auxiliary troops,
ready to go anywhere where there is work to be done.
They consecrate
themselves preferably to missionary activity both foreign and domestic,
offering to go and stay in the poorest and most abandoned places.
.

.

.

.

Whether

it is

a matter of being exiled into the

in the caverns

of a hospital, teaching

in a college, lecturing in a

seminary,

or even crossing the seas and going to the very ends of the earth

motto

From

is:

"Behold, we are ready to do

Thy

.

.

.

.

,

.

.

.

their

will.'""'

the very beginning, the senior seminarians helped Claude with

the administration of the

new house. They

assisted

bursars and as tutors in philosophy and theology.

was

.

remote countryside or buried

as yet a priest.

But

him

especially as

None of them, however,

1705 Claude persuaded Michael Vincent Le

in

and a family friend from his days in
Rennes, to join him in his work. This young man and a twenty-two year
old subdeacon, James Garnier, became his first associates in governing the
seminary and, as we would say today, charter members of the Congregation of the Holy Ghost. ^° By its very nature and purpose, the Congregation was to lemain very limited in numbers, at least as long as the original
organization was preserved and its activity limited to the Paris seminary. It
was an association {sodalitium as the Latin rule says) of teachers and
directors chosen for their particular ability and talents to educate, direct
Barbier, a newly ordained priest

,

and teach future priests.
There are, however, reasons which may proinpt us to question whether
the words "teachers and directors" do justice to the reality of Claude's
foundation. As Joseph Michel points out, the autograph rule of Father
des Places speaks about the functions of the tailor and the cook in a way
that no ordinary tailor or cook could be expected to behave: they had
about one and one half hour of prayer a day, daily Mass and frequent
reception of the sacraments; they were not allowed to work for anyone
outside the seminary, lived there, and could neither demand nor accept
any money for their work; they should eat without grumbling whatever
food appeared on the table, for it would be "unworthy of a religious"^* to
complain about the food. Moreover, aside from their professional duties,
these skilled craftsmen were supposed to fulfill the humble tasks of
sweeping and cleaning the house. ^^ The very last item of the house rule
(no. 263) indicates that there was not just one tailor but tailors and, in
addition, also shoemakers living in the house. All these craftsmen were
"*For reasons to be discussed

later, the

word

religiom has

^"Besnard, 288.
^"Michel I, 144 f.: B.G.. 36. 491.
^^EcriLs,R>('gl(')n(')it^, art. 17

and

18; art. 4,

no. 73.

been stricken out.

FROM WE A LTH TO PA UPER 'S GRA VE
celibates, as

1

no women were allowed anywhere in the seminary outside the
worked not for a salary but for the love of God. Must we not

parlor; they

Father Michel, these pious men as the first Brothers of the
Congregation, the very title by which they were addressed in the semi-

see, asks

nary?^-

One may

why Father des

who gave

his foundation the full
by having its members take
the public vows of poverty, chastity and obedience, and thus make it
"officially" a religious institute. There is a ready answer for this. In the
first place, with few exceptions, the old religious orders in France were in a
state of decadence during the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. We need not examine here the reason for this sad state of affairs. It

ask

practice of religious

life,

Places,

did not formalize

it

An ecclesiastical commisengaged abolishing all monasteries that did
not have at least fifteen occupants. By reason of numbers alone, therefore, it would have been practically impossible for Claude to start his

is

fully

recorded by contemporary documents.

sion of the period was busily

foundation as a religious order.
Moreover, since 1666 the establishment of new religious communities
had been expressly forbidden by royal edict. All the great foundations of
seventeenth century France, such as the Oratorians (1611), the Vincentians (1625), the Sulpicians (1642) and the Foreign Missions (1660), were
secular institutes with an intense religious life but without official religious
vows. Any deviation from this pattern would have meant needless trouble

community. Suffice it to say, therefore, that while there was
no question of public religious vows, the reality of religious life was fully
for Claude's

observed. ^^

Another feature of Father des Places' foundation merits our attention
here — namely, the implicit but faithfully observed prohibition against
taking degrees in philosophy or theology.^^ At first sight one would be
inclined to regard this as clerical obscurantism, but there were good
reasons for the prohibition. First of all, the Sorbonne, which at that time
held a monopoly on degrees in philosophy and theology, had aroused
serious suspicions as to its orthodoxy. There was a powerful current of
Gallicanism, which in its worst form reduced the Pope more or less to an
honorary member of a national French Church headed by the King; and
in its milder forms endeavored to restrict Roman influence. There was
also Jansenism with its emphasis on man's powerlessness to counteract his
all-pervading corruption, its extreme rigorism with respect to the reception of the sacraments and its excessive severity in moral rules. In the
course of time Jansenism had also become a political center of those
elements that, for a variety of reasons, were dissatisfied with both Church
"Michel I, 218, note 2.
^^B.G. 1923-24 (V. 31), 640.
5^*N.D.,4.
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and State. It had succeeded in influencing virtually all religious orders
and seminaries. The Jesuits, however, had strenuously opposed it and
thrown their full support behind the Holy See.
In the heat of battle, things appeared only in black and white, of course,
so that the good in Jansenism was condemned together with the bad. For
example, the Jansenists wished people to participate in the liturgy and,
for this purpose, translated the missal into French. The reaction from
have lately displayed such
Rome was sharp: "Certain sons of perdition
and to hand it over to
madness as to dare to translate the Roman missal
persons of every rank and sex. ... By their rash action they have atand to expose the divine
tempted to degrade the most sacred rites
mysteries to the gaze of common people. "^^
Considering Claude's Jesuit training, it should not surprise us that he
preferred to see his students take their philosophy and theology at the
Jesuit College, where loyalty to the Church of Rome and purity of doctrine were unquestioned. But thereby his students excluded themselves rfg
facto from ever attaining a degree in those disciplines. Then there was
also, as we have mentioned, the fact that those degrees opened the road to
higher and better paid positions. By precluding the degree, Claude also
barred the road to those ambitious for richer benefits.
Thus, Father des Places was not opposed to degrees as a matter of
principle. In Canon Law, a field of study in which those objectionable
features did not exist, he was willing to let his seminarians take a degree at
the Sorbonne.^^ Still less should his prohibition be seen as an antiintellectual attitude which is satisfied with the bare minimum or, worse
still, claims that "grace of state" makes up for all deficiencies. Aside from
the fact that his own intellectual brilliance would scarcely justify such an
interpretation, the regulations he drew up for his seminary made the
study of physical science a prerequisite for admission to theology ,^^ and
an eighteenth century student testified that no one was allowed to begin
theology without having studied mathematics and experimental sci.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

ence. ^^

In the early eighteenth century, the average stay at Saint Sulpice Seminary was no more than eighteen months while at Holy Ghost Seminary the
students followed the Jesuit program, which required three years philosophy and four theology. And after that, Father des Places permitted his
students to stay for up to two more years if they wished to graduate in
Canon Law. Moreover, their studies were strictly supervised by frequent
examinations and by tutorials. His regulations required more than eight
hours of study on school days.^^ Intellectuals minimalism would never
^^P.

Guera.nge\\ Institutions lUurgiques, Paris, 2nd ed., 1883,

^^Ecrits Reglenients
,

,

no.

11.

no. 8.
5«Le Fioch, 344.
5«Michel I. 209, 198; Ecnt^, Reglements, nos.
^yi>id.,

10, 11,

45

ff.

2,

54

ff.
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have given rise to the excellent reputation for ecclesiastical scholarship
which his society enjoyed throughout the eighteenth century. Several
bishops invited the Holy Ghost Society to direct their seminaries; others
appointed their former students as seminary teachers or rectors; on
occasion, some even forced staff members to return to their dioceses on
the plea that they were more needed "at home" than at Holy Ghost
Seminary.
In the light of such facts, the early prohibition against degrees must be

seen as a prudent safeguard against certain dangerous tendencies of the
age. Under no circumstances should it be interpreted as an example of
that miserable obscurantism

which sometimes dons the trappings of

humility to maintain that knowledge endangers holiness. In fact, one of

Claude's frequent sayings was:

A priest who
in his zeal,

and

""Gallia

is

and

full

of fervor for God's cause but

a learned priest

who

rebellion against the Church.*'"

Chrktmna, VII, 1043; Le Floch, 571.

lacks piety

is

who

lacks learning

is

blind

close to falling into heresy

