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The French philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty reminds us that
understand the principles which animate a society it is
not sufficient to read the texts chiseled in stone on its monuments
or inscribed in gold on its illuminated parchments. One must pay
attention above all to what really lives in such a society. Translated, to discern Spiritan spirituality, it is not enough to look at
what our rules say that we ought to do nor solely at what our
founders have written. Above all, one should try to discover what
really has been and is the driving force of both founders and
in order to

followers.
It seems to me that our lived spirituality can be best described as
an evangelical availability, which remains attentive to the
Holy Spirit manifesting himself in the concrete situation of
LIFE. Let us consider the various elements contained in this de-

scription.

Evangelical Availability

This availability contains two aspects. First of
before

Our

Lord:

we

fully available for

all,

availability

place ourselves before God, desirous of being

Him. This

is

our personal holiness, which simply
15
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says to God: "Here

I am, Lord." Secondly, availability before our
which makes us add to "Here I am" the words "Send
me." This is our apostolic life, based on our availability before
God. The two aspects are facets of one and the same availability in
the same way as love for God and love for human beings are one.

fellowmen,

This double availability implies two elements.
life

of union with God, that

ration of the

two aspects

is

First,

to say, a life of prayer.

an

interior

The compenet-

of availability contains, in principle, the

key to the eternal problem of how to reconcile the apostolic life
with the religious life. If the two constitute one and the same
reality, then our personal holiness, our continuous presence before
God in an attitude of availability, is the very essence of a life that is
really devoted to the evangelical service of our fellowmen. Vatican
Council II confirms this view, for in its Decree on the renewal of
religious

life

it

stressed that "the entire religious

life

(of active

by an apostolic spirit
(even) as their entire apostolic activity should be animated by a
religious spirit." Documents of VC II, Abbott ed., no. 8, p. 427.

religious communities) should be penetrated

The second element of evangelical availability is evangelical povwhich also implies two elements: material poverty and spiritual poverty. The former can be expressed by the words: a moderate
attitude with respect to the so-called necessities of life on the material
level, both as individuals and as a community. We cannot have a truly
evangelical availability before God and man if we are rich in material
goods or desires for riches. In such a case one will do what the young
man did in the Gospel when he heard Christ's answer to his question:
"What else should I do?" He ended up by leaving Christ's company
erty,

sadly,

it

is

true, but, in the final analysis, attached to his

many

possessions.

On the spiritual level evangelical poverty demands constant openlife in its ever-changing evolution, openness to the world. One wishes to remain always open to the true
needs of our fellowmen in the historical and concrete situation of
life. When time changes and people become different, those who

ness to the experience of

announce the Good News of Christ take these changes
words and examples would no
longer speak to people. Consequently, the Spiritan must remain
open to life, as it is experienced in his time by those who are

want

to

into account, for otherwise their

entrusted to his care.
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He Manifests Himself

in the

Life.

This openness to experience

demands our

detachment from the

becomes a museum of
what life used to be. It no longer speaks to man, except if he is
motivated by antiquarian interests. But even the antiquarian does
not wish to spend his real life in the past: when in Williamsburg

As soon

past.

as the past

really past,

is

the tourists are gone, the natives

who

it

acted as

if

they lived in

amusement, return to the 20th century as
their real life. The past becomes meaningless as soon as it no
longer speaks to human beings to indicate to them the meaning,
the direction of their lives. If the Spiritan does not wish to preach
to the dead but to the living, he must base himself on what lives
among his hearers. Consequently, it is in what is alive today that
he will find the whisperings of the Holy Spirit.
colonial times for their

While being open to the experience of concrete life and detached
from the past, he also knows that he should be listening for what
the Holy Spirit says because he must practice what is called the
discernment of spirits.

Not everything

antiquated and deprived of

all

Similarly, not everything that lives

comes from the Holy
of

life.

what

No

That's

is,

that existed in the past

evangelical

meaning and

among people

is

strength.

in the present

harmony with the true direction
discern what comes from God and

Spirit or is in

why we need

to

in the final analysis, only a

road that leads nowhere.

and concretely the
what comes from the Holy Spirit and what
has its source elsewhere. For instance, who would still dare to
affirm today that the directions indicated by a Karl Marx or a
Nietzsche were wholly and entirely against the direction willed by
God's Spirit? In many respects these two men, who used to be
rejected totally because they were atheists, were sometimes closer
to the spirit of the Gospel than were some of their opponents who
attacked them in God's name.
one, of course,

is

able to indicate a priori

dividing line between

It

stands to reason that, no more than other

human

beings, a

Spiritan can be certain of not being mistaken in his attempts to

discern the spirits. He, too,

knows

that his mistakes can cause

which he can only deplore when it is too late. St. Charles
Borromeo thought he was doing the right thing when he called the
people of Milan together for three days and nights of prayer in the
disasters
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had struck the city. He did not
was an even faster contagion
of all who had listened to his appeal. With the best intentions he
caused a disaster, of which, however, he remained guiltless. Like
him and others, Spiritans are exposed to mistakes when they try to
discern what the Spirit wants. But the mobility of mind that should
characterize him demands that the Spiritan give up the position he
has taken, the direction in which he has spent God knows how
many years of hard work, without regret and without clinging to
the past as soon as experience shows that he was on the wrong

cathedral to stop the plague that

know

that the net result of his appeal

track.

Our Model in all this is Mary. She was always faithful to her divine
Spouse in a wholly evangelical attitude. I hope to say more about
this at the end of this talk.
Historical Witnesses of This Spiritan Spirituality,

Testimonies of

i.e.,

Our Founders and Other Lived Testimonies

Let me begin by pointing out that our founders never spoke in
an absolute fashion. They do not resemble a Saint Dominic, of
whom it is said that he prescribed his rule with an absolute
authority that allowed no modifications ever to be made in it; at
most, his successors would be allowed to grant temporary dispensations from its perfect observance. For us, Libermann was bold

enough

to write in 1844 that "in the final analysis" the

authority in the Congregation

but "the majority of

its

is

supreme

neither the rule nor the superior

members." (N.D.

4, 191).

1703-1839
Fr. Poullart des Places wrote only a house rule for Holy Ghost
Seminary. We may note in it "the special consecration of all
students to the Holy Spirit." Likewise, they "will have a special
devotion to the Blessed Virgin, under whose protection they have

been offered to the Holy Spirit." (Writings, Rules, no. 1) And
throughout his rules one finds an affirmation of prayers expressing
this double consecration.
The first officially approved rule of 1734, which was largely
based on a tradition going back to the time of the founder, repeats
this consecration and indicates the purpose of the Congregation as
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who will be ready for everything, to
poor and even to unbelievers, ready

with preference the most abandoned and most

difficult

positions in the Church. (Le Floch, p. 586). Historians bear witness
that the apostolate of the Spiritan

was based on

a

mystique of

poverty: poverty not for the sake of deprivation but for

its

value as

a witness to the gospel.

Let us cite a few lived examples and testimonies. The Spiritan
Charles Besnard, 3rd superior general of the Monfortists, wrote in
the 18th century that the Spiritans are ready "to go

where there

work

is

to

anywhere

be done for the salvation of souls. They

devote themselves by preference to the work of the missions,
whether foreign or domestic, offering themselves to go and live in
the poorest and most abandoned places, those for which it is
candidates" (Writings, 289).
same century the Abbot of Isle Dieu wrote to the Duke of
Choiseul in 1763 that to fill the position of vicars apostolic in the
difficult to find

In the

colonies
carefully

"what

is

selected

is not men chosen haphazardly, but
outstanding men, men endowed with the

needed

and true apostles, men, if possible, educated in
such seminaries as that of the Holy Ghost." For in this seminary the
students are educated "for the most difficult, the most laborious, the

evangelical spirit

and the most abandoned positions" (David,

least lucrative

Missionnaires

To

who

.

.

Les

.,57, 53).

individual Spiritan testimonies, let us begin with Fr. Caris,
died in the "odor of sanctity" in 1757 and who was known
cite

—

throughout Paris as the legendary "poor priest." His tomb stone in
the crypt of our mother house in Paris carried this inscription: "He
lived for God and his neighbor, never for himself." (Le Floch, 401)
Fr. Allenou, who entered Holy Ghost Seminary in 1703 and who
became a canon in Quebec. He was also the founder of the
Daughters of the Holy Spirit, gave his entire benefice to the bishop
for the poor and died in "the odor of sanctity." (J. Michel, Poullart

—

des Places, 289ff.)

who

spent his entire patrimony for the relief of
all personal compensation for his
services by the government. His death certificate also reads "died
in the odor of sanctity." (Koren, Knaves, 85 ff.).
Bishop Kerherve, of Indo-China, whose episcopal wardrobe consisted of an old cassock and a worn-out pair of shoes, and who set
Fr.

Le Loutre,

exiled Acadians

and who refused
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out on a

trip to restore

peace without a penny in his pockets.

(Michel, Poullart des Places, 310
Fr. Maillard,

1762,

whose

who

AND HISTORY

f.)

died "in the odor of sanctity" in Halifax in

secret of success

among

the

Micmac Indians

is

ascribed to the fact that he totally identified with his Indians. For

meals he was satisfied with sharing their stinking seal soup. At
he left only a few sticks of furniture and his Micmac
manuscripts, which for more than a century preserved the faith of
the Indians without a priest (Koren, Knaves, 78 ff.).
Bishop Pottier, of China, who wrote: "The fewer needs we create
for ourselves, the richer we are. Food and clothing, yes, but any
other desire is unreasonable." (Michel, 311).
Fr. Lanoe, Indian missionary in Guiana, who died "in the odor of
sanctity" in 1791 and who wrote: "My sole ambition is to work in
God's service even if it means having to beg my bread in my old
age." He wanted to see the missionaries in Guiana observe the
same principles followed in the Seminary of the Holy Ghost: "I
would like to see us here 'one heart and one soul'" without that
"wretched 'mine and yours' which causes so many disorders."
(Letter of Fr. Lanoe to Fr. Becquet 7 Nov. 1784/Arch. C.S.Sp.
his

his death

4-B-III).
is the witness of the heirs of the tradition coming from
des Places who worked in the USA and the last of whom
died in 1839, just before Libermann began the foundation of his

Then

there

Fr. Poullart

"work for the blacks."
One of them was Fr.

John Moranville. A former missionary in
Guiana, he took the schismatic constitutional oath of the clergy,
repented his error and came to the USA in late 1794. He became the
first American citizen (in 1804) who was a member of the Congregation. For 30 years he did severe penance for his sins. He got up very
early each morning for three hours of prayer, never lit a fire in his
room at Baltimore's St. Patrick's rectory, and spent his entire income
in the service of the poor. A few months before he died "in the odor of
sanctity" in 1824, his archbishop wrote to the bishop of Boston: "I
would consider his loss a greater calamity than that of 20 ordinary
priests." And the archbishop said this at a time when 20 priests were
about 10 % of the entire clergy of the USA. (Koren, Spiritan Who Was
Who, no. 24).
Fr. Matthew Herard, likewise a refugee from Guiana, who worked in
the Virgin Islands, in Martinique and in the USA, including Pitts-
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burgh. Although placed in poverty-stricken positions, he made
considerable gifts to the Sulpicians, the cloistered Carmelite nuns of
Baltimore and Holy Ghost Seminary. He gave Fr. Bertout the money
which enabled him to open the first mission junior seminary in
France, next door to the motherhouse. He must have lived in a very
frugal

way

to

make such

gifts.

He

died in 1839. (Koren, Knaves or

Knights, 149, 160 if.).

One can see in these examples, which could be multiplied by many
how the Spiritans of yesteryear lived their apostolic life on the

others,

basis of a mystique of evangelical poverty
ity

before

God and man.

listened to the

Holy

superiors and then,

and with evangelical availabil-

In the concrete situation of their lives, they

Spirit, first,

by

listening to the voice of their

when

they were dispersed by persecution, by
seeking in their various situations the evangelical appeal addressed
to them by concrete history.

Since 1840: Libermann

While

Herard, the

surviving Spiritan missionary of the
World, was in his death agony, Francis
Libermann, who was then novice master of the Eudists in Rennes,
was visited by Maxime de la Bruniere. He had come to speak to
him about the proposed new congregation for the blacks. Eight
days after Herard closed his eyes in death, Libermann had a first
Fr.

18th century in the

last

New

showing him his future role in "the work for the blacks." A
few months later, he began to write its provisional rule in Rome.
In this rule we find expressed the evangelical availability before God
and man: The members of the Congregation "consecrate themselves wholly to preaching the Good News (of Jesus Christ) and
establishing his kingdom among the poorest and most abandoned
vision

souls." Consequently, they

must begin with evangelical

God and "establish (his kingdom) most
perfectly in their own souls." (N.D. 2, 236).
ity

before

solidly

availabil-

and most

Regarding material poverty Libermann says in this rule: "The
Congregation in general and each of its members in particular shall
practice as perfectly as possible evangelical poverty in all things."
(N.D. 2, 260). "They shall suffer gladly the privations which would
come from this poverty"; "Their food must be ordinary and poor
and as close as possible to that of the poor people at whose service
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us"; "Their clothing

and poor";

quarters shall be simple
to find lodgings

.

.

.

they serve." (N.D.

and the furniture

of their

When travelling "they shall try

closely approaching the

poor peoples

whom

2, 261).

After the merger of 1848 in the Constitutive Rules, which he

added

to the

Rule of the Holy Ghost, Libermann said that the

general purpose of the Congregation
special object of

its

care

souls." (N.D. 10, 450).

it

He

"to consecrate

wholly apostolic

a

its

members

life"

repeats there also that "the pursuit of

must have

religious virtues

is

and that the
"the most needy and most abandoned

by

to the salvation of sinners

purpose and a direction that

for (the Congregation's
specifically apostolic."

is

members)

He saw

a

little

use in the pursuit of poverty for its own sake and added that
therefore the members of the Congregation "will avoid in the
external practice of poverty everything that could appear excessive
to outsiders." (N.D. 10, 559 f.)

Regarding poverty

of spirit,

which

is

translated as openness

to the

world and to the experience of concrete life, everyone knows Libermann's famous letter about the people's revolution of February
1848.

quote only a few

I'll

When

lines.

other priests were afraid of

"Tomorrow morning I am going to have my name inscribed on the
electoral list, and also the names of all who are here with us ....
We should not forget that we are no longer living in the system
the democracy introduced by the revolution, he declared:

established in the past. The misfortune of the clergy has always been
that they remained stuck in notions of the past. The world goes for-

ward, but we,

we remain

behind.

retaining the spirit of the Gospel
evil in the state

the world lives

and according

to

We must follow the world while
and we must do good and fight
the mentality of the age in which

Any

attempt to cling fearfully to the 'good old
times'
nullifies our efforts .... Let us therefore frankly and
simply accept the new order and bring to it the spirit of the Gospel."
(N.D. 10, 151).
.

.

.

.

.

.

Libermann

also impressed

upon

his missionaries the absolute

wide open to the African cultural environment and
he forbade them any attempt to replace the local culture by that of
Europe: "Strip yourselves of Europe, its customs and its mentality.
Leave them in their own way of
Become black with the blacks
being. Adapt yourselves to the customs, mentality and habits of
(the blacks to make of them) a people of God." (N.D. 9, 330). Let us
necessity of being

.

.

.
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passing that Libermann uses here also

the

very

—and scriptural—expression "people of God" in speaking

about the

local church.

He showed

the

same poverty

of spirit or openness

respect to the formation of priests,

world with

to the

assigning only a relative value to

systems in vogue at a particular time or in a particular country.
Regarding time, he declared frankly that the old rules in vogue in
Holy Ghost Seminary, with their constant supervision, which the
Holy See had still highly praised in 1824 as a system that should be
followed all over the world a copy was sent to Baltimore's
Sulpicians was out of date: "In this era the way seminarians are
educated must be entirely different from what it used to be before the
Revolution of 1793. Experience shows that the old methods are now
no longer applicable." And he does not hesitate to add that the old
system has become "odious." (N.D. 12, 525).
With respect to the methods in use in a particular country, such as
France, which was strongly inclined to view its system as universally
valid everywhere, he bluntly declared that if the French system is
good for Frenchmen, it is not good for others: "If Irishmen were
educated in Ireland or England, their priestly education would be
much better than the one they get in France
And it would
safeguard them from the many vices which sent so many of them to
their perdition." (N.D. 3, 135; cf 125). He emphasized the same even
for the Belgians, who had a greater affinity to French ways than did
the Irish: "To secure the success (of a foundation in Belgium), the
establishment must be made and directed by Belgian priests ....
(For) foreigners would not sufficiently understand and empathize
with the Belgian way of doing things." (N.D. 8, 94 f.). If Libermann's view had been followed, instead of presenting the Congregation to the Flemish as a French congregation, the Belgian
development of the Congregation could have been quite different
from what actually happened.

—

—

.

.

.

.

Regarding openness to experience, Libermann strongly insisted on its
He calls his first rule "provisional" because it can be "fixed
definitively only after several years of experience." (N.D. 2, 153). He
distrusts "plans that have been completely conceived and well conceived" from the very start, because "they always contain speculativeelements
.and experience is lacking." (N.D. 4,210). He wants
his men to avoid measuring everything by fixed ideas
(because)
one does not acquire any true experience" in such a way. (N.D. 8, 47).
necessity.

.

.

.

.

.

SPIRITAN CHARISM

24

AND HISTORY

He "recommends with great insistence that they do not become fixed
and set in their ideas
.We must remain supple enough to modify
and change" our plans. "Experience will be our guide." (N.D. 9, 43).
His confidence in experience was so great that he wrote: "It is
not enough to form a vague and general idea of things. To conceive
matters exactly, they must be considered practically." (N.D. 7, 82;
cf.8, 36). Here the principle of practical experience is raised to the
level of being the criterion of truth
an attitude of mind which
Libermann shared with his fellow-Jew Karl Marx.
.

.

.

—

Example of Libermann practicing what he preached. Let

example

small

illustrating

that

Libermann

preached. In his Provisional Rule written in
restricted the
1)

"The

2)

Some

community

me

practices

Rome

present a

what he
he had

in 1840

library to just the following works:

Bible with a

few pious commentaries, but never any

scholarly commentaries";
of the Fathers of the Church, those

most capable of

inspiring fervor;
3)

4)
5)

Not too many theologians, but only some of the best and
most solid;
A small number of writers on canon law;
A few books of sermons, chosen from the most fervent
ones;

6)

Some

of saints,

lives

especially those that can inspire

fervor;
7)

And some

ascetical

works which are inspiring and main-

tain devotion.

"Any

other type of book must be banished from the library." (N.D.

2, 263).

Incidentally, without casting

any

reflection

on the

scholar-

ship of the Sulpicians themselves, one can see here the influence

he had undergone

at St. Sulpice.

When around 1845 priests and seminarians who had been formed
at the

seminary of Strasbourg told him that he went too

far in his

aversion to scholarly books, he was not yet quite convinced of their
usefulness; nonetheless, he modified the rule and allowed "scholif they are really needed" and even the other
kinds of banished books "for which there exists a real need." (ibid.)
Then at the merger with the Spiritans in 1848 he met the scholar
Father Gaultier, who had enriched the Seminary with a famous

arly (commentaries)
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Migne, the editor of the patroloof the well-known Gaultier
Circle of scholars meeting regularly at our motherhouse. Libermann's first evaluation of this theologian was: "a rather harmful
man," but experience made him change his view very quickly.
Acquaintance with these scholars must have opened a new world
to him and in his Constitutive Rule of 1849 the library question was
regulated very reasonably as follows: "Luxury and refinement
must be avoided in the acquisition of books. Each house, however,
shall have a library in keeping with its needs." (N.D. 10, 560).
library

He had

gies.

also

Listening to the

J. P.

become the soul

Holy

Spirit Manifesting

Himself

in the Concrete

Situation of Life.

and even long beyond it listening to the Holy
was easily understood in the concrete situation of that era as
blind and absolute obedience to superiors. It was practiced heroically and defended theoretically without beating around the bush
by the Spiritans of that time. When, for example, Fr. Becquet
became a professor at the seminary of Verdun, he had his students
defend the thesis that absolute obedience is due to the Pope in
everything. (See the Lettre a M. Becquet of 1741). Similarly, when Fr.
In the 18th century

Spirit

many years of service as the poor bursar of Holy Ghost
Seminary had obtained permission to follow his attraction to ministry by joining the Montfortists and was already bidding a last
farewell to his confreres, Fr. Bouic, his superior, changed his mind
and retained him forever with a single glance.
Nonetheless, this principle of blind obedience on the part of
subjects was mitigated by the concrete situation of the superiors
Caris, after

themselves. They could not argue: "How marvellous! Now my will
is automatically God's will." If they wished to obtain results, they

had

of course to take into consideration the aptitude

and

disposi-

Moreover, they had to ask themselves: "Is
intend to give really what God would want?"

tions of their subjects.
this

command I

Libermann disliked the notion of blind obedience. When Fr.
Blanpin spoke to him about the system of corpse-like obedience
popularly attributed to the Jesuits, he replied: "Our age no longer
favors such an organization and that rigorous obedience does not
suit the mentality of the present time .... Forget about the
Jesuits. Let them do what they think proper. Let us, on our part,
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do what we think we ought to do, and let others worry about what
they ought to do. Let us not become intolerant." (N.D. 10. 231 f.)
He likewise deplored the excessive tendency toward centralization
of authority which in his time grew strong in the Church: "The
spirit of God will never be where this tendency exists to a marked
degree. The inclination toward it is dangerous for whoever introduces it. It imprints a false mentality on the souls and on the works
which such a person directs. I say 'a false mentality', that is, a
mentality which lies outside the spirit of the Gospel." (N.D. 11, 97
f., Libermann to Schwindenhammer).
For Libermann, in the Congregation "everything must be done
and by the light of the Holy Spirit." (N.D. 2, 312). But it is

in the light

background that Libermann always saw
and that he assumed the attitude of
"a sentry" before God. "The believing Jew," says Martin Buber,

characteristic of his Jewish

God's finger

in concrete history

"lives in the consciousness that the proper place for his encounter

God lies

ever-changing situation of life .... Again and
Jew hears God's voice in a different way in the
language spoken by unforeseen and changed situations." He does
not silence God under the pretext that He has already spoken
before and in a different way. He does not try to hide from this
voice behind a model of life and works which he had undertaken
before in obedience to that voice, but he always remains in an
attitude of unconditional availability before God. He abstains from
assigning to God a place fixed by himself in a system of serving
God based on the religious past. (Martin Buber, Der Glaube der
Profeten, 1950, 104 ff. and J. Heijke, "Jude und Christ," Geist und
Leben, 1963, no. 1, p. 43).
This Jewish attitude, profoundly ingrained in Libermann, imposed on him the greatest reverence for the way of being proper to
individuals and for the way God's grace moves them. He did not at
all try to impose himself. "If we allow everyone to act in accordance with his way of conceiving things, his character, his turn of

with

in the

again, the believing

his whole way of being, a considerable good will
.... We must always be on guard against seeking ideal
perfection .... So leave everyone in his state and his way of
being. God has made people as they are; they are disposed to do
everything for the good; we must encourage them, and then each
one of them will act as it will be given to him from on high."

mind and

result

(N.D. 8,111

ff.).
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Such principles made Libermann "the greatest spiritual director of
and at the same time also the
ideal religious superior. Rather than imposing his views and his
needs on them, he wished to respect each one's particular vocation.
That's why he left his confreres the choice between foreign missions
and ministry in the homeland, between African mission and colonial
mission, between social work, naval or prison chaplaincies, and even
educational work. With respect to the latter, he even insisted that
those who joined for the purpose of teaching should devote themthe 19th century," as experts have said,

selves wholeheartedly to their task, without too much ministry of
another kind. (N.D. 9, 52 f., 114, 290; 10, 202, 451; 11, 323; 7, 281; 6,
115; Notice sur

la

Congregation, p.

8).

One can

see this openness to the Holy Spirit also in Libermann's
toward the poor and neglected in the homeland. His
original foundation had been for foreign missions, but when he
heard the cry of the poor he did not say: "They are not our
business; we are a missionary society." To the contrary, he saw
their cries as an appeal coming from on high inviting him to
mobility of the spirit and to make his missionary congregation also a
center of social work. "The old religious institutes," he said, "do
not undertake this task because originally their societies did not
concern themselves with it." They had become immobilized in the
past. "It is true," he added, "that in the beginning we did not
think about such works (either), but this does not prove that God
did not want it." Although many priests and laymen busy themselves with these works, "not a single society has been set up for
this purpose." He wanted his congregation to fill this void. We will
begin in Bordeaux and spread from there to several other cities, he
said and concluded: I will try "to give this work the greatest
attitude

extension possible according to the resources in personnel and

funds which divine Providence will place

at

my disposal."

(N.D.

9,

288, 275).
Similarly, one can see this openness to the Holy Spirit speaking
through the world of human beings in the question of educating
future priests for Germany. The ink with which he had written his
provisional rule for a congregation consecrated to "foreign and
distant missions" had barely dried, when at the seminary of
Strasbourg he heard the voice of God in the voices of men speaking
about the German clergy. He thought that he could see there an

—
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combine the formation of priests with
He had already rented a house in
Strasbourg to serve as the cradle for both when a blunt letter from
Fr. Le Vavasseur told him crudely to come and "bury" himself
with his novices in the solitude of Amiens and to limit his concerns
to them alone without busying himself with anything else. (N.D.
invitation of Providence to

the

work

of the missions.

Considering the favorable conditions offered at Amiens
of dissension at the very start, Libermann gave in
"although it cost me very much because I thought that God's will
was rather clear" (N.D. 3, 65): "Our Lord has not judged me
worthy of such a great task." (N.D. 3, 192).
After 1848, he would no longer give in. The task of educating
future priests, pursued by the Holy Ghost Congregation, was an
essential element in its rule. By merging with it and accepting its
rules, Libermann's group had a clear indication of God's will. In
1850 Libermann made an appeal for candidates attracted to teaching as their almost exclusive task. (Notice sur la Congregation, p. 8).
In 1850 he accepted the offer of Archbishop Purcell to staff the
seminary of Cincinnati; in June 1851 he named Fr. Schwindenhammer its director (and according to the German historian Joseph
Rath, three other Fathers were already in a port ready to embark
when the affair fell through. It seems that the archbishop was
suddenly threatened with bankruptcy: his creditors were talking
about selling his cathedral.) In January 1852 Pope Pius IX, on his
own initiative, charged Msgr. de Segur to ask Libermann to undertake the foundation of the French Seminary in Rome although no
one had mentioned Libermann and his congregation among the
societies considered for this work. Although Libermann was dying
when de Segur reached him, we have here the beginning of the
Congregation's resumption of clergy education outside Holy
Ghost Seminary.
2, 423).

and the danger

After Libermann.

of Libermann,

before his death

—the unforeseen successor

Schwindenhammer

who

did not yet think of

him

as such eight

Father. But he lacked his religious genius

the authoritarian spirit of the age.

and thus

fell

uniformity

appearance

spirit,

of

—in

he argued,

thought,

back into

Schwindenhammer was ready to

respect each one's personal vocation, but in his way.

Libermann's

months

—executed these various plans of our Venerable
we must

speech,

absolute obedience,

will

and even

down

To preserve

practice uniformity
of

external

to the last details, to
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as

is

29

done by the

Jesuits.

each confrere to disclose his internal
That's
dispositions and even his conscience in writing to be preserved in
his files. Then, viewing himself as "the brain and the conscience"
of all
the formula was also used by the Secretary of the Communist Party in Russia he made his decisions for everyone.
Libermann's spirit was not entirely lost in the process but it had
become an excessively institutionalized spirit. In keeping with the
mentality of the era, this institutionalization continued till about the
time of Vatican Council Two. Respect for the person, which was so
essential in Libermann, did not perish altogether but was shackled.
For example, the needs of certain works lowered the weight attached
to each one's personal vocation. Some Spiritans argued that we have
only one vocation: that of blindly obeying the orders of our superiors;
they refused to accept candidates with a specific vocation to either
missions or works at home, to pastoral or educational works and
directed such people to other congregations. And when one reads
the biographies of confreres of that time, one finds Spiritans "condemned" to remain teachers for all or most of their lives, even though
everything in them drew them to the missions or pastoral work. It is
only in our time that reverence for the personal vocation has been
rediscovered and put back into practice.
However, let us not blame Schwindenhammer too much. He was a
man of his time and his view was shared by most of his confreres and
contemporaries. Moreover, several not all of his successors and
various provincials not all again showed themselves much more
flexible than he in their lived approach than in their theoretical

—

—

—

—
—

—

principles.
Evangelical Availability.

in the

Congregation

It

has always been preserved,

in general

and

I

in the majority of its

Evangelical Poverty of Material Goods.

It,

too,

think, both

members.

manifested itself rather

constantly. For example, in Libermann's time, in the Blessed

James
Congregation before
sailing for distant Mauritius. Many of Libermann's immediate followers belonged to well-to-do families and did the same. We can also
see this evangelical poverty at work in his first missionaries in Africa
when they adapted themselves rather recklessly to an African
alimentary diet. Later, we find it, for instance, in one of the Fathers
who, on the way to Africa, reproached himself severely for having
bought some "useless oranges" at an intermediary stopover. One
Laval,

who

gave

all

his possessions to the

—
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can hear it in the voice of secular authors who praise this poverty
which they observed in the Nigerian missionaries before the war of
1914. One finds it before World War Two in Holland when the 150
men in the senior seminary of Gemert in the 1930's managed to live on
no more than a quarter a day per person for all expenses.

World War Two, however, our life style in the countries of
world has become much richer than used to be the case in
the past. Undoubtedly, one could point to Fathers and Brothers for
whom evangelical poverty does not seem any longer to be a reality.
They live more or less as the fairly rich and have fallen, perhaps
without even noticing it, into the consumerism of our era.
There are, however, phenomena which modify that impression.
Now that we are no longer "absolved" from our lack of evangelical
poverty by offering the excuse that we "complied with the rule" by
Since

the

first

getting
sibility

the

makes many

of us

from the Gospel's

at

ideal.

It

life-style that

and

deviates too

much

begins to go against our conscience, and
life-style.

Secondly,

we notice a new
we develop a

of evangelical poverty: as a group,

social conscience of Spiritan poverty.

desire

coming from the poor

to the cry

ease with a

more simple

this leads to a

phenomenon

ill

our sense of personal respon-

consent,

superior's

—of our response-ability

in serious efforts to

It

manifests

itself in

the

make our common possessions

serve the poor.

The Role of Mary
Let us

now

evangelical

consider the role of

Mary

as

model

of our Spiritan

Poullart des Places' foundation contained this

life. Fr.

role, in fact and without explanation. What was a fundamental
devotion of his seminary, consecrated to the Holy Spirit and the
Blessed Virgin, faithful and immaculate even in her conception,

later

became more

1828, the Spiritans
of

Mary

explicitly formulated.

made

Before Libermann, in

Most Pure Heart
They consecrated
the Holy Spirit and the Immacu-

the Confraternity of the

a kind of novitiate for their associates.

themselves in a single formula to
Heart of Mary. Libermann merely confirmed that singular
consecration and underscored Mary's apostolic role.
In his provisional rule he offered the Holy Heart of Mary "as the
perfect model of apostolic zeal." (N.D. 2, 238). In the constitutive
rule of 1849 he said: "Penetrated by that truth
which the Holy
late

.

.

.
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apostolic heart

and soul of the apostolate are generosity
and the spirit of sacrifice, (the members) shall consecrate their
souls to the Holy Spirit." (N.D. 10, 507 f.). And he adds: They "will
consider the Immaculate Heart of Mary as a perfect model of the
religious and apostolic life," because that heart was "filled superabundantly with the fullness of holiness and of apostolate by the
Holy Spirit." (N.D. 10, 568).
of Mary, that the very

life

Where do we find the theological foundation allowing us to see
Mary as the perfect model of the apostolate? Today there are many

who

see in such expressions nothing but one of those pious

exaggerations so

common in a

century given to marial devotions.

It

me, however, that there is more than that. Christianity is
not a religion of laws and legality but a religion of faith, faith in
Jesus. To find a basis for our devotion to Mary, especially as a
model of the apostolate, we must look at Mary as having faith in
Jesus. It is the faith of the Christian which gives a new meaning to
everything that touches him or her. So, we must ask: what about
Mary with respect to faith as a giver of new meaning?
To see this faith at work, nothing appears more appropriate to
me than an attempt to look at Jesus through the eyes of Mary,
beginning with Mary as a pious Jewish mother, but a Mary who
does not believe in Jesus. Let us try to do so.
At the age of 12, this son did what many adolescent sons do or
would like to do: he made use of a visit to the big city to run away
from home and parental vigilance. And when after three days of
anxiety his parents found him in the temple, he did not show
much repentance. To the contrary, he asked why they were looking for him and complained that they did not understand him.
When he was 30, this village carpenter, who had never gone to
school and who was the sole support of his mother, abandoned
her to become a roving preacher announcing the coming of a
nebulous kingdom of God. This cult leader had no more time for
his mother and publicly announced that his followers were his

seems

to

mother.
to criticize the authorities of the synagogue and
them hypocrites. One may compare his conduct to that of a
priest who, before the Council, would become embroiled with his
bishop by such language. A simple pious mother of that time
would have hung her head in shame over such behavior on the

He went on

called

part of a priest-son.
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Finally, Mary's son was arrested by the police, condemned to
death and executed together with two other criminals. The cross,
so venerated later, was then the equivalent of the gallows or the
electric chair. And thus the life of this son ended in infamy like that
of a black sheep in an otherwise upright family.

would have shown to the eyes of
she had been a traditional pious Jewish mother, deprived
of the light of faith in him. But Mary did believe in Jesus and for
this reason that picture is wholly wrong. All those events took on a
new meaning through her faith. Because Mary believed in Jesus,
That's the portrait which Jesus

Mary

if

his stay in Jerusalem at the age of 12

was

for her really the

expression of his mission to become occupied with the

affairs of his

heavenly Father.
Because he had been sent for the salvation of all, those who
became his disciples really were closer to him than an ordinary
mother is to her son.
Because he had to preach God's kingdom as a reign of love, it
really was his duty to denounce hypocrites, even among the
leaders of the synagogue.
Because he had to leave us a peerless example of love, his death
really was for Mary not the execution of a criminal but the beginning of man's redemption from the reign of sin, from indifference
and hatred toward all those who are called to become children of
God.
In this way faith transformed the whole of Mary's life. She was
the first human being fully and unreservedly to believe in Jesus
and it was as such that she became the mother of all believers, the
model par excellence of all those who consecrate themselves to make
her son's Gospel a living reality by total faithfulness to the light of
the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of Jesus. Mary was apostolic because she
preached by what she was.

Final

Remarks

In conclusion,

I

would

we

like to

draw

attention to

two

things.

The

should beware of becoming fundamentalists.
A fundamentalist refuses to budge unless one can show him in
black and white that a certain concrete way of acting or a certain
type of work has been literally proposed by our founders. Or
reversely, he refuses to give up something because that is the way
first

of these

is

that

—
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in their time.

it

a certain concrete type of

may

them, he

work

Even

or

if

way

he

is
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right in claiming that

of acting

was advocated by

disregard the openness to the world and the

still

Holy Spirit stressed by our founders. The proper question to ask is:
what would our founders wish us to do today if they were still
around? To answer that question one may have to appeal to their
not to their

spirit,

laymen

at

was

Canada this past winter giving conferboth Montreal and Toronto pointed out that our

Secondly, while
ences,

letter.
I

in

eminently practical also for lay people today. Why,
we
hiding
our light under a bushel and why don't we
then, are
disseminate it more in the world at large in suitable ways? Couldn't
they associate with us precisely on the basis of faithfulness to the
Holy Spirit who speaks through the voice of our fellowmen in
concrete life to anyone who is willing to listen with the necessary
spirituality is

mobility of mind?
In reply,
of

I

fully

agreed that our spirituality

—the

that both Poullart des Places

life,

ented son

who

gave

is

suited to any walk

millionaire's very tal-

—

up for the Gospel and Libermann are
and that greater efforts should be made to
the "new forms of membership" now permitit

all

attractive figures today,

include lay people in

As

as long ago as 1895 the Generalate
Bishop Le Roy to allow married laymen
to become associates of the Congregation. They could continue to
live with their wife
whose consent was required for association
participate in community life, would be maintained by the Congregation and take part in its works. (B.G. 18, 463 f.).
Thus the notion of married associates is nothing new, save that
now the request comes from the laity. To make it a viable proposal,
however, there should be a local center where lay associates can

ted.

a matter of fact,

approved the

initiative of

—

either share in religious

community

life

on a

daily basis or at least

gather frequently to renew their fervor and stimulate their commit-

ment.
In concluding

—

for the

second time

—

let

me make a final remark. A

Dominican priest recently pointed out that in the history of religious
life there have been only four epoch-making figures. They are:

who

stood at the cradle of the feudal era;
who called the church back to the Gospel
the desire for wealth began to permeate the towns of free

St.

Benedict,

St.

Francis of Assisi,

when
men;
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Ignatius,

St.
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who saw the dawn of the new age; and
who witnessed the birth of the new

Francis Libermann,
sal

itself, is
It

us a universal spirituality which, like the Gospel
not marred by the time and place of its origin.*

may be worthwhile

more

it

univer-

man and gave

in detail.

We

will

to

pursue these four

do so

trail-blazers a little

in the next paper.

* The speaker, Fr. Roger Tillard, considered Libermann's understanding of what
means to be a Superior in a democratic fashion a revolutionary notion, announc-

ing a

new

success.

area.

My

efforts to find a

copy of

his lecture

have remained without

