Four Religious Rebels
(A 1988 paper)

1.

SAINT BENEDICT

Fifteen centuries ago Saint Benedict
religious order of
officially

all

times, both in

recognized virtuous

life,

founded the most successful
number of members and in

for his order

has a historical

membership of five million, of whom 50,000 may be venerated as
saints
one for every hundred Benedictines. (Nearly all these
saints predate the rigorous screening process which came into

—

existence in 1588, 1,100 years after the founding of the order.)

Rebelling against both the excessive severity and the unrestrained slackness of religious

life

in the fifth century, St. Benedict

gave his foundation several striking features.
may name:

Among

these

we

Borrowing from the reform introhe stressed the community
aspect of monastic life. Note here what happened: the word
"monastery" comes from the Greek monos, alone; originally monks
were solitaries, hermits, but the novel approach made them live
together and the words "monk" and "monastery" began to mean
exactly the opposite of the original sense. The pitfalls and dangers
of a solitary existence, of individualism, were thereby avoided.
1.

Stress on

duced by

2.

St.

Family

community

life.

Pachomius

spirit

The

in Egypt,

fraternal togetherness of a

monastery under

common rule had as its focus a leader chosen by the community.
He was appropriately called "Abbot", Father of the religious fam-

a

ily,

3.

and not Superior, which term
Non-clerical.

Neither

St.

refers to a juridical structure.

Benedict nor the overwhelming
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majority of his followers were priests. His rule speaks about priests
only incidentally as exercising a function within the community

and says nothing about exercising ministry outside the monastery.
At least originally, the prayer life of the community centered on
the singing of the office, not on the daily attendance at Mass. The
monks attended Mass only on Sundays and holy days. Later,
however, the Eucharist became the center of Benedictine liturgy,
thereby laying the foundation for the predominance of the clerical
element in the community.
To do away with the evil of "vagabond monks," so
4. Stability.
widespread in his time, St. Benedict imposed the obligation of
remaining attached to the same monastery for life.
5.

Moderation.

and

In opposition to the severe penances

common

monasticism, St. Benedict urged "discretion,"
the moderation which encourages the weak without hampering
the strong, provided that everything be done for the glory of God.
in Eastern

Irish

Autonomy. Each monastery is fully self-governing. While all
vote in important matters, the abbot is not bound to follow
the majority; he can decide issues as he sees fit. In this way it
would be possible for an abbot to prevent the ruin of religious life
by a slack majority. Interestingly, St. Benedict also foresaw the
possibility of an abbot being elected because of his lack of religious
spirit: he expressed the hope that if this came to pass the bishop,
neighboring abbots or even the faithful of the area would step in to
oust him from office.
6.

monks

A few words may be added concerning some of these points. Let
us begin with autonomy. Since each house is self-contained and
self-sufficient, different interpretations of the rule are possible in

different communities, especially because the rule

or vague in
spirit of

what

guidelines;
tails;

many

respects. St. Benedict

meant
only some
it

to

be a

monk and

wanted
serve

remained

to lay

God

in

silent

down

the

some broad

he regulated in great dechapters of his rule concerned with the

practical matters

e.g., there are 13

singing of the office. In consequence, the rule's interpretation can
vary widely, from almost wholly contemplative to almost as apostolic as a religious community can be. As an order, a group of
like-minded religious communities, the Benedictines were so flexi-

resembled a movement rather than an organization.
when individual monasteries
began to "congregate" around an outstanding monastery, such as

ble that they

Orderlike organization features arose
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that of Cluny (931), establishing a greater bond among themselves
by subordinating their local abbots to the one of Cluny. The
organizational factor was further emphasized when in the 14th
century such congregations of monasteries decided on common
chapters and on the visitation of their monasteries by the abbot
heading the congregation.

Because each monastery is autonomous, the decline or demise of
one does not per se affect the fate of the others. A monastery is not
a branch of a tree but itself a tree. Having a life of its own, one that
flourishes also has the

power

to reproduce, to give birth to other
strawberry plant can produce new plants
by sending out runners. This feature gives the order an unparalleled power to grow and develop.
The same autonomy also means that the individual monastery is
unhampered in its efforts to participate in the life of the local
church. It finds itself there in its natural habitat and shares in the
strength of this church, even as conversely it imparts its own vigor

monasteries,

much

like a

A disavantage of this local rootedness,

without
even
international
bond,
is
wider
and
the correctional
weakness
shares
the
and
prejumonastery
also
individual
that the
dices of the local church; for example, in France the Benedictines
could more easily imbue Gallicanistic and Jansenistic views than

to the local church.

power

of a

did the less localized Jesuits.

autonomy was fully in keeping with the
age in which Benedictinism was born. Within the
church, authority was still decentralized to such an extent that
Pope Adrian I could write to Charlemagne: "We have never and
we will never intervene in the election of a new bishop." Centuries
before him, Pope Leo the Great (4 <4 Q-461) had expressed similar
feelings (M.L. 54, 634). All this is far removed from the centralized
ruling of modern church law which states that the pope freely
appoints the bishops throughout the world. Interestingly, as the
church's general organization became more centralized, the Benedictine order followed suit by establishing the above-mentioned
"congregations." The title "prime abbot," however, of the whole
order still remains largely a matter of mere honor.
Let us note that local

spirit of the

Missionary work. Benedict did not explicitly envision any partici-

work

or even in pastoral

He spoke

about the opus Dei,

pation of his followers in missionary
ministry outside the monastery.
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spiritual reading,

but mentioned

priests only as functionaries within the monastery. Nonetheless,

by enjoining his disciples to live for the glory of God, he had given
them a motive which would inevitably lead to mission involvement. For the earthly side of living for God's glory is living for man
and his happiness. One who really loves God cannot fail to love
those whom God loves his fellow human beings. Above all, he
will try to let others see in us what it means that God loves us, and
we can do this only by letting them see in us and in our way of
treating them a reflex of God's love. Thus, by implication, the
Benedictine life style was also meant to appear as a model: "Let
what we are preach the Gospel." Although this living the Gospel
had priority over preaching it, only a small step was needed to

—

add: "Let what

we

are saying preach the Gospel."

of priests among Benedictines became more
numerous, they also undertook foreign missionary work, gradually becoming leaders in this form of ministry. (The move may
have been influenced by the "peregrinatio," the pilgrimage, which
Irish monasticism had introduced as a form of penance and which
soon developed into missionary fervor.) It may suffice to mention
here the names of St. Augustine in England and St. Boniface in
Germany.

As

the

number

One notable feature of Benedictine missionary work was that it
always involved the founding of one or more monasteries in the
region to be evangelized. As exemplifying the Benedictine life, the
monastery invited the people to share that life either to some
extent, as Christians, or
tines did not

more

fully,

by joining

undertake their mission in the

things going, get out," as

their order. Benedicspirit of

"Get

in,

get

some modern missionaries have advo-

"Get in, get things going by taking root and
an
integral
part of any local church that is to be
flourish" as

cated, but rather as

established.
it is interesting to compare the attitude of Benedicand Libermann's missionaries in their participation in Bishop
John Brady's mission in South West Australia in the 1840s. The
Benedictines suffered just as much or even more from the irrational
and despotic behavior of that unfortunate prelate. They had just
started their part of the mission in what was to become the Abbey of
Nurcia. Disagreement with the bishop led to physical fights between
the prior of the Benedictines their future Abbot and the bishop.
The two were practically rolling over the floor when the police had

In this context

tines

—

—
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hand combat. While Libermann's
and left Australia, the Benedictines stayed, outlasted the opposition, and their Nurcia Abbey
became the mother of the order's houses in Australia.
to intervene to stop the

men shook

to

the dust from their feet

rule. Much of what St. Benedict wrote in
wholly antiquated today even more so than the
1703-1707 rule of Poullart des Places for Holy Ghost Seminary. To
the previously mentioned request that outside authorities should
dislodge the accommodating abbot elected by a lax monastery, we
may add the rules that prescribe physical beatings for boys who fail
to correct their mistakes in singing the office and whippings for
recalcitrant monks; also endless instructions about singing the
office and detailed customaries for monastic functionaries. Of the
entire 73 chapters composing the rule only the prologue (about 900
words) is a document that needs no updating; in addition, there
are a few fine chapters about silence, obedience and humility.
Successive generations of Benedictines have added their supplements and interpretations in customaries and constitutions to
adapt the rule to their time and place. Nonetheless, the original
rule remains a honored document that is read each year.

Reverence for the original

his

2.

rule

is

—

SAINT FRANCIS OF ASSISI
St.

West

Francis (1181-1226) also lived at the

—the one which saw the

dawn

rise of free

of a

new

towns and

in

era in the

them an

unbridled quest for self-indulgent luxury with but little social
conscience. As it had in the primitive church of ancient Greece,
this tendency provoked a strong rebellion among thoughtful
Christians; they demanded a return to the poverty of apostolic
times and to Christ's appeal: "Give all you have to the poor and

Vaux (or Waldo) and the better elements among
and Cathari of the time represent an answer to that
appeal which went mostly outside the church; St. Dominic and St.
Francis are the prominent exponents of that answer within the
follow me." Pierre
the Albigenses

church.

Both envisioned preaching as their task, but the emphasis was
Dominic saw preaching based on scholarship, intellectual competence, as primary, but he stressed also that evangelical
poverty was needed as a means to practice what one preaches:
agere (action) must be based on esse (being), or in Libermann's
terms: the apostolate is the goal, religious life the necessary means.
different.
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on the other hand, wished above all a life-style of
poverty barefooted, no money, no goods, not
even a second garment, no walking stick, as Christ had said in his
Gospel. One who follows this rule shows thereby what is the
Gospel's meaning; he preaches by what he is and can easily find
the few words needed to preach this meaning to those who still do
St.

Francis,

total evangelical

—

not understand; esse is agere, living the Gospel
the Gospel, except for a few words.

itself is

preaching

One might be inclined to think that this is a mere quibble about
words since both Dominic and Francis wanted evangelical poverty
and preaching. But the difference is important. In an era which
placed perhaps too much emphasis on truth as a domain different
from that of goodness, the Dominicans were intended to be primarily a community of well-trained preachers of the Gospel, and
this meant they needed houses of study, libraries, professors and
all

the paraphernalia attached to this life-style. Thus, while requir-

ing rigorous poverty,

St.

Dominic did not

hesitate to allow his

order ownership of such things, but he forbade the ownership of

which was then traditionally the only source of wealth. St.
on the other hand, at first insisted primarily on a community living the Gospel of poverty; as such, it would preach by
what it was rather than by what it said.
land,

Francis,

who still do not see the
Two young members of

For those

may

help.

director

difference the following story
a religious order

asked their

whether smoking and praying are compatible. The

first

smoke while I am
praying?" "Absolutely not," was the indignant reply. The second
formulated his query: "May I pray while I am smoking?" The
answer was: "Certainly." The two are compatible, but whether it
ought to be done does not depend on compatibility but on primary
couched

his question in these terms:

"May

I

emphasis.

Unlike

St.

Benedict, Francis did not require stability of place; his

would roam around caring for lepers while living and
preaching the following of Christ. They literally did not have a
place of their own; so there could hardly be question of stability of
followers

place.

It

did not take very long, however, before

many

of Francis'

followers insisted that solid preaching requires solid preparation,

and the pope agreed. Because of the brethren's theological ignorance, he had at first allowed them only to give moral sermons.
Some of the rebel friars made use of Francis' absence in 1219 he

—
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—to build a house of studies. When

sided with the "rebels," a very reluctant Francis at last gave
but he would have preferred to pursue his ideal fully with a

very small group rather than water

it

down

in a large order.

Let us note that for years the Franciscan brotherhood also was a
rather than an organization. Francis feared organiza-

movement

it could kill the charism by resorting too much to structuring,
could prevent the brethren from spontaneity in their following of
Christ. However, any movement that remains wholly unstruc-

tion;
it

tured and spontaneous tends to dissipate and resolve itself in thin
air. Rome, in the person of Cardinal Hugolino, protector of St.
Francis,

persuaded him

which

concretely attainable

is

categorical

demand

for

posed and practiced by

all.

St.

impose as a requirement only that
and not to make his integral ideal a
He recommended the moderation pro-

to

should be noted here that

at

were already an estimated 3,000

to

Benedict.

the time of the "rebellion" there

It

When they gathered for a general chapter near
headquarters of the order consisted of a few mud-and-

5,000 Franciscans.
Assisi, the

straw huts.

At the chapter's request, Francis composed a

rule,

which main-

tained the principle that neither individuals nor the order could

own any houses

made

few minor concessions, such
you when you travel"
and no longer banning any books which were not required by the
or land, but

a

as omitting the words, "Take nothing with

But these concessions did not stop the debate as to how
poverty was concretely attainable. It continued for centuries
and led repeatedly to splits among his followers, e.g. Conventuals
and Observants (1517), Recollects (16th century), Capuchins
(1637), to name only the best known.
Less than a century after their foundation, the Friars Minor had
settled all over Europe and counted from 30,000 to 40,000 members. St. Francis himself had added a second order for religious
women and a third order for lay people, which shows that he and
liturgy.

much

viewed their way of life as a model life-style for all
The Franciscan way is seen as an integral part of
Christianity it is what Jesus himself asked and to be fostered as
his followers

Christians.

—

—

such.

The organization of the Franciscans into provinces allowed less
autonomy than the Benedictine system of fully autonomous abbeys. The fate of any foundation within a province was tied to that
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other houses within it. On the other hand,
provinces within a single country, for exam-

all

more than twenty in Italy alone. Each province, however,
enjoyed a large degree of self-determination and was entitled to
make new foundations elsewhere that could lead to new provinces. For example, in 1910, at the end of the fierce ethnic struggle
ple,

among

USA,

Catholics in the

there were five different Franciscan

provinces for Slavic minorities there, and even today half a dozen
Franciscan provinces have houses and works in New York City.

was and is personal, not territorial; provincials did not
view themselves as a kind of immigration officials whose stamp of
approval was needed to stay in a place or as having an exclusive
agency for the Franciscan brand in their territory.

Jurisdiction

number

Obviously, the large
self-reproduction gave

strength in securing

Although

St.

and

its

still

survival

of circumscriptions entitled to

gives the order a great source of

and growth, wherever

it

goes.

Francis did not opt for stability in the Benedictine

sense, the order

knows

a stability of circumscription: a friar be-

longs to his province in such a way that he cannot be assigned
outside it without his consent. While large numbers of volunteers
for outside assignments have never been lacking, this provision
again secures deep local roots.
is

A disadvantage of these

local roots

go unchecked; for instance,
of Serbs and Croats are said to have played a

that local prejudices also can tend to

the mutual dislikes

role in the actions of certain Franciscans against different ethnics in

the concentration

From preaching

camps

World War Two.

of Yugoslavia during

the gospel in the

homeland

to

only a small step, and
had given the example by going off to convert
non-believers abroad

is

announcing

St.

it

to

Francis himself

Mohammedans

in

Egypt and Syria. Many of his followers became missionaries
abroad. They, too, tended to take root there by accepting indigenous people into their ranks and not simply to get things going
and then get out. The world is their home, not the country from
which they were sent.

3.

SAINT IGNATIUS

The founder of the Jesuits, who lived from 1491 to 1556, had
been a military man, bent on a glorious career, before he was
converted to seeking only the glory of God. He was not yet a priest
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he and six companions vowed themselves to caring
Jerusalem and to converting the Turks. If they could
not go to the Holy Land, they would offer their services for
in 1534

for the sick in

whatever the pope wished them

to do.

Ignatius finished the constitutions of his order only toward the

end

of his

This document, which repeats the expression "for
God" about 250 times, defines the purpose of

life.

the greater glory of

the order as not only the pursuit of self-sanctification but also that
is to be pursued according
determined principles, by daily meditation, two daily
examinations of conscience, spiritual exercises and the observation
of religious rules and vows. Nothing is left to chance., although
Ignatius recognized that the Holy Spirit must have priority over
method. The sanctification of others is to be pursued by preaching,
religious instruction, the sacraments, especially that of penance,
and works of mercy.

of sanctifying others. Self-sanctification
to rigidly

Inner

A

circle.

today an "inner

special feature of his rule

was what we would

call

order consists of "professed
members" who take a fourth vow, i.e., who accept unconditionally
any task assigned to them by the pope. These alone are entitled to
fill major functions in the order and to vote in the general chapter
(which he called "congregation"). All others, whether priests or
brothers, are simply "helpers" (coadjutors). Virtually all power is
concentrated in the superior general, elected by members of the
inner circle; he fills the important positions in all provinces with

members

inner circle
cisions in
if

circle": the core of the

all

of his choice,

matters. Elected for

his general assistants

—

all

of

life,

and he makes
he

is

all

major de-

nonetheless removable

them inner

circle

men

—convoke a

general chapter for this purpose.
"Corpse-like

"Company

Organized along military lines, the
under the banner of the cross for God
serve only Christ Our Lord and the pope, his vicar
obedience."

of Jesus" "fights

and wishes to
on earth." Discipline

is

strict

and the constitutions require
do not obey, a better

"corpse-like" obedience. (As plain corpses

term perhaps would be "zombie-like".)

When going to the Holy Land proved impossible,
by opening

large hospitals for the sick,

Ignatius began
houses of refuge for

penitent prostitutes and other social establishments in

men

Italy,

as

preach and administer the sacrament of penance. In 1540, he sent St Francis Xavier to undertake

well as sending out his

to
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mission to unbelievers in the Far East. Francis
saints of missioners; he is credited with 30,000
conversions (which is fewer than the 40,000 well-instructed Mauritian black converts who accompanied our Blessed James Laval to
his grave). Foreign missions became one of the major undertakings
the order's

first

became the patron

of the Jesuits.

The order was neither founded to oppose Protestantism nor to
open colleges and universities. But the concrete situation of the
time drove the Jesuits in those directions. They became defenders
of the faith, professors at universities, teachers of youths, and men
of pure research. In other words, they
of others" to

what they viewed

as

adapted their "sanctification

most urgently needed. And they

were willing to go very far in this flexibility of tasks to be performed and the character of urgency. They did not confuse "urgent" with "having an immediate effect," but saw that even
long-range projects could be very urgent. An example in point was
the urgent problem of coming to terms with the relationship of
faith and science, which was crucial for the survival of the church
as a "credible" institution. The order did not hesitate to create up
to 40 astronomical or meteorological observatories throughout the
world to get the necessary data for making sound judgments in the
matter.

"Pure research" may seem to be a waste of talent from a shortrange viewpoint, while being very "useful" from a long-range
approach. The following story may serve to illustrate the point. Its
substance is taken, if I remember correctly, from the British philosopher of science Professor Hinshelwood.
Once upon a time, an ancient king in Greece complained about
the exasperating slowness of communications with his battlefield
commanders. Calling together his staff of wise men, he asked them

were proposed.
can train our runners to go faster," said the national sports
director. "If we stick to it, they may succeed in running a mile in just

for advice. All kinds of solutions
"I

four minutes."

"We

could catch some of those hippoi, those four-footed longthat have recently drifted down into our country,
animals
legged
tame them and ride them," countered the secretary of husbandry.

"They can outdistance any runner."
"My department could improve the stone wheel invented by our

grandfathers," claimed the secretary of public works. "If we can
make it lighter and join two on an axle, the king himself could ride to
his generals in comfort."
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an exciting idea," piped

"They have a superb homing instinct and could be
deliver messages by air. That would beat runners, horses

old sage.

trained to

and carriages."
The fifth man said nothing. During the whole discussion he had
sat there, absorbed by a stone which, when rubbed, produced a tiny
spark. (The claim that he was a Jesuit caught in a time-warp cannot
be substantiated.) When the king finally asked him, "What do you
think?," the man was startled and stuttered, looking at his stone:
"This is it!" After the roar of laughter had subsided, the king spoke:
"Let us act on the first four proposals and leave poor Sparky to his
pursuit of the totally useless."
Well, anyone knows what happened. Horses and pigeons never
went much beyond 30 miles an hour; the wheel became effective
only with the discovery of steam and gas engines, and it took till the
1960s before a runner could do a mile in four minutes. By then, the
tiny spark produced by that mysterious stone
which the Greeks
called electron
had achieved instantaneous worldwide communi-

—

—

cation.

Although the above-mentioned formulation of obedience like a
corpse could easily lead to the impression that Ignatius wanted the
manipulated as puppets by dictatorial superiors, the
has been quite differrent, barring of course a
few misguided individuals. If we may paraphrase a famous expression of the philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty, if you want to
know the spirit of an institute, do not just look at its charter and
the words inscribed in gold on costly parchment; above all, look at

Jesuits to be

reality of the Jesuits

way how that spirit is lived.
And in this respect the Jesuits are quite conscious of the fact that
human potential reaches its optimum only when it is channeled
into areas of the person's interest. So they try in every way to

the

discover a subject's capacities and inclinations.
settled,

point
to

is

Once

this issue

is

they allow him to develop his talents accordingly. This
usually overlooked by people who want Jesuit obedience

be practised in their

own community.

must be understood with
even a shakerful of it. And this "salt" is not
something superadded to the original recipe by others who wanted
So, that the rule of corpse-like obedience

a grain of salt, or

He

himself has left us examples. For
send ten men to Sicily, he wrote to 36
Jesuits, asking them to pray and examine before God whether they
were disposed to go; he also asked those who were there whether
to soften Ignatius'

instance,

rules.

when he wanted

to

SPIRITAN CHARISM

46

AND HISTORY

they preferred study and teaching or working in the kitchen.

one year before

And

in

about superiors and
subjects: If a superior thinks that he cannot grant a requested
permission to a subject because it seems to him to be against God's
will, then he must explain to him why he thinks so. And when a
superior gives an order, the subject is permitted to express his
objections with discretion. Should the superior overrule the objections, the subject must obey, but if the latter is convinced that
something else is better, he can return to the matter a few hours
later. Should the superior still refuse to budge, the subject may once
a letter

more

he wrote

just

raise the issue

some weeks

his death

later.*

This

is

not exactly the popular view of corpse-like obedience.

Rather

it

reveals that for Ignatius the corpse-like attitude applies

—

when God's will is clear which is also what Libermann meant
when he wrote that if he were to discover a single fiber in his body
only

unwilling to accept God's

under

his feet. (L.S.

will,

he would tear

it

out and trample

it

1, 11).

very strong feature of the Jesuits. They have an
de corps that makes them close ranks in defense of each
other. "He is one of ours," seems to be their motto. It can be
overdone of course, but as someone expressed it in connection
with Jesuit writers: "Look at them. They are just like a chicken
coop. When one lays an egg, all the others begin to cackle in
unison." One can learn from their solidarity, but it should not be
overdone.
Solidarity is a

esprit

Centralization.

The epoch

of the Jesuit's foundation

was one

of

increasing centralization in the church. Moreover, Ignatius himself

was a military man, and an army needs a strong chain of command, culminating in one man. Thus, the rigorous centralization
of the Jesuits need not surprise us. The system has the advantage
from the top can quickly filter down throughout the whole body. The reverse is also true: mistakes at the top
can rapidly spread down to the ranks. To prevent mistakes as
that expert guidance

much

an excellent system of information, plus a body
competent assistants backed by a staff of experts in various

as possible,

of very

fields, are

tions to
to

needed. Despite

members

its

rule to reserve

all

important func-

and to limit chapter attendance
order has no guarantee that an election

of the inner circle

such members, the Jesuit

* These data come from an unidentified
van de Putte.

article

by

a Dr. Peters, translated

by

Fr.
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speaking, however, the order

men

to

important functions.

helm among them. Generally
well-run and organized for sur-

at the
is

and growth.

vival

Utterly convinced that they have something to offer to
ples, the Jesuits establish

even

in places

where

it

all peothemselves everywhere and they succeed
might not be expected. Let me give one

example.

The
St.

Society's record

among

blacks

is

not too good, the fame of

Peter Claver notwithstanding. Considering their

their zeal for foreign missions, the Jesuits
little

to the

missions

Some men

among

numbers and

have contributed very

blacks in continental Africa in

modern

Northern Rhodesia and Mozambique plus a
couple of vicariates in the old Belgian Congo was about all. They
did little better in the USA, where they numbered about 10,000 in
the 1960s. Although it is no secret that a Jesuit college in Angola's
ancient missions was financed by selling 13,000 blacks into
slavery any bookstore in that country has works mentioning this
sale
Africa's blacks have forgiven them. A decade or two ago
there were a reported 500 African Jesuits. When around 1835 the
order stopped being a slave holder in the USA, the blacks were not
set free but sold and
despite stringent orders from the generalate
even families were broken up in the process. Yet, this fact
is much less known than that the Jesuits took excellent care of the
times.

—

in

—

—

—

They lost interest in
men. At the time
when a Spiritan province began in the USA (1872), the Jesuits had
only one mission station for blacks, staffed by one man. For many
decades their commitment did not increase, although some of their
writers and teachers showed interest in their cause.
In the Far East, where St. Francis Xavier inaugurated their
missions, establishing local churches meant for the Jesuits, as it
had done for the Benedictines and the Franciscans in their missions, at the same time also establishing themselves solidly by taking
root and prospering. I do not have recent statistics, but some years
ago a survey reported 5,000 Jesuits in India. There must be an error in
the number there often are in statistics but whatever the exact
spiritual welfare of their slaves before 1835.

blacks in the

USA when

—

the slaves

became

—

free

number, it illustrates the point that the Jesuits viewed themselves as
an integral part of the church to be established.
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POULLART DES PLACES AND LIBERMANN
Claude Francis Poullart des Places (1679-1709)

Among

religious institutes,

few "have had so extraordinary a

history as the Spiritans," a Jesuit historian wrote in 1986.

It

was

founded in 1703 by a 24 year old student of Louis Le Grand college
and remained officially non-existent for three decades as either a
religious house or a seminary, while being in reality just what the
Council of Trent had ordered; for 60 years it was ruled by superiors
who had been chosen in their twenties by equally young seminarians in a kind of student republic; its study program demanded
three years of philosophy prerequisites: mathematics and the
then new-fangled Newtonian physics five years of theology with
an optional two extra years of canon law or scripture studies; and

—

—

then these priests opted for the least desired posts of apostolic

works among the poor and the abandoned.
two years after his ordination, just 30 years old;
months later, aged 26; then came the 25 year old
Louis Bouic, who governed them for 53 years a tenure that is
surpassed by very few in any institute. The only one I know of is St
Hugo of Cluny, who began to govern in 1049 and lasted 60 years.
Re the study program, how different was Father des Places'

The founder

died,

his successor six

—

from that of the Sulpician Etienne Mollevault, who advised
seminary director in Libermann's time: "Remember that most of
your students are destined to serve
peasants and in that light
consider what will be most useful to them." Yet, he wrote that in a
time when Felix de Lamennais exclaimed: "Never has the clergy as a
whole been so ignorant as it is today, and never has true learning be
more necessary." Quoted by G. de Sauvigny, The Bourbon Restoraattitude
a

.

tion, p.

For

.

.

309.

many

organization

years the foundation

—one can say

was more

a

movement than an

—and when in 1734
consisted only of a board of
qualify as a
body—directors

for nearly 150 years

acquired a visible structure, this

it

directors required

who made no

by

civil

law

to

legal

commitment by vows

or oaths, but merely
entered into a legal contract to observe statutes which, so said a
government lawyer two centuries later, are barely discernible.

The
lie

religious

strength, however, of Father des Places' foundation did not

in its organization, but in its charism. All its graduates

known

as Spiritans, but they

had no other formal

became
com-

religious
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mitment than their ordination, and their common bond was the
they viewed their priesthood (The brothers probably had
private vows). Being a priest was for them an evangelical availability in obedience to the Spirit for the service of the poor and
abandoned in voluntary personal poverty. If this conception of the
priesthood did not suffice to make them live a truly religious life,
so they must have thought, any additional reaffirmation of their
commitment in vows or oaths would be rather useless or hypocritical.
What des Places wanted was real, not merely formal, identification with the poor through a frugal existence, and for him the
Gospel option for the poor was fidelity to the Spirit. This was all
the more urgent because in his time there was a great shortage of
truly committed priests to serve such people. The same kind of

way

shortage exists also today.
If we wish
we can find

to

compare the

rules of des Places

and

St.

Benedict,

several useful points. Like that of Benedict, our

founder's rule, which he completed around 1706,

was only

a

"house rule," it provided guidelines for certain functionaries in the
house and for spiritual exercises and studies. It presupposed

expounded the spirit of the institute. Since life has
changed very much since then, most of his regulations are as
rather than

antiquated as those of

St.

Benedict.

The Benedictines, however, have continued to retain the original
rule as a venerated document that is frequently read and commented upon, even though all kinds of customaries and constitutions provide for today's needs. Among Spiritans, on the other
hand, des Places' rules have long be relegated to the archives;
there they slept in obscurity till their publication around 1960
(partial reprint in Spiritan Papers in 1980). Our updated 1986 rules
and constitutions do not even contain a reference to this ancient
rule as one of its well-springs, nor to the approved rule of 1734,

which was a revised and updated version of that of 1706. It was the
1734 rule which made explicit the Spiritan charism of evangelical
availability, in fidelity to the Spirit, for the service of the poor.
If

may

we compare

Father des Places' rule to that of

St.

Francis,

we

say that both emphasize evangelical poverty, but our founder

viewed poverty as something subservient to the preaching of the
Gospel, even though it was unconditionally demanded by that
should
preaching the

service: called to serve the poor, his followers' life-style

show

identification with

them. The primacy

lies in
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Gospel, but it is to be preached not only by words but equally by
such a sober life-style.

Regarding St. Ignatius, one can notice at once that the very
program of studies shows how heavily our founder was influenced
by the Jesuits. After all, he had been educated by them for about a
dozen years. For a long time the Jesuits functioned as spiritual
directors of Holy Ghost Seminary. (The house rules nos. 3 and 4
explicitly demanded this, but were later heavily barred, presumably at the time of the Jesuits' troubles which led to their suppression in France.) St. Ignatius' influence is even more noticeable in
the rule of 1734, which was largely based on the regulations and
customs introduced by Father des Places: while the 1706 rule

demanded

"blind obedience," the 1734 rule repeats almost verba-

tim the Ignatian

demand

of obedience "perfect in every respect, in

and will." It does the same for poverty: let
"food, clothing, bed and room be what is suitable for the poor"
and "the same for all." Like the Jesuits, the Spiritans had a rule
that the superior general was elected without a term of office, but
was removable by the majority of his councillors. They gathered
once every three years without him to inquire whether the time
had come to elect a new superior general. If four of the six
answered in the affirmative, he would be ipso facto out of office.
execution, judgment

place. Our history records that in
Schwindenhammer strenuously ob-

Such an ouster has never taken
1865 Superior General Ignatius

jected to being criticized in those triennial inquiries

and

this practi-

them. Another more common way of providing for
checks and balances was later substituted by electing the superior
general only for a term of office.
cally eliminated

Foreign missions. The first specific mention of foreign mission
work did not occur in the rule until 1734 as one of the many tasks
Spiritans would undertake. If the founder himself had not mentioned foreign missions, the reason was not that he was against
them or that he never thought of them, but the peculiar circumstances fo the early 18th century which rendered such work concretely impossible for his followers. The main obstacle was that
they could go there only via the Foreign Mission Society, and that
institute was then contaminated by Jansenism.
It

is

sometimes claimed that the Spiritans have always been

primarily missionaries, but the only argument for that appeals to
the fact that our founder refers to his desire to devote himself to
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the foreign missions at the time of his conversion

(c.

1701).

Such an

not very convincing. Almost any young man with a solid
Catholic upbringing, and especially future priests, used to consider such a vocation, but for most of them it remained just an

appeal

is

ephemeral pious wish. If instead of becoming missionary, the
Spiritans had become a contemplative order, one could appeal
with perhaps even better justification to the founder's equally
ephemeral notion of educating his followers as future members of
a severe contemplative order (cf. Thomas's life of des Places,
p. 271).

What really happened was this. As soon as historical conditions
made Spiritan missionaries possible around 1730 foreign mis-

—

—

poor and abandoned
works. Then, the splendid work done by the few dozen priests
who went to Canada and the Far East induced the chaplain general
of the colonies to propose that the Congregation accept formal
sions were

added

to the

list

of preferred

charge of overseas assignments.
the

new

educators

who

first

This began to be done from about 1775,

clear expression of association

Guiana mission. (Keep
time was the

board of scholars and

legally constituted the institute to accept missiona-

ries as associates.

find the

When this proposal was accepted,

situation induced the governing

in

when we

with respect to the

mind

official title of

that the term "associate" at that
membership: members were listed in

the "register of associates").

After the French Revolution, missionary

mary

work became

the pri-

task of the Spiritans and, at once, incorporation of mission-

aries

was viewed

man

to

as normal, as is evident from a letter of the first
be appointed prefect apostolic, Father Jean Perrin. "All
priests sent out," he wrote in 1807, "will be members of the
Congregation, ... all sick and retired missionaries will be taken
care of in its establishment." Political factors, however, repeatedly
prevented the full execution of this decision, until in 1848 it finally

could come to fruition.

Apart from the acceptance of missionaries into the Congrelittle thought appears to have been given to the institute's
expansion, at least in a formal sense, as a result from a plan to
grow. Whatever expansion took place was the result of external
factors
the requests of the bishops of Meaux and Verdun to staff
gation,

—

their diocesan seminaries

and the acceptance

of missions in the

Americas and Africa. (There was also a puzzling acceptance of a
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seminary in Corsica, which may or may not have been connected
with a possible mission in the Near East; historians have never
investigated this obscure affair.) Not until the generalate of Father
Leguay in the 1840s did the Congregation again envision the
staffing of other seminaries at home or missions outside the French

USA and as far away as New
own he failed in this respect.

empire, in the
fault of his

The Congregation's situation in
showed the weakness of being more

Zealand.

Though no

the post-Revolutionary era

movement than an organipossessed no mechanism for expansion and growth; it did not even have enough juridical
structure for exercising authority over its priests once they had left
the seminary; it had no power to retain the necessary personnel at
home to secure even its survival. Its charism may have stayed
alive, but this alone was not enough to prevent its collapse. The
entrance of Father Libermann and his followers in 1848 saved it
from imminent disappearance by providing the necessary structures, personnel and leadership that could not only preserve but
zation, a structured institute.

even enhance

its

a

It

ideal of evangelical availability.

Francis Libermann

As

a pious orthodox Jew, Jacob

Libermann

lived in the convic-

tion that "the proper place for his encounter with

voice in a different

way

in

God

lies in

the

Again and again he heard "God's
the language spoken by unforeseen and

ever-changing situations of

life."

changed situations" (Martin Buber, Der Glaube der Profeten, p. 104
f.). Libermann did not give up this precious religious heritage
when he became a Christian and assumed the name Francis: from
that time on his was "Jew and Christian" at the same time; he lived
by the light of the Holy Spirit manifesting Himself over and over
again in the concrete situations of life. The past and traditions, as
such, meant very little for him; what counted was unconditional
availability before God and the concrete events that should be
perceived as indications of God's will.
Thus, when he heard God's voice to give up the traditions in
which he had grown up under the guidance of his father, the Rabbi
of Saverne, he unhesitatingly gave up that part of his past to follow
the light of the Spirit and became a Christian, despite the anguish
he suffered from the anathema pronounced by his father. Admit-
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up

the sustenance provided by a scholarship because he did not feel
called to become a preacher of missions in France. On the verge of
being dismissed from St. Sulpice because of his epilepsy, he
answered the question as to what he would be going to do by
simply saying, "God will provide." When he was serving as
assistant novice master of the Eudists, he unhesitatingly gave up
that honorable position when through the voices of men he heard
the Spirit calling him to share in the founding of a community
dedicated to serving the despised black slaves. A few years later,
he gladly accepted the dissolution of this community when he
could discern the voice of the Spirit directing him and his followers, through the voices of men, to merge into the despised
Congregation of the Holy Ghost. And so we could go on with
many other examples.

Libermann made

obedience to the Holy Spirit not only
life, but also wanted others to do
so and the Congregation to adhere to it. "The Good Lord has sent
us his divine Spirit in order that he may be our whole life .... Be
faithful to what the divine Spirit wishes to do in you .... Don't be
surprised if I insist so much on this .... The Holy Spirit is always
but how can he enter if he
knocking on the door of our heart,
finds that heart
filled with adverse sentiments?" (L.S. 2, 407).
"All you have to do in this world is to become docile and flexible in
the hands of the Spirit of life" (L.S. 1, 366). Superiors must see to it
that in the government of the Congregation they proceed "in and
by lights of the Holy Spirit" (N.D. 2, 312 provisional rule). And in
their work his followers "shall go forward courageously, guided by
the Holy Spirit," instructing the people "from the superabundance
of the Holy Spirit" (N.D. 10, 509; 13, 691.). Many other texts could
be added to these few, chosen from the beginning and the end of
Libermann' s writings.
this total

the guiding principle of his

own

.

.

A

.

.

.

.

religious rebel

Libermann's openness to the Spirit and his consistency in drawing the consequences of this leads to results that are revolutionary
with respect to the traditional conceptions of religious life. Let us

name some.
1.

The monastic withdrawal from the world becomes openness
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continues to speak through the

voices of fellowmen.

Religious stability loses

2.

God-anchored mobility
anywhere in the world.

in

its

spatial interpretation to

become

a

answering the appeal coming from

Monastic contemplation, which is beyond the reach of most
becomes practical union with God in everyday life.
4. Romantic love of "Lady Poverty" for her own sake becomes
apostolic poverty for the sake of bringing the Gospel of love to the
3.

active people,

poor.

While repeating about as often as St. Ignatius that ultimately
God's glory, Libermann also stresses that we live for
man's happiness, thereby echoing St. Ireneaus's words, "God's
glory is a person fully alive."
5.

we

live for

own soul, becomes sanctifiand through and for others.
7. Systematic and methodical drilling in holiness becomes flexibility and profound respect for each person and for his or her way
of being. Corpse-like obedience becomes openness to the Spirit.
Let us devote some remarks to these points.
6.

Self-sanctification, to save one's

cation with

Withdrawal from the world. There is only one way to withdraw
from the world and that is suicide. The traditional withdrawal

fully

from the world was really only a withdrawal from one kind of
world into another. One withdrew from the world at large into a
world behind walls a cloister to be alone with God: "Here I am,
Lord." Libermann wants us to complete this sentence by adding to
it: "Send me." Our availability before God should be at the same
time availability before our fellowmen. When the world changes,
"we must follow the world while retaining the spirit of the Gospel"

—

(N.D.

—

10, 151).

Stability.

Religious stability

finement, although that

bond monks and

is

not to be secured by spatial con-

was perhaps necessary

in eras of "vaga-

priests" (For the mentality of such people

one

should read the drinking songs of the ancient "clerici vagantes".).
"The Spirit blows where he wills" and he should not be hampered
by shields. The necessary stability should come from a firm commitment to remain always with the Spirit, and to go wherever he
leads.

Libermann did not deny the importance of local roots both
and for the church one has only to read about

his society

—

for

his
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—on

in the local cultures

the

contrary, he stressed the danger of disregarding one's roots (see

arguments in favor of giving Irish candidates an Irish
N.D. 3, 135). However, he advocated a detachment from
such roots if and when they become an obstacle to following the
Spirit (N.D. 2, 352, art. xv); in principle, everyone is at the disposal
of the superior general to serve in any place in the world. (In
practice, Libermann recognized that respect for the individual's
vocation, his talents and inclinations impose limits on universal
e.g.

his

training,

availability.

Contemplation. It did not take Libermann very long to realize that
few people engaged in an active life can arrive at a contemplative
union with God. That's why he fostered what he called "practical
union with God" for general use. This union consists in faithful
openness to the Spirit in all situations of life and seeing everything
in its relation to God. It is the free and total surrender of oneself to
God. He who gives himself in this way strives in all his actions to
live according to God's will, no matter how this will reveal itself in

the concrete situation of

life.

He is not afraid to give himself totally,

he knows that the God who has created him in love will not
destroy his handiwork but bring it to its full potential. The Holy
Spirit becomes, as it were, the life of his soul (E.S. Suppl., p. 79;
for

L.S.

1,

295).

Libermann was adverse to the common practice of his time to try
to become united with God by performing all kinds of mortifications (N.D. 4, 315; 9, 195). But he insisted that we try to remove
the obstacles to union with God which make us deaf to the voice of
the Spirit, such as our tendency to do our own will and to seek our
own comfort at the expense of others. That is why we must
endeavor to overcome our defects and our sins, not just the great
ones but also the lesser until we live indeed fully united with God.
Living united with the God of love means at the same time also
respecting and loving our fellowmen who are children of God.
(L.S. 1, 347; 2,180; E.S.

298

f.).

our weakness may make us fail to reach
the ideal. But becoming impatient with ourselves is uncalled for.
Only God can make us holy; We cannot do it ourselves. All that
God demands of us is that we put no obstacles to his action.
Despite our good

Religious poverty.

lowers

is

apostolic,

will,

The poverty Libermann demands
i.e.,

of his fol-

directed to the preaching of the Gospel to
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much as possible at identification with
2, 260 f.). He did not
own sake, but only insofar as it has "a

aims as

and furniture (N.D.

the poor in food, clothing

pursue poverty for its
purpose and a direction that is specifically apostolic"; therefore,
his followers should "avoid in the external practice of poverty
everything that could appear excessive to outsiders" (N.D. 10, 559 f.).
Even more than on material poverty Libermann insisted on
poverty of spirit on not being attached to ideas, customs and
ways of viewing things. His men should be wide open to accept
different outlooks and ways of doing things if they foster the

—

He candidly declared that "the misfortune of the clergy
has always been that they remained stuck in the notions of the
past" while the world went forward and they should "frankly and
simply have accepted the new order" (N.D. 10, 151). Not prefixed
ideas but experience should guide us, but one who has no poverty
of spirit is unable "to acquire true experience" (N.D. 8, 47) because
he at once evaluates events according to his prejudices.
apostolate.

While demanding that his followers pursue
from the very start of his congregation, gave
an apostolic dimension to this requirement. He did not ask them to
pursue holiness in order to save their souls, but "in order that
people will be compelled to recognize in them and in their conduct
the one who sends them
their Lord and Master Jesus" (N.D. 2,
237 provisional rule art. 9). He repeated this admonition in 1849 in
the constitutive rules he added to the old rules of the Spiritans: as
Self-sanctification.

holiness, Libermann,

.

sharers in the apostolic

(God's) reign

.

life

first in their

.

of Jesus, they

own

"must evidently

establish

hearts in the most perfect way, in

order that they can, after Jesus's example, serve as models" (N.D.
10, 505, art. 3).

The "general purpose

of the Congregation

to the salvation of sinners
art. 1);

by

a

is

wholly apostolic

to consecrate itself
life"

(N.D.

10, 450,

consequently, the "pursuit of religious virtues must have a

and a direction that are specifically apostolic" (N.D., 559, art. 9).
Even the special consecration of his followers to the Holy Heart
of Mary is "eminently apostolic." Her Heart is like "a perfect
model of the apostolic zeal which should consume us" (N.D. 2,
238, art. 3). And the Spiritans' Marian devotion is directed to the
Immaculate Heart of Mary "as a perfect model of fidelity to all the
inspirations of the Holy Spirit," a model also of "the practice of the
virtues proper to the religious and apostolic life" (N.D. 10, 568, art. 4.).
goal
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spiritual systems.

A

system has the tendency to lock every-

thing within the framework

anything that does not
This feature

is

fit

it

provides, so that there

which can be

real).

is

no room for

in.

so typical of systems that the system of physical

science holds that anything that does not
that
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verified

in

fit

by sense experience

is

is

meaningless: only

meaningful (true or

Let us note that within physical science this principle

God

is

true.

indeed meaningless,
i.e., he is neither a problem nor an answer to any question that can
be raised by physical science. The principle becomes false only if one
extends it to say that whatever cannot be verified by sense experience is meaningless from any standpoint. For by saying this one
limits the realm of knowledge to physical science and declares a
priori that everything else is meaningless: ethics, metaphysics, love,
hatred, the human person, God all these are then nothing but
"nice poetry," words that are perhaps pleasing but empty of conFor example, within physical science

is

—

tent.

Libermann had the greatest reverence for each one's personal
of being and did not wish to put obstacles in the way of the
Holy Spirit's action on anyone. That is why he was averse to
systems which press all into the same mold in order to make them
perfect. "Do not impose too many rules, do not follow a system in
the spiritual life," he said, but "let grace act with freedom" (L.S. 3,
349 f.). "We must always be on guard against seeking ideal
perfection .... So, leave everyone in his state of being (i.e., his

way

"way of conceiving things, his character, his turn of mind"). God
made people as they are; they are ready to do everything for the
good; we must encourage them and then each one will act as it is
given to him from on high" (N.D. 8, 111 ff.).
While recognizing that a method could be of some use for one
who is just learning to pray, Libermann warned against too much
reliance

on any method, whether Sulpician or Ignatian,

in prayer:

"Follow your attraction and do not worry about the method"
2, 168;

He

see also

(L.S.

2, 354; 3, 462).

any spiritual system
one by one until all are
uprooted. Instead, he wants us to remove our self-love, the source
of all evils, by surrendering ourselves wholly to God. At most, he
was willing to concede that one who has unusual trouble with one
or the other defect should pay special attention to getting rid of it.
also explicitly rejected the artificiality of

that advises us to attack our defects
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failures should not discourage us; we should take them
simply as opportunities to renew our surrender to God's love and
peacefully resume our efforts to follow where the Spirit leads (E.S.,
475 ff.; L.S. 1, 315 ff.).

Even our

Universality. Fidelity to the Spirit, we saw, is the leitmotiv of
Libermann's spirituality, and this Spirit speaks through the voices
coming from the world of man. Fidelity means commitment,
availability, openness, flexibility and mobility, it is a dynamic type
of spirituality. It is not rooted in the changing theological and
ascetical fashions of a particular era, but endowed with a lasting
Its usefulness is not limited to members of
congregation or to priests and religious, but it can be

and a universal value.
his

own

practiced by

anyone who wishes

to lead a Christian

life.

One

could object that there is nothing very special about the
charism of following the Spirit. The Gospel demands it and any
leader in the church would be ready to affirm this demand. In
reply, I would answer that others might demand it if they were
questioned about it, but they did not generally make this fidelity
the core of their approach, especially if we are to hear the voice of
the Spirit in the voices

coming from the world

of

man.

It might have seemed too "dangerous" at a time of belief in a static
world the world we lived in till about the end of the 19th
century a world in which it was accepted that in all important
matters the voice of the Spirit had already been institutionalized as
fully as possible. Giving free reign to the Spirit would have been
revolutionary in such a world, it would have upset all kinds of
structures. But Libermann lived in a dynamic, changing world, a
new world, as he himself calls it, and that is why he dared to accept
this world long before others would come around to accept it. One
has only to read his reflections on that brave new world after the
February revolution of 1848 and the clergy's tendency to cling to
"notions of the past" (N.D. 10, 151). Or, one can compare the
attitude of a St. Dominic, who prohibited any changes in his rule
and allowed future generations only to grant temporary dispensations from a particular point but no lasting change, to that of
Libermann who declared unambiguously that, in the last analysis,
the supreme authority within the Congregation was "the majority of
its members" (N.D. 4, 191). St. Dominic's worldview was static,
Libermann's view was dynamic.

—
—

One can also object that Libermann does not appear to have
been conscious of offering a charism for mass consumption and

a
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Abstracting from the

question whether these statements are true, we may say that, even
if they were true, that would not militate against the universal
applicability of Libermann's views. One of the striking features in
is precisely that the most important trailblazing
epoch-making
notions are often but imperfectly understood
and
Such notions are very often understood much
their
originators.
by
better by others who come after them. A few examples may

the history of ideas

illustrate the point.

An

idea with the

most colossal consequences of

invention of counting.

(It is

said that

some

all

times was the

isolated tribes in

New

Guinea had not yet become acquainted with this possibility at the
time of World War Two.) The obscure Mesopotamian or Chinese
hunter who began carving a notch in his hunting stick each time he
a kill invented or discovered counting. He thereby laid the
foundation for mathematics, physical science and technology and
for virtually all of mankind's major civilizations. Obviously, he did

made

not realize the implications of his discovery.

The ancient Greeks had an ideal of science which aimed at sheer
contemplation of the truth, devoid of any usefulness (application)
and to be pursued only by people who did not have to work but had
Taking measurements of land became geometry in
modern sense: "science is knowledge." In time this useless
science showed itself in the expanded form of mathematics

free time (schole).

the

—

—

wished to leave
world: "science is power." Yester-

very useful tool for understanding the world

behind and

for controlling that

it

become school, i.e., training for work in
where almost everything is done "scientifically." Did the
Greeks and those who changed their notion of science really understand what they were saying? They can have had only a dim notion
day's schole (free time) has
the world

of

its

implications.

The Renaissance movement of 15th and 16 century intended to
direct man's attention again to the past (whence its name renaissance). They did not realize that they were really opening him
up to the future.
When Einstein proposed his theory of relativity, he thought that
he knew what he was doing to physical theory, but failed to see all
its implications. Later in life he was quoted as saying that, since the
mathematicians had seized his theory, he no longer understood it
himself.

These few examples show that

if

potential of his spiritual doctrine, he

Libermann failed to see
was in good company. It

the
is

a
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feature of trailblazers not to have a full understanding of

what they are saying. By the same token, others coming after them
and following their paths may understand more clearly what the
trailblazers did not fully see. This

more

intelligent or

more

does not mean that they are

radical than the trailblazers;

where there was more
the light the trailblazers had

it

only means

that they lived in a situation

to see

understand because of

lit.

and

to

What has the Congregation done with its potentially enormous
move large masses of people in the way of the Spirit? Very

lever to
little,

I

am

afraid. Franciscans

have developed widespread third

orders, with or without vows, to foster St Francis' charism,

and

for

untold generations, Benedictines have had their oblates inside or
outside the monasteries to promote their founder's ideals. Jesuits

have

their

much-used

spiritual exercises. All

we have

tried in the

and there the
emphasis often falls on a short daily prayer to the Holy Spirit plus a
small donation for the missions rather than on starting a loosely
organized movement of living by the Spirit.
Today we have also some Spiritan lay associates in Canada, but
so far as I know there is no other determined and sustained effort
to develop a Spirit-moved laity. Yet it is sometimes said that today
the church has entered the era of the Holy Spirit. What an opportunity may lie here ready to be explored and utilized.
A few years ago in 1984 to be exact Fr. Roger Tillard, O.P.,
speaking about Libermann, said, "The Spiritans have made themselves guilty of not doing enough to make Libermann well known.
He had something unique to give to the church. The charism
which he bequeathed was not meant only for you, Spiritans, but
for the universal church" (Lecture in Canada on March 5, 1984).
past

is

the archconfraternity of the Holy Spirit,

—

—

Obedience. In formulating what
obedience, Libermann insisted that

and

is
it is

required by true religious

"not only obedience of will

and submission of the mind,
the superior judges and because he

action, but also a perfect docility

judging whatever is ordered as
judges so, without any other examination or reflection" (N.D. 2,
270, art. 8). One obeys them "not as one obeys human beings, but
as one obeys God himself" (ibid., art. 13). Libermann's formula is
about the same as that of Ignatius, but he does not appear to have
been acquainted with the way Ignatius exercised religious authority in practice. He knew only the "corpse-like" description of Jesuit
obedience so often repeated by spiritual writers. And Libermann
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"Don't blame the rules and constituhe wrote, or "the rigorous
obedience they practice. They have been approved by the Holy
See." But "our age no longer goes along with that kind of organization, and in our time that rigorous obedience no longer sits well in
people's mind. But that is no reason to blame (the Jesuits); they
would need a papal decree to change their constitutions and
cannot do it on their own ... So forget about the Jesuits. Let them
do what they consider proper; we, we will do what we think we
ought to do
Let us not become intolerant" (N.D. 10, 236). And
in another letter to Fr Le Vavasseur, who insisted on introducing a
zombie-like obedience, he elaborated: "You want communitymembers to be so perfect and so renounced that we can yank them
around like puppets. That might be a nice show, but it has never
(The Jesuits) would
existed and will never exist in the church
have to dismiss at least half their members if they were to follow
your principles" (N.D. 8, 38 f.).

was wholly opposed
tions which govern

.

.

to that.

(the Jesuits),"

.

.

.

.

mind Libermann insisted upon refers of course to
judgment as to what is to be done here and now, not
the theoretical judgment concerning what would be more suitable,
effective or proper if one were a free agent. Libermann explicitly
recognized that one can differ in that respect from the judgment of
one's superiors (N.D. 9, 356). Moreover, by declaring that the
supreme authority within the Congregation lies in the will of "the
majority of its members (N.D. 4, 191), he evidently wanted its
members to make judgments in order to arrive at a binding decision.
The

docility of

the practical

It

also stands to reason that the submission

practical matters of the apostolic

and

religious

demanded
life,

referred to

not to theoretical

It would have been a veritable
abuse of authority in his eyes if a superior had claimed that he could
order people to accept his statement that 2+2 = 5. (It is said that one
novice master used to insist on this absurd view of obedience.)

or scientific issues in other realms.

As much

on the subject's obedience to his superiors, Liberon the superiors' obedience to the Holy Spirit and
all that this entails. Superiors are told to proceed "in and by the
light of the Holy Spirit" (N.D. 2, 312) and not to exercise their
function "in a spirit of domination and self-love," but like Christ,
"with humanity, kindness and modesty" and to treat all with "a
fatherly tenderness," to see to their "spiritual and material good,
while making them happy and satisfied" (N.D. 2, 319, art. 18 f.).
Libermann excluded from superiorship those who lacked the

mann

as

insisted
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necessary social virtues or capacities, such as people with "a
strange turn of mind or manners," a "weak or faulty judgment,"
anyone who was "rigid, hard, difficult, surly or haughty"; to be
eligible, they should be supple, docile, flexible, humble and capaff.). Moreover, superiors
with
the talents and grace
should "employ each one in keeping
(ibid.,
324, art. 7). And the
which God's providence has given him"
constitutive
regulations
which he
the
same ideas are repeated in

ble of yielding

added

if

necessary

(ibid., 2,

321

to the Spiritan rule in 1849.

Respect for each one's personal dignity and vocation.

The reason

behind Libermann's stringent requirements for superiorship was
his consciousness of the fact that God does not destroy the uniqueness of any human being but respects it (N.D. 11, 546). If each one
of us has a personal vocation by God, it follows that this vocation
must be treated with reverence also by his fellow human beings,
including his superiors, and not pressed into a common mold. This
is why Libermann was averse to regimentation and uniformity in
the religious

life.

He rarely even used the term "uniformity" and required it only
when indispensable. For instance, he wanted punctuality for meals
against charity
keep others
exercises—
—and the observance of the customary

and other community

it is

to

waiting unnecessarily

local

forms of politeness when one lives in a foreign land. But he rejected
a uniform dress code ("We cannot adopt any one in particular" N.D.
9, 589), and he forbade a distinctive garb for superiors (N.D. 2, 333,
art. 19).

His respect for the human person encompassed not only each
life but also his character and his way of working as
an apostle. "The highest wisdom, even on a merely human level,"
he wrote to a confrere who demanded perfection and compliance
one's spiritual

and
with his own ideas, "is to give up something of your ideas
allow each one freedom to follow his own ideas and to do good in
his own way." For otherwise one would cause discouragement
and do harm. This freedom will lead of course to some mistakes,
but experience will be a good teacher and induce such people of
good will to amend their mistakes and "to do good in their own
.

way"

(N.D.,

8,

111

f.).

He

.

.

recommended that this
They should not be treated as

specifically

respect be extended to Brothers.

underlings or domestics, but in an honorable way as fellow religious and sharers in the apostolate; otherwise one would do them
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injustice and cause them harm (N.D. 6, 120). And beyond the
Congregation, Libermann extended these principles to all people,
including those who reject God. "God leaves these people free to
reject him and act against him; therefore we must not want to force
We should show them
them or become irritated with them
affection, be at ease with them and open" (N.D. 9, 248 f.).

an

.

Of

special interest to us

mann

is

.

.

that within his congregation Liber-

consistently held fast to his profound reverence for each

one's personal vocation, as

it

showed

itself in

the complex of

upbringing, virtues, faults and
desires of the subject: "It is our policy not to run counter to a given
calling" (N.D. 9, 52). While he did not favor admitting candidates
on explicit conditions regarding place and type of their future

temperament, character,

employment (N.D.

Libermann did not
would not be made
He admitted candidates who had "no vocation

hesitate to assure

indiscriminately.

talents,

7,

281; 9, 290; 13, 172),

them

that assignments

missions" (N.D. 6, 115; cf. 7, 305), but possessed "the
and aptitude" for works in the home country"
(N.D. 13, 172; cf. 9, 290) and assured them that their vocation
for the

desire, vocation

would be respected.
At

first,

Libermann had

explicitly rejected

any work

in the

home-

land and specified missions in "foreign and distant lands" as the
only acceptable task, but he quickly realized that this position
fraught with danger and in 1847 he wrote that
interpreted in the sense that at

home

if

this rule

had

was

to

be

the congregation could only

have mission support facilities, "it is important that the constitution
of the congregation be changed" (N.D. 9, 293).

The same

principle applied to the others. It is "an absolute rule
with us," he wrote, "that those who enter with the formal intention and the positive desire to go to the missions cannot be used"
for works at home (N.D. 9, 290; cf. 8, 174; 11, 323), except of course
in a passing way in emergencies (N.D. 10, 201).
Within these two broad categories of "at home" or "abroad" he
allowed further differentiations. He spoke about vocations for
social works (N.D. 9, 53), for naval chaplaincies (N.D. 11, 323) and
for teaching (his brochure about the Congregation of circa 1850, p.
8, Archives of Congregation 581-A-VI); he even indicated that he

would respect someone's change

of

mind

if

his attraction

changed

Congregation (N.D. 8, 201). And with respect to
foreign missions, one could prefer either to pioneer in a wholly
after joining the
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underdeveloped region or
established country (N.D.
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on in an older and better
and be confident of being sent

to carry

7,

281)

there.

Libermann's faithfulness to following the road signs of the
stands out in

Spirit

make it the central
not always make this reference

these considerations and

all

reference point of his views.

He did

point explicit, but also used the expressions "God's will" and

"Providence."
Specialists

have pointed

to other aspects of his doctrine as its

pivotal point; for instance, self-denial, passivity, peace of soul,
trust in

God, abandon,

poverty of

i.e.,

joyful

and

total

surrender to God, and

spirit.

In reply

we may

say that, except for the last-named, these

notions focus on Libermann's "science of holiness" and only
indirectly touch the apostolic dimension of his teachings. "Poverty
of spirit"

is

the term used by

Andre

Retif, S.J.,

but this author

"fundamental cause" was "the action of the
Spirit, (which) made (Libermann) what he was and in particular it
made him poor (in spirit)" (Retif, Pauvrete spirituelle et Mission,
points out that

its

Paris, 1955, 33).

Expanding

the

Congregation.

Libermann warned

his followers

against corporate pride and envy with respect to other institutes.

The members

of the Congregation "must be sincerely and profoundly humble, each one in particular but also all together as a
body .... They must not look for corporate glory or be depressed
if they see (their institute) held in low esteem .... They shall only
do whatever they can to make their congregation a faithful servant
of the church" (N.D. 2, 298, art. 23). While members "shall be very
fond of, and attached to the Congregation" (N.D. 2, 284, art. 22),
envy and jealousy toward other institutes are out of place: they
should "rejoice when they see other religious (bodies) held in high
esteem and respect" (N.D. 2, 298, art. 23).
Re the development of the Congregation, he warned the superior
general to "avoid being overanxious to increase (its) membership ... to the detriment of its fervor and the spirit of our rules"
(N.D. 2, 331, art. 8, and 10, 554, art. 7). Nonetheless, since the
Congregation cannot do its work unless it has the necessary
workers, we must seek to secure its survival and growth: "It is not
enough to do and die; we must do and stay alive in order to do again
and keep doing" (letter written by Libermann's secretary by his
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1849; see Vie du T.R. Pere Le

Vavasseur, p. 206).

In his revision of the Provisional Rule, after the merger into the
Congregation of the Holy Ghost, Libermann in 1849 broadened the
scope of works to make more- room for apostolic endeavors at
home. In the opening chapter of the new "Constitutive Regulations" he declared that the general purpose of the Congregation
was to work "at the salvation of sinners" and especially "those in
the greatest need and the most abandoned." Fidelity to this general purpose requires that it undertake only works to serve people
who are "on the road to perdition"; or "to keep from sin those who
are in danger of falling into sin"; or "to teach the truth of our holy
religion to those who are ignorant." Any ministry which tends to

preserve and perfect the piety of those already "firm in Christian

must be considered as very secondary" (N.D. 10, 450 f. art.
and 2), but may be pursued "if it is of some importance for the
growth and support of the main work" (ibid.). Such a broad
description of purpose obviously excluded only few categories of
people, only those "already firm in the Christian virtues," and
even they could be served if this ministry helped to support the
works for the most abandoned.
This reformulation gave the generalate elbow room "to strengthen the life of the Congregation by certain works which can help it
to expand and consolidate itself." The Holy See "certainly wants
the Congregation to secure above all its existence and development; on these the (future of the) missions ... is perhaps wholly
dependent" (Vie du P. Le Vavasseur, 206).
virtues
1

Concern

for

growth and development of the Congregation had

already been a determining factor in the acceptance of missions in

At a time when Le Vavasseur was still arguing for
French colonies (in 1844), Libermann wrote to
him: "If we had only a tiny corner of the world to cultivate, our
mission would have made but little impression. We would have
vegetated and never succeeded" (N.D. 6, 112).
Africa

and

Haiti.

restriction to the old

In the year before the

merger Libermann expressed his

fears for

homeland were
accepted. Otherwise the mission superiors would dominate it and
the future of the Congregation unless works in the

they tended to place their mission interests above those of the
Congregation, thereby "completely ruining its influence and authority" (N.D. 9, 293). For this reason it was "important to change
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the composition) of the Congregation" and
on another foundation than the present one."
be done at present without much difficulty, but if
or forty years" it would be much more difficult, for

the constitution

quickly "place

This could

we wait
then

it

still

"thirty
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(i.e.,

it

would mean

When Libermann

a "radical upheaval" (N.D. 9, 293).

wrote these lines in 1847, he was not yet
experiencing any great difficulties with his mission superiors and
he did not expect any during his lifetime. But he correctly foresaw
that they would occur after his death, the most notorious case
being that of Bishop Kobes. (N.D. 9, 294).

Unwilling to keep missionary vocations at home, he accepted
social works and intended to give this kind of work at home "as
much extension as I can" in order to "consolidate and strengthen
the Congregation" (N.D. 9, 288). Libermann was confident that
this broadening of scope would attract vocations specifically interested in such works and that it would expand and consolidate the
Congregation without turning missionary vocations away from

and that it would ultimately also produce benefits for the
missions abroad (N.D. 9, 246, 274 f., 313 f.).
He held the same view with respect to the staffing of seminaries
and in 1850 appealed for candidates with a vocation for teaching,
adding that this kind of work would leave them little time for other
forms of ministry (Archives 581 -A- VI: Notice sur la Congregation,
their task

p. 8).

Although

in 1841

he had excluded

theology, he had already changed his

when he planned

all

teaching except that of

mind about

this

by 1844

to take over the college of St. Louis in Senegal,

which the government had

and offered three
290). At home in
France, in 1847 he offered to take over a faltering "open" junior
seminary in Britanny (N.D. 9, 200 f.; 10, 578 ff.); in 1851 he
accepted to staff a senior seminary in Cincinnati (Arch. 411-A-l: Le
Vavasseur a Schwindenhammer, 25 juillet 1851). Then in January
1852 Pope Pius IX, on his own initiative, sent Msgr. de Segur to
Paris, asking Libermann to undertake the founding of what was to
become the Pontifical French Seminary in Rome. The messenger
arrived only in time to make a sketch of Libermann on his deathbed, but the seminary opened the next year under Spiritan direction.
Fathers as

its

just started there

teaching staff (N.D.

Libermann was
tional expansion.

many, Belgium,

also very

He

6,

277, 282

ff.,

much aware of the need for internamade efforts with respect to Ger-

personally

Ireland, England, Spain, Portugal, Italy

and the
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223 of To the Ends of the Earth). As
they were

—

careful to respect national sensibilities

part of the concrete situation in

—

which the voice

of the Spirit

is

heard and foresaw far-reaching decentralization or autonomy for
such provinces (N.D. 3, 233; 6, 199, 205, 426; 7, 12, 245 ff., 374).
In the new mission countries also he looked for vocations and in
1844 wrote about their indigenous clergy that he wanted to "incorporate into our Congregation all those who would like to join us"
(N.D. 6, 276). His Constitutive Regulations of 1849 specified that
the major religious superior there could "admit candidates to the
probation period," and "as a member" at the end of this period
with the Generalate's approval (N.D. 10, 463 f., art. 6). This does
not sound like "Get in, get things going, get out," but more like
"Get in, get things going by taking root, and flourish" as an
integral part of the new local church, He told the Holy See so
explicitly with respect to Haiti (N.D. 6, 135; cf. 144).

The objection could be raised that less than a year before his
death Libermann says nothing at all about engaging in educational
ministry in his letter to the Carthusian Dom Sallier in which he
enumerates the works that are in keeping with the general and
specific purpose of the Congregation (N.D. 13, 170 ff.). In reply
one can argue at once that a well-known historical principle considers an argument from silence a very weak argument, unless the
person in question absolutely had to speak about the matter
concerned. Good friend as Sallier was, he was also an outsider,
and Libermann, in order to avoid possible interference, was always very reticent about affairs of the Congregation with outsiders
until they had sufficiently matured, (cf. e.g. N.D. 7, 106).
In this particular case, his letter to Sallier

inquiry whether the Congregation

work proposed by

would be

was

in

answer

to his

interested in a partic-

Expressing interest, Liberhe could not do so for
"lack of personnel" and begged Sallier to direct candidates interested in such works to the Congregation. He wrote to Sallier on
May 30, 1851, but less than two months later, on July 25, 1851,
Schwindenhammer got his orders to pack his bags and sail to the
U.S.A. with three other Fathers to staff the senior seminary which

ular social

mann added

Sallier.

that for the next three years

Archbishop Purcell had offered him in Cincinnati. As the staffing
of that seminary was already on the agenda when Libermann
wrote to Sallier, he may have judged it more prudent not to
mention it while pleading "lack of personnel."
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Another relevant point may be mentioned here. Early
1840s in his Provisional Rule, Libermann enumerated the

in the

means

to

be employed for attaining the Congregation's purpose of saving
sinners. Two of the four chapters deal with direct means to do this;
they speak of various forms of religious instruction and preaching.
The other two are about indirect means; they deal with ways of
sanctifying the clergy and the formation of candidates to the
priesthood (2, 243 ff. and 250 ff.). Where else is this formation
more properly pursued than in a seminary? True, these texts refer
to the formation of future priests in the missions, but here we may
quote another of Libermann's principles, which he mentioned as
early as 1842: "When the Holy Spirit inspires a work, he almost
never presents at once a blue-print for its development, but guides
it as required when opportunities present themselves. Nonetheless, the whole development is all the time contained in the
principle by which he animates the one in whom he inspires that
work and there is a certain interconnection throughout all that
diversity" (N.D. 3, 158). Who would claim that Libermann throughout his life as a Christian was not vitally interested in the formation
of future priests? Is

it

so strange that Libermann

saw

the Spirit's

guidance in the circumstances that led him to seek to educate
future priests even outside the missions? And that interest in the
education of young people in the mission, where a junior seminary
was "about the same as a college" (N.D. 13, 35), thereafter led to
the acceptance of educational facilities in the home country?
Fundamentalism.

A final note may be added.

Granted that

all this

must we conclude that, because Libermann wanted it in his
time, we must continue to want it today and forever? An affirmative answer would be very much out of line with Libermann's basic
notion of following the Spirit. Mobility and adaptability to go
where the Spirit blows as history runs its course have priority over
any immediate goals proposed in the past. What we should ask
ourselves today, tomorrow and a century from now is, What
would Libermann want us to do if he were still around? That
question cannot be answered by quoting texts from the past but
only by listening to the Spirit speaking through the voices of our
era. Yet one can say that, keeping in mind Libermann's timeless
respect for each one's personal vocation, if no vocations for a
particular kind of work present themselves any more, then the
time has come for disengagement from it. But positively turning

is

true,
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needed would be going
and fos-

against the charism of the Congregation as envisioned
tered by Libermann.
Reader's notes.

The

Reply: yes, but

we do

title

is

"Four religious rebels."

not go by "body count" here;

that matters. Poullart des Places

I

count

it is

five.

the spirit

and Libermann were "one heart

and one soul."
and their missions, you did not
marvellous success in the Paraguay reductions.

In speaking about the Jesuits

even mention

their

good reasons; they were less marvellous than their fame
suggests. In the 150 years of their existence under the Jesuits
(1610-1768), these men did a splendid job of raising large masses of
Indians (the Reductions had about 100,000 people in 1768) to a very
high level of Christian life, but made no attempt to give local roots
to their mission by opening access to the priesthood and religious
life to them. Thus, the missions slowly collapsed when the Jesuits
were dissolved (cf. Libermann, Glose
45). The Paraguay Jesuits
do not seem to have had a clear understanding of what their
mission was for. Yet as early as the 1630s Propaganda Fide had
insisted that the purpose of a mission was not just the conversion
of sinners but the establishment of a local church with its indigenous priests and bishops.
Reply: For

.

.

.

On p. 67, 1st paragraph, you should have mentioned that
Libermann admitted that his provisional rule was "colored by
French customs" (N.D. 9, 251) and therefore would cause difficulties to foreigners unless amended. Reply: Right you are. It may
have influenced his revision of the rule in 1849.

