Spiritan

Lay Associates
(A 1983 presentation, updated)

One

could formulate the charism and spirituality of our society as

evangelical availability in obedience to the

Holy

as

Spirit,

He

manifests himself in the course of history in our concrete situation.

was formulated by Fr Poullart des
and refined by Fr Libermann. The latter incorporated into it
a precious contribution from his pious orthodox Jewish heritage,
which he retained so much that he has been described as both
"Jew and Christian" at the same time (J. Heijke, "Jude und
This evangelical availability
Places

Christ," Geist und Leben, 1963, no.

1,

p. 42).

Martin Buber paints this Jewish heritage in these words: "The
believing Jew lives in the consciousness that the proper place for
his encounter with God lies in the ever-changing situation of
life .... Again and again, the believing Jew hears God's voice in a
different way in the language spoken by unforeseen and changed
situations." (Buber, Der Glaube de Profeten, pp. 104 f.) He does not
silence God on the pretext that He has already spoken before and
in a different way; he does not try to hide from His 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 (Heijke, loc. cit., 43).
In consequence, openness to God's voice makes religious "withdrawal from the world" become openness to the world around us
in our concrete situation, where the voice of the Spirit can be heard
in the appeal coming from our fellow human beings. "Benedictine" stability loses

its

spatial interpretation to

become

a

God-

anchored committed mobility in answering the appeal coming
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from anywhere; "Franciscan" romantic love of "Lady Poverty"

for

own

sake becomes poverty for the sake of bringing the gospel
of love to the poor; and "Ignatian" externally imposed systematic

her

approaches and uniform discipline are dropped in favor of letting
the Spirit guide each one according to his own way of being within
the

common framework

of evangelical availability.

Commitment,

availability, mobility, adaptability, flexibility, respect for the per-

son,

and even democracy,

—within

vox Dei

a

mann's approach

as the voice of the people

common bond become key words

to

what

it

means

to

vox populi,
in Liber-

be a Christian.

Although he wrote 140 years ago, Libermann's words in many
sound strangely modern. Small wonder that many of his
contemporaries failed to understand him and even perverted his
thought in such a way that it sometimes was given a meaning that
went exactly counter to what he had said. Libermann had to be
respects

rediscovered again in our time. His up-to-date-ness

Dominican Fr

Tillard

name Libermann

sels in the 1960s as

one

history of religious

life

Francis

way

and

that

is

of the four

—the

made

the

in a public lecture in Brus-

epoch-making figures

in the

other three were St Benedict, St

St Ignatius. Libermann asks us to live the gospel in a
not marred by the time and place of its origin but is

man, for human beings anywhere and at
any time, because it is sufficiently flexible to become inculturated
wherever the Spirit blows.
What has always surprised me is that so little has been done by
the Congregation to foster the development of a Spiritan life-style,
according to the ideals of our founder and Fr Libermann, among
valid for the universal

the people of

God

at large.

We

have, of course, the Archconfrater-

devotion to the Holy Spirit and
support for our works, but it does not aim at forming a body of lay
people who, to the best of their ability, would live a Spiritan
life-style in their concrete situation. Benedictines have their oblates, who live either in the monastery or in what used to be called
"the world"; Franciscans, likewise, have their third order, again
divided into people living in communities and others living in "the
world"; we, we did not try to promote a similar notion, at least not
on a significant scale. Why not? I do not know, but perhaps the
reason may have been that we viewed the spiritual principles of
Libermann on the basis of an individualistic mentality: they were
there to help us secure our individual salvation while we pursued
the salvation of the world.
nity of the

Holy

Spirit to foster
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Historical Notes

Yet the notion of sharing our charism outside the narrow conCongregation is not entirely without precedents in our

fines of the

were more a spiritual movement
movement encompassed all those who
Holy Ghost Seminary. They were known at

history. For a long time Spiritans

than an institution. This

had become

priests in

and distinct charism, the
they lived and worked the ideals they had imbued from Fr
Poullart des Places and his successors. Throughout the 18th cenlarge as Spiritans because of their origin

way

tury these priests numbered up to 1,300. Only a few of them
formed an association the Congregation of the Holy Ghost to
direct the seminary and thereby secure the movement's survival.
Significantly, becoming a member of that association required no
vows, no new promises, no new commitments, but only a simple
legal contract, which was just enough to make the association a
moral body that could function in the world as a subject of legal
rights and duties.
Lay associates joined our founder at about the same time as
priest associates, as is evident from Fr des Places's autograph rule
for Holy Ghost Seminary. Without having any religious vows
they were illegal at that time and without any legal contracts we
know of, these laymen lived a very strict religious life of prayer and

—

—

—

like Brothers. In the 1770s we find the first mission associate
layman, a Mr Lamballe if my memory serves me correctly. He
taught mathematics at the college of Cayenne. At the same time,
we have also the first priests who were mission associates in
Guiana, and some of them had not come from Holy Ghost Seminary. By calling these priests associates, Fr Becquet, then superior
general, gave them exactly the same title as the Spiritans teaching

work

in Paris
is

and Meaux. The best known

Fr Lanoe.

He

of these associates in

Congregation, evangelical poverty and community
in the

Guiana

fostered the exact observance of the rule of the
life,

and died

"odor of sanctity" in 1791.

Libermann, on his

side, also accepted at least one lay associate
Dr Brunet, who went to Reunion. When the
term "associate" fell into disuse around the middle of the 19th

for the missions, a

century to indicate members of the Congregation, the lay associates began to be called agreges. There is no corresponding term in
English for this, but we could conveniently continue to call them
still associates. They used to be fairly numerous and in larger
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communities in France and Ireland one could find up
dozen of them at the same time.

to half a

The 1878 edition of the constitutions (no. 25, pp. 83 ff.) has a
on aggregation and affiliation. Affiliation could be granted
to individuals and groups; it implied sharing in the spiritual goods
of the Congregation and an obligation to pray for its works. Some
affiliates also lived in our communities. The best known of these
was the famous editor of the patrologies J. P. Migne, who for
section

our motherhouse. Aggregation applied to
and laymen. The first two
except the blue
of these could wear the habit of the Congregation
rabat, which was then the distinguishing mark of religious
vows and they shared fully in community life. The third class,
consisting of lay associates, while living in community, dressed in
secular clothing and generally did not participate in community
exercises; they were, however, bound to observe the house rules.
All three groups shared in the material and spiritual benefits of
community life. The 1878 edition of the constitutions said nothing
about the marital status of the lay associates but, since they lived in
the community, they could hardly have been accepted if they were

twenty years lived

in

three classes of people: priests, brothers

—

—

actually living as married.

development took place. Basing
on these constitutions, the Congregation's general council
approved Bishop Le Roy's request that married laymen be admitted as associates. Le Roy was then vicar apostolic of Gabon and
had in mind the catechists and other African auxiliaries in his
mission. A few simple rules were drawn up for the married lay
associate. He would wear a pectoral cross in lieu of a habit, could
continue to live with his wife, made no vows, but committed
himself to obedience to the superior and to work for the mission.
He needed the consent of his wife to become an associate. He
shared in the prayerful community exercises of the Congregation
and would be maintained in the style proper to the country (B.G.
In 1895, however, an important

itself

18,

463

f.).

At the general chapter of 1968 the question of married associates

was

raised again in connection with the then expected approval of

a married indigenous clergy in Africa

and Latin America. (That

issue, incidentally, had already been raised for Africa in 1534 by
the papal nuncio in Lisbon with the inappropriate name of Car-

nesecchi;

and

in the 1890s

it

was

raised again

by both Cardinal
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and Bishop Le Roy.) To stick to the chapter of 1968, no
one there seems to have realized that the admission of married
associates to the Congregation had already been approved in 1895.
Lavigerie

Theology of the Spiritan Lay Associate

Updating in the light of a return to the sources began in the
period surrounding Vatican Council Two. The Council put stress

—

on our incorporation into the "People of God" incidentally, this
also a Libermann expression by baptismal commitment. A
consequence of this is that the Church's mission is viewed as
belonging to the whole people of God and therefore also to what

—

is

we

call

pleonastically lay-people. (This expression

because the word

lay itself

means people, so

people-people.) The Church's mission

is

is

pleonastic

that lay-people says

a lay mission in the

original sense of the term.

How does this square with Libermann, who seems to stress the
priesthood as the bearer of this mission? The answer, so it appears
to me, is rather simple. Libermann saw bishops and priests as
sharers in the priesthood of Christ; he says explicitly that Christ's
priesthood is the source of the Church's mission (N.D. 9, 372).
Now, the Council stressed that the entire People of God also share
in the royal priesthood of Christ. By making explicit what Liber-

mann

did not yet say,

we

can

now

just limited to helping priests

assert that the laity's role

and bishops

demands

is

not

in their mission but

that the lay-people put into effect their own royal misBecause bishops and priests also belong to God's laity the
people there is no inherent conflict between the ordained priest
mission and the non-priest mission. The two do not have missions
in opposition to each other or independently of each other, but
share in a common mission: they carry out the mission of God's
people in accordance with their situation in life. It is hardly necessary to add that women also belong to the people of God; they
sion.

—

—

equally share in the

common

mission.

Formerly the lay-people who shared in the Church's mission
were mostly viewed as auxiliaries. Their work contribution was
appreciated, but little thought was given to the notion that they
could be interested in sharing a specifically Spiritan life-style,
based on our spiritual heritage.
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When I was in Canada early in 1982 giving conferences on the
Congregation and its driving force, its soul, married laypeople at
both Montreal and Toronto pointed out that our spirituality is
eminently suitable and practical for them, especially today. Why,
then, were we hiding our light under a bushel basket and why did
we not disseminate it more in the world at large in suitable ways?
Couldn't they associate with us more extensively and more intensively than had been the custom, on the basis of faithfulness to the
Holy Spirit speaking through the voices of our fellow human
beings in concrete life to anyone who is willing to listen with the
necessary openness of mind? I could only agree wholeheartedly
with them that greater efforts should be made to include married
or unmarried lay-people in the "new forms of membership" that
are
If

now permitted.
we recall that the

Spiritan driving force

is

evangelical availabil-

obedience to the Spirit speaking to us through the concrete
situation of life, we can see that we do not have to change one iota
in our spirit to take care of such new forms of membership and
association. We merely have to apply to today's situation that
which was already implicit in it. The notion of married associates is
nothing new for us, and the request now comes from the laypeople themselves.
Let us add that the term "associate" need not imply a second
class position among us. Its origin goes back to the time of our
founder early in the 18th century when being a Spiritan was more a
matter of belonging to a movement than of formalizing a commitment. "Associate" then was the term used to express membership.
ity in

Canada's Role
has been Canada's destiny to play a crucial role in Spiritan
Canada became the recipient of the first recorded
missionary from Holy Ghost Seminary to serve abroad. (Later he
returned to France and taught at the seminary of Verdun, then
entrusted to the Congregation.) The work done by the others who
followed him to distant Canada so impressed the Chaplain General
of the Colonies, the Abbe de ITsle Dieu, that he proposed that the
Spiritans be placed in charge of all the colonies. This proposal
resulted, first, in the acceptance of missions by the Congregation
and, then, the introduction of a category of mission members in
It

history. In 1732
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Guiana, thereby giving the Congregation its missionary impetus. It
served to transform the Society into a congregation with a primary
interest in missions. At its restoration after the French Revolution,
the Congregation was revived precisely because of its commitment
to missions.

All this

we owe

ultimately to the

Canada, as Fr Albert David, the

first

Now, 200 years later, Canada
new epoch-making role.

admitted.
a

work done

in

historian of this work, readily

again seems to be playing

The Ashley Lay Community. Since 1975, the Trans-Canada Province has

had

Toronto.

Its

a lay

community as part of the Spiritan family in
Dr Dermot McLoughlin, his wife
four sons. With them lives another associate

core consists of

Deirdre and their

Miss Margaret Laffey. Across the
these lay associates,

who

street,

another family has joined
now seven adults. They

together count

have night prayers in common, share some household facilities
and frequently meet for fellowship and for meals. They work
among the poor, immigrants and unemployed, in Christian family
week-ends, pro-life and antinuclear movements, and among the
Indians in a kind of Indian ghetto in Ontario. They are more
Spiritan than some professed Spiritans. By 1989 the group included
six adults with a permanent commitment and several others who had
signed

up

for

renewable periods of three years.

In Montreal also there are a
their set-up; so

I

who associate
am less familiar

few lay-people

with
with
beg your indulgence for not saying more about

the Congregation to live our life-style, but

I

them.
Outside Canada there are similar efforts. In the USA an associate
program began to take shape in 1982. In the following years some
fifteen men and women went out in this way to Tanzania on two to
three year commitments. In 1989 these associates obtained a center
in Pittsburgh where they can gather on their own for meetings and
trying to prepare to live a Spiritan commitment. In Spain since 1972
some twenty lay-people have gone out to share the Spiritan work
and life-style in Africa and Latin America on short-time commitments and others are preparing to do so. None, however, as yet
have taken up a permanent bond of association. In Germany also
efforts are being made toward association of a score of lay missionaries and others desirous of living the Congregation's evangelical
commitment.

—
s
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Such types of associations could be and should be, I think
expanded and tried on a larger scale by founding more groups. To
be viable as Spiritan groups, however, some guidelines would be
needed to secure success. I offer some suggestions for discussion:
1. There must be a local center where such associates can either
live together or at least frequently meet to renew their commitment
and experience the benefit of Spiritan solidarity.
2. Groups should be kept small lest the sense of belonging be
lost and regimentation set in. It is better to set up a new group than
to let one group become too large. Of course, different groups can
meet all together from time to time.
3. Initially at least, a group's direction should be under the
guidance of a deeply committed, congenial, prudent, enthusiastic
term as "possessed by God" and
experienced Spiritan who can be a leader without becoming a
dictator. Once there are lay associates who are well-formed in the
Spiritan charism, there is no reason why they could not run their
own affairs as our associates. Care should be taken not to look
upon them as just auxiliaries, but as fellow-Spiritans who share
our life-style and commitment.
in the original sense of the

4.

A

—

top-heavy superstructure of organizing, superintending

and coordinating commissions or committees should be avoided.
As Cardinal Dennis Dougherty wrote to our Father Joseph Rossenbach in 1934 when he consented to become president of the Holy
Childhood Association in the U.S.A., "great movements" are not
carried on by impressive boards of directors, but "through the
driving force of one, or a very few, energetic individuals," en-

dowed

of course with

all

the other necessary qualifications (Our

Province, June 1934).

We

should not worry too much at the start about having the
fully developed theory and plans that should underlie an
attempt to start a Spiritan laity. Obviously, "we must have a
general plan," Libermann would say, and some "practical notions" about how to do it, but "we must remain flexible enough to
modify and change" them if necessary. "Experience will be our
guide (N.D. 9, 43). Right theories will be born from practice, and
not vice versa.
5.

right

and

You should have quoted

also Fr Libermann'
he accepted the first associate of his nascent
congregation: He will be "somewhat more than just a friend of the
Reader's Note.

words when

in 1842
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Congregation. There will be communion of prayer and good works
and him. From time to time he can
between our missionaries
come to spend some days in one of our houses (he had been
But then he will have to observe
assigned to another locality)
the rule and obedience like the members of that community. One
could not regard him as a member of our Congregation and leave
him free to observe or not observe the rules" (N.D. 3, 212). Reply.
You are right. Note that in the last-quoted sentence above Libermann refers to this associate as a member of the Congregation.
.

.

.

.

.

.

