CHAPTER 4

Choosing a

Path.

Less Travelled
Rennes (1701)

It

is

in

not

known how long after the fatefiil night that began so well and ended
when Claude took off" the barrister's robe and declared he

such disarray

would never wear

made an

it

again, that he followed

up on

that dramatic declaration

and

eight-day retreat to finalize his decision about his future plans.

While one may speculate on how much, during
involved in his father's business enterprises, one thing
heart of hearts that he could not go

on

this interval,
is

certain:

for ever vacillating

Claude got

he knew in his

and procrastinating

about his ultimate intentions.

Treasured R^etreat Notes
Fortunately

around

this

some notes taken by Claude during an all-important

time are

still

his first biographer, Fr. Pierre

That these notes

retreat

extant, although only preserved in the handwriting of

Thomas.

exist at all

is

very exceptional as most des Places family

papers were lost in the Great Rennes Fire of 1720 and most of the early Spiritan

documents were destroyed
Seminary, or in 1830

when

in 1792

during a mob-invasion of the Holy

the Seminary

itself

was confiscated. These

Spirit

retreat

notes have survived, perhaps because during his lifetime they were of special

sentimental value to Claude and afterward were treasured by the early Spiritans
as priceless.

While other founders

to follow 'the story of their souls'

left

copious writings to enable their followers

Claude des Places had

left

practically nothing

except 'retreat notes' like these as key to his mind, heart and spiritual

However,

all

this

is

no

justification for exaggerating the

life.

importance of these

notes or failing to see that they must never be taken out of their context as
hastily written reflections
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during a private

some

retreat.
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1720 fire

To do so

to

is

end with

ingly indecisive individual

in

Rennes.

a caricature of the Spiritan

who

Founder

as

eminently well-balanced and quahfied young lawyer, with the world
objectively reviewing the pros

an exceed-

could never make up his mind, rather than an

and cons of his

case, like a

before asking his Spiritual Director's guidance in this

all

good

at his feet,

devil's advocate,

important decision.

Outline of the J\etreat
This retreat

made by Claude

traditional guidelines of
St.

all

in

Rennes

in the

summer

of 1701, follows the

Jesuit-directed retreats, the Spiritual Exercises of

Ignatius of Loyola.

The
light

First Part consists in the Retreatanfs

Examination of Conscience in the

of the eternal truths and man's ultimate destiny The Second Part covers

the Retreatanfs Election or decision about his or her future.

Claude's Retreat Notes faithfully follow these Ignatian Guidelines and so

were edited by

his early biographers in

Religion (34 pages)

R^eflections

The

and

two parts

(1) Reflections

on the Truths of

(2) Choice of a State in Life (19 pages).

on the Truths of

reflections in Part

1

J\elig'ion

of the Retreat Notes are of such a general nature

(with only one or two references to himself) that they are only included because

of an editorial note on the margin of their
'introductory notes of a Retreat

first

page that says they were

made by Monsieur des Places

in

which he examines

his vocation'
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The

retreat

was not a 'second-conversion' or

a radical turn-about in Claude's

but rather a candid soul-searching review to see whether,

life

had

sufficient faith

and courage

to take

and comfortable world he knew

God

at his

word and

for a strange destiny,

like

Abraham, he

leave the familiar

hidden from him,

still

in

which he would take off the proud mantle of privilege and put on the apron of

humble

poor and marginalized masses of humanity. Although

service to the

his

good example showed him what good people could do within the
system, it did not blind him to the fact that there were many problems in the
existing structures of Pre-Revolution France and Church that needed more

parents'

radical reform.

Choice of a State

in Life

is of far more relevance to this biographithem Claude gets down to the real nitty-gritty question
the
among
the
various
careers
open
him
in
the
light
choice he must make
to
of his
strengths and weaknesses, his likes and dislikes.
This part of Claude's reflections has often been compared with St. Augus-

Part 2 of the Retreat Notes, then,

cal

—

study for in

tine's

Confessions 'of too

more time lauding
and

faults

This

late

have

thee.'

Claude,

Augustine, spends

like

his

own misdemeanors

of character.

is

why

biographers

like Fr.

Heaven, as the poet

Sean Farragher have so aptly compared

in his great poem The Hound of
God 'down the arches of the years and the labyrinths of
end to hear God saying, 'All I took from you, I did but

Claude's soliloquy to that of Francis

Thompson

flees

his mind,' only in the
take,

loved

I

mercy of God than deploring

the

not for your harm, but that you might find

Seif-Vortrait of a

Claude begins

it

in

My arms.'

Young AAan

this part

the burning question of

of his reflections with a Hamlet-like soliloquy about

'to be'

or 'not to

be,'

with a

less

than flattering

self-

portrait of himselfl
"/ shall begin

by examining

and

emotions, good

my temperament and

mind my
and allowing

calling to

bad, for fear of forgetting the first

myself to be deceived by the second.
I enjoy excellent health,

good stomach and

makes me
fatigue

ill.

I

am

nevertheless inclined to be lazy

applying myself only

mild and

docile,

when spurred on by

have a

ambition.

and easy-going,
By nature I am

extremely obliging, almost incapable of saying

am I constant.
am slightly sanguine and

No

to

this alone,

By temperament I
What is more, though rather

very melancholic.

indifferent to wealth I

fond of glory and of anything that can
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delicate. I

able to digest

any kind of food easily. Nothing
As strong and vigorous as anyone else, hardened to

and work,

anyone, and in

though I appear very

am

raise a

am

passionately

person above his fellows
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own

by his

and

achievements. The success of others

despair,

do anything

though I never allow
to satisfy

it.

rather diplomatic in all

this

me

fills

with jealousy
itself nor

ugly vice to reveal

do

I

am discreet where secrets are concerned,
my conduct, enterprising in my designs hut
I

secretive in their execution.
I seek

death and

independence yet I
this

the slave of splendor. I

makes me a coward, though

Too fond offlattering
pleasures of food

am

others, I

committed a faux pas

I have

am

cannot

am

am

afraid of

tolerate insult.

with myself when

in private ruthless

in public. I

and drink and

I

sober with regards to the

rather reserved with regards to those

of the flesh.
I sincerely admire truly
practice

it

— sometimes
limits

good people and

myself because of

human

respect

I love virtue but rarely

and

lack of perseverance

as devout as a hermit, pushing austerity beyond the

becoming a person of the world; at another times

soft,

cowardly

and lax in my Christian practice; always frightened when I forget God
and fall into sin. I am scrupulous to a fault and that almost as much
in times

of laxity as during times offervor.

I recognize well

enough what

graces are always there so as to help
to give

alms and

slanderers. I
is

am

what I am and

A Wide

Varietij

am

is

me

good and what
to discover

naturally sympathetic to the

respectful in

ills

Church without being a

in this description I see the portrait

hypocrite. This

of my real

self."

of Options
religious vocations

he reviews the various careers open to him should he

(like his parents)

decide to be a good Christian layman in the world of human affairs
a business-man, a

I like

of others. I hate

Then follows a review of the various secular careers and
open to him in the light of his education and training.
First

God's

is evil.

my blindness.

government

civil servant,

or even a

member

—

a lawyer,

of the armed

forces (one of the traditions of the des Places family!).

This

is

followed by an examination of the various options open to

should he decide to be a priest

— the diocesan

clergy,

him

an active religious congre-

gation or a cloistered contemplative order like the Carthusians.

While none of the careers

in secular world was completely to his liking,
main problem in a choice of a reUgious vocation was that he was too
full of foolish pride and vanity, too much a man of the world full of here and
now ambitions to have much hope, except by the grace of God, of persevering
in the life of prayer and self-sacrifice demanded in any kind of religious

Claude's

vocation.

This

is

why, in the end, in spite of or because of

all

these strengths

weaknesses, likes and dislikes, he opts to allow his spiritual director have the

word

and
last

in the final decision.
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A Touch

of Class
No wonder these

retreat notes

were and are so prized by Spiritans because

they, better

than any portrait by Jouvenet, reveal their founder as a very lovable

and human

individual.

How

sometimes these

regrettable then that

out of context and a wrong picture

priceless reflections are taken

drawn of Claude as a social misfit, afraid
of responsibility and unable to make up his own mind about himse;lf.
Nothing could be further fi-om the truth. Here was a healthy young man,
talented and well-educated, a young lawyer humbly seeking God's enlightenment as to whether, he, unlike the rich and righteous young man of the Gospel,
had what it takes to give up all he possessed and follow Christ.
He asks for no signs from above but simply is prepared, if the doubts continued, to consult with a wise and prudent director and abide by his decision.
This is why Claude ends his soliloquy with this magnificent Que sera, sera
(Whatever will be, will be)
his great Amen
that would change his own life
and the lives of so many others down the centuries.
is

—

(God) "Grant

—

whatever state ofUfe I choose, I

that, in

other desire than to please You.
it is

me

impossible for

want more of me

And since,

make a

to

any

have no

and yet

I

know

my

that You

soul to Your

or huts.

ifs

So through Your Holy Grace
(like

decision

may

my present state of mind

that such indecision, I will hare

representative without

me

in

may

I find another

Ananias

to

show

Paul of Tarsis, the great apostle of the gentiles, Editor's

note) the path that I must take. I will follow his advice as though

were your command.
for

How
strengths

work

all

not permit me,

—

his wealthy

and

brilliant

his style.

my

God,

to

it

make a mistake

in You."

different the picture

habits

was not

my hope is

Do

To him

would have been had Claude

listed

only his

background, his excellent education, his wonderful
achievements to date! However, that kind of bragging
all

such boasting would have been seen as sheer non-

sense since he knew, only too well, his manifold weaknesses and failings. Yet
despite

all this,

he was resolved to come as he was, in answer to God's

stayed close to his Master, God, in

use of him for His

Claude unlike

some

unknown

way, would

call. If

he

make some

own good purposes.
Lot's wife, never

looked back on his decision to leave

follow Christ because for Claude, his
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as yet

word was

his

all

and

bond!
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