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Imperial Intrigue: First Restoration

With magnificent hindsight one can indicate what the Spiritans could
have done to secure their continued existence or their resurrection in
France after the storm of the Revolution had run its course. Instead of
scattering to the four winds, they should have followed the example of the
Sulpicians, who sent some of their people to the United States to establish
a branch there and await the time when peace would enable them to
restore their institute in Europe. But, instead of speculating about what
might have been, let us see what really did happen.
It is sometimes said that the majority of orders and congregations did
not survive the onslaught of the French Revolution and its aftermath. I do
not know whether this is true or not but, without fear of contradiction, it
may be said that the Congregation of the Holy Ghost would have perished
if it had not been for the courage of one man — Father James Bertout
(1753-1832). We have met him before as the companion of Father de
Glicourt on his first ill-fated trip to Guiana, the one which ended with a
shipwreck off Africa's west coast. After the confiscation of Holy Ghost
Seminary in August 1792, he had left his uncle, the Superior General
John Duflos, in Paris and returned to his native diocese of Boulogne there
to exercise his ministry in secret. Betrayed almost at once, he had barely
kept one step ahead of the police and fled to England in September of the

same year.
By 1802

peace between Church and State existed in
left his Yorkshire parish and
returned to Paris. Close to the former seminary buildings, he found his 76
year old uncle, almost blind, crippled by disease, and wholly incapable of
exercising his office as Superior General. The other surviving members of
the Congregation were all scattered and had taken up positions in Paris
and other dioceses which, because of the scarcity of priests, they could not
easily abandon. Moreover, how could one even think of restoring the
Congregation and re-opening the venerable Seminary of the Holy Ghost?
a precarious

France. Eager to resume his duties, Bertout
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With no house, no money, no personnel, no students, and a Superior in
his dotage, it seemed hopeless. Bertout, however, was not the man to give
up so easily. Courageously and almost singlehandedly he undertook the
task and finally succeeded in spite of almost insuperable obstacles.'
The first step was to get permission from the government for the
restoration. The time seemed propitious for obtaining it. The Sulpicians
had already re-opened their seminary and the Foreign Missions Society
had applied for a similar permission. Napoleon was beginning to think
that it might be possible to use missionaries for his political purposes.
With dismay he saw how his archenemy Great Britain was extending its
protection even to French Catholic missionaries in Peking and how
numerous Protestant mission societies had been founded in the British
Isles precisely at the time when France had suppressed its own. Writing to
Pope Pius VII in February 1803, Napoleon told him that, having placed
the Holy Sepulcre in Jerusalem, the Christians in Syria and all churches in
Constantinople under French protection, he now wanted to help revive
the Catholic missions in China by placing these also under the protection
of France. His intentions, he frankly added, were not just to help religion;
they were also political.
The answer from Rome was slow in coming, but in December 1803
Cardinal Borgia, Prefect of Propaganda Fide, replied that missionaries
should not be placed under the protection of any secular power, for
otherwise they would rightly be looked upon as foreign spies and agents.
The Cardinal feared that what Napoleon really wanted was a statecontrolled missionary agency, independent of Rome and headed by the
Archbishop of Paris.
In fact, this was precisely what Napoleon and Portalis, his State Counselor for Religious Affairs, had in mind. On May 27, 1804, nine days after
assuming the title of Emperor, Napoleon issued a decree in reply to the
petitions for restoration presented by the Vincentians, the Foreign Mis-

sions Society

and the

Spiritans.

This document merged

all

three into a

single multi-purpose imperial institute called the Foreign Missions Soci-

under the protection — and the control — of the French government.
Society, Portalis said, would be headed by the Archbishop of Paris
through a special vicar general, and the Pope's function was to be limited
to conferring the necessary spiritual powers on the ecclesiastical superiors
in the missions appointed by the Emperor.^
Needless to say, the Holy See's reaction was sharp and to the point.
Napoleon realized that Rome was not going to consent very easily to his
plan. Not wishing to antagonize Pius VII at the very time when he was
ety,
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have the Pope come to his crowning as Emperor, Napoleon
quietly dropped the matter for the time being. When the Pope did decide
to go to Paris for the crowning, he undoubtedly had high hopes that this
great favor would produce beneficial results with respect to the many
thorny issues still to be settled between Church and State.
The imperial concessions, however, were few and meagre, but one of
them — the best of all according to Pius VII — was the restoration of the
Foreign Missions Society and the Holy Ghost Congregation. (The Vincentians had already been re-established in 1804.) On March 23, 1805 Napoleon signed the relevant decree and, at the same time, returned to the
Congregation the one piece of property that had not been sold, the
country house La Chyperie, near Orleans. The favorable result had not
come about, of course, without considerable efforts on the part of the
societies concerned; they had been busy behind the scenes explaining the
situation to the papal dignitaries who negotiated with the Emperor's
anxious

to

men.^
In

May 1805 Napoleon put

the three missionary institutes under the

supervision of his uncle Cardinal Joseph Fesch, the chaplain of the imperial court. Portalis, now Minister of Religious Affairs, indicated that, once

more, a centralized missionary institute, directed by a national superior,
was being considered — this time one institute with three departments, the
heads of which would sit in a Higher Council for the Missions. Bertout
became a member of this Council as the Spiritan Department head. There
was not much the new organization could do in the matter of sending out
priests to the missions, for hardly any were available and, moreover,
another war was imminent. Bertout, however, forcefully stressed that,
even in the future, there would be none unless he could begin at once to
train a new generaton of priests in a seminary, and that could not be done
in the remote and ramshackle old farm house he had gotten. There had to
be a suitable place in Paris itself. Until ways could be found to return its
former buildings in Paris, he needed another house and permission to
start a junior seminary. Thus he would have suitable candidates when
priests could be sent out again to the missions.
In July 1806 Cardinal Fesch authorized him to open such a seminary.
Joining forces with two other priests — one of them a fellow-Spiritan —
who had quietly started a small college five years earlier in the rue du
Cherche-Midi Bertout began the work of preparing a new clergy for the
,

The

him a naive
Guiana and a dozen for
Martinique. He had to point out that the formation and training of a
priest takes a little longer than that of an army recruit, and that none were
available. By 1808, however, he had 25 candidates in a total student body

colonies.

demand

very next year the imperial government sent

that he supply at

once twenty

priests for

^Arch.Prop., Congr. Part., 143, 137v-138r: le Card. Caprara a M.
f.; *N.D., 24 ff.; Rath II, 43 ff.
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of 130 and the most advanced of them were ready to start the philosophy
program. Things were beginning to look promising again.
For the organization of the missionary work Bertout intended to continue the plan which had already been initiated by his prerevolutionary
predecessor Father Becquet in connection with the Guiana mission: missionaries would be members of the Congregation. A memorandum addressed to the Minister of Religious Affairs 1807 by John Perrin, a Spiritan priest and collaborator of Bertout, who had been appointed Prefect
Apostolic of Martinique, expressed the matter very clearly: "Because the
Congregation of the Holy Ghost is charged
with the missions of the
West Indies, [not the State but] its Superior and confreres alone must have
the power to choose the people whom they consider suitable for these
important functions.
All priests sent out will be members of the
Congregation and, consequently, subject to its Superior.
All sick and
retired missionaries will be taken care of in its establishment."^ With the
.
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program well established and the general operational princidown, Bertout could have confidence that in a few years all would

go

well.

Then

2.

Imperial Suppression and Royal Restoration

educational

A

disaster struck again.

Furious Emperor

While Bertout was working at the restoration of his society, Napoleon
had not been idle on the battle field. Most of the European continent had
fallen into his power. Now, he thought, he could finally begin to bring
Great Britain to

its

knees by prohibiting

all

enemy. Pope Pius VII, however, wanted

commerce with that stubborn
and refused to

to stay neutral

close the harbors of the Papal States to British ships.
fast

becoming

a thorn in the Emperor's side.

That old monk was

He had

refused to declare

the marriage of Napoleon's brother Jerome invalid, declined to

crown

his

brother Joseph King of Naples, objected to a partial occupation of the
Papal States, protested the introduction of a new imperial catechism
which, in God's name, stressed the duty of military service in defense of
Bonaparte's throne, and grumbled about the feast of Saint Napoleon,
which imperial namesake he had so thoughtfully introduced. The Pope,

moreover, continued to disregard the Emperor's demand that one third
of all cardinals be Frenchmen. It was time to show who was really master!
Napoleon sent an army to occupy the remainder of the Papal States,
including Rome itself, and in May 1809 he formally annexed the papal
^Arch.Prop., Congr. Part., 143, 59r-64r: MM. Bilhere et Alary a M. Boiret, mai 1805, and
M. de Chaumont a. M. Boiret, 23 avril 1805; N.B., 2, 248 ff.; *N.D., 26 ff.; Rath II, 52 ff.;
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VII countered by ex-

their chief. After inflicting a crushing

in the batde of Wagram in July of the same year,
back
by arresting the Pope and imprisoning him first
the Emperor struck
in
Savona. Deprived of his advisers, the kindthen
in Florence and
like putty in his hands and grant him his
should
be
hearted old man
permission
to dismiss his childless wife and marry
particular,
wishes — in
the kind old man proved
Louise.
Unfortunately,
Marie
Archduchess
the
even
to discuss any matters
ever
and
refused
stubborn
as
just
as
to be
restored
to him. Well, he
and
the
Papal
States
first
free
set
unless he be

could rot in jail until he would become more reasonable.^
While looking for new ways to strike back at the Pope, the furious

Emperor received a letter from General Claude de Gardane, whom he
had sent on a diplomatic mission to Persia designed to strike at the British
in India. Gardane had to report utter failure and the blame, he said, fell
squarely on the missionaries present in that country. That must have been
it! Had not the Pope declared that the restoration of the mission institutes
was the best concession he had obtained at the imperial crowning of 1804?
Now Bonaparte knew what to do. On September 26, 1809, while still in
Austria, Napoleon issued a decree^* again suppressing the Vincentians,
the Foreign Missions Society and the Holy Ghost Fathers.^
The Emperor, however, did not at all intend to do away with the
missions. On the contrary, he greatly admired the Church's world-wide
organization for this work and wanted to make it subservient to his
political ends. In December of the same year 1809 he ordered the transfer
of Propaganda Fide from Rome to France. Soon after, his agents began to
ship 200 cases of its archives to France, its Cardinal Prefect was forced to
reside in Paris, and its possessions were declared imperial property.
However, the Emperor's attempts to put a pliable Frenchmen at the head
of Propaganda failed; not even his uncle Cardinal Fesch could be induced
to assume this function. Surprisingly, the suppressed mission institutes
were not closed — perhaps because they would be needed — and Bertout
continued to operate

his

junior seminary without direct interference.

Meanwhile Napoleon had transferred most of the Roman cardinals to
Paris as ornaments of his imperial court, married Marie Louise without a
papal annulment of his existing marriage, and called together a national
council of bishops. This assembly accomplished nothing. In June 1812 he
transferred the Pope to detention in Fontainebleau.
Issued without being based on a previous report by the Ministry of Religious Affairs, not
and carrying an order not to publish it in the government's own
newspaper, the decree of suppression was held to be illegal. But some government officials
used it to harass the Church, and subsidies came to a halt. The last-named point hardly
affected Holy Ghost Seminary, for it had not yet received anything worth mentioning.
'*

officially registered

^Rath 11,61 ff.; N.B., 2,250 f.
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By now time was fast running out for the despot. When he finally saw
December of the same year. Napoleon had ignominiously
retreated from Moscow and suffered the disastrous loss of his army. He
was now willing to make a few concessions, but not enough to satisfy Pius
VII and his advisers. Defeated again by Russia, Prussia and their allies in
October 1813 near Leipzig and pursued into France, Napoleon abdicated
on April 12, 1814 and was exiled to Elba. King Louis XVIII ascended the
the Pope in

royal throne of the Bourbons.^

The King Acts
In the peace treaties of 1814

and 1815 France was reduced to its prerevoits colonies. This meant

lutionary boundaries but received back most of
that Father Bertout could

soon expect an urgent demand to supply priests
he wrote to the Holy See:

for these countries. In fact, as early as July 1814

"The King is asking me for missionaries, but I am demanding that [the
government] restore us, return our seminary and provide the necessary
funds for the education of missionaries."^"
Yet, at this juncture Bertout seems to have given up hope. The war had
forced the suspension or closing of his junior seminary and college, and
he had gone to reside at the Foreign Missions headquarters. Most students
had been drafted as cannon fodder for "the man who ruled France to the
misfortune of the whole world," all his prerevolutionary confreres in
France had died, except Father Boudot, who occupied an important
position in Paris and could give him moral support but no personal
assistance. After twelve years of hard work, the sixty-two year old man was
still alone and had little to show for all his efforts. Significantly his letters to
the Holy See in 1814 are signed: "Bertout, /orw^r Superior General of
Holy Ghost Seminary."
On March 1, 1815, one day before King Louis XVIII legally restored the
Foreign Missions Society, Bertout was inscribed on its membership list as
one of its directors. His discouragement, if that is what it was, however,
did not last long, for the membership list carries the notation that he left
the Society in the same year, before formally becoming a member. Meanwhile the royal government, blissfully ignorant of reality, had asked him
in January 1815 to send at once forty-three priests to the colonies. All that
Bertout could answer was that none were available. With the greatest
trouble he hadjust managed to send eight volunteers to his missions in the
preceding fourteen months."
"J.

Schmidlin, "Die Propaganda wahrend der napoleonischen Invasion " Zeitschrifl fur
ff.; N.B., 251; B. Melchoir Bonnet, Napoleon d le Pape, Paris,

Misswnswissenschaft. 1922, 112

1958.
•"Arch. Prop. S.R.C., 2a serie, C. V., Sto Spirito,

1, 421r: lettre de M. Bertout, lOjuillet 1814.
422r-423v: lettre de M. Bertout, 20 dec. 1814; Memorial des Missions Etno. 324; Janin II, 219; Arch. Prop., /or. r^/., 1, 427r-428r: lettre de M. Bertout,
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On

February

3,

1816 the King finally restored the Vincentians and the

Spiritans, returning to both their original

The
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seminary buildings

in Paris.

restoration viewed the Holy Ghost Congregation as a missionary

charged with providing priests for all French colonies. Unforhad been legally sold, so that this part of
the royal decree had to be rescinded. Undaunted and his hopes high
again, Bertout rented a house and reopened his senior seminary with
fifteen students while continuing his battle for repossession of the former
property. As if the royal order re-establishing the Congregation had by
itself created a supply of priests, the government soon demanded that he
send twenty-two priests to the colonies. "Impossible," sighed Bertout.*^
Student Demonstrations. The struggle to recover the historical complex of
buildings which the Spiritans had occupied before the Revolution seemed
hopeless, for the Ministry of Education had rented them and turned them
over to the State's Higher Institute of Education. This institute had no
intention whatsoever of leaving its roomy quarters. That was why Bertout
quietly entered into negotiations with the owners and privately arranged
to have the buildings sold to the Congregation. Just to make sure, the
contract specified that if such a sale were vetoed by the government, the
priest himself would buy them in his own name. In either case he would
become the Higher Institute's landlord, and thus be in a position to refuse
renewal of the lease in a few years' time.
After much haggling the government was induced to let the Congregation buy back its former property in 1819. Surprisingly enough, it even
offered to pay the entire bill of sale. Then it ordered the transfer of the
Higher Institute to the Sorbonne, but to the despair of Father Bertout the
university was exceedingly slow in obeying the order. By a stroke of luck,
however, the recalcitrant Institute incurred the King's displeasure in 1822
when it became the focal point of student unrest and demonstrations
against the government. In his anger, the King suppressed the Institute in
September 1822. (It was restored later.)
Now that the buildings were standing empty, Bertout could finally
move back into the venerable motherhouse. On December 8 of the same
year. Holy Ghost Seminary began to function again in its historical location. Two deeply moved men watched the solemn rededication by the
Archbishop of Paris — Father Bertout and Father Boudot, the only two
survivors in France^* of thirty years of exile from their beloved home.
By now Bertout had six professors to teach forty-three seminarians,
and this staff included his nephew Amable Fourdinier and two Irish
Spiritans, Corrigan and Henry Power. The government promised him a
institution

tunately, the seminary buildings

^*In the New World there were still a few surviving pre-revolutionary mission members:
Moranville in Baltimore, Herard then in Martinique, and perhaps Le Jamtel in the Quebec
Province oi Clanada.
"'*N.D., 28

ft.;
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generous annual subsidy of 50,000 francs and granted him permission to
re-open his junior seminary in a building adjacent to Holy Ghost Seminary, which he had brought.^* It soon had nearly sixty students, including a number of Irishmen who had followed Father Power. ^^

Approval

by the

Holy See

In 1819 the Holy See had asked to see the statutes and rules of the
Congregation and its seminary. In forwarding them to Propaganda Fide,
Bertout had expressed the wish to see them approved by Rome itself.
They must have made a very good impression, for Propaganda decided to
use them as a model for other institutions; even the daily rule of the
seminarians could, with a few adaptations, be followed in local seminaries
throughout the world. Yet, formal approval was delayed till February 7,
1824. It was granted only after a passage had been added recognizing
explicitly the authority of Propaganda in anything pertaining to the
missions.

The main

reason why it took so long to obtain the official approval
have been that in 1818 and in the following years the French
government made another determined attempt to set up an independent
Paris-based Propaganda. It wanted all colonial missions under the control
of the Archbishop of Paris or of the Chaplain General of France. Cardinal
Fesch — Napoleon's uncle — advised the Holy See to yield: "The prerogatives of the Sacred Congregation [of Propaganda] must yield to necessity,"
he said. But Propaganda Fide was adamant and would not tolerate a
situation in which the Catholic missions would become an instrument of
political manipulation.
The Spiritans themselves had always recognized Propaganda's author-

appears

ity

to

and followed

its

instructions since they

had become

officially

involved

missionary work half a century earlier; they were happy to add that
recognition to their rules. By its pontifical approval the Congregation
in

its status from a purely diocesan institute to one that was, at least
immediately dependent on the Holy See. The right to confirm the
Superior General, however, still remained in the hands of the Archbishop
of Paris, and he used it in 1826 to confirm the official election of Bertout.
(For more than twenty years he had been merely de facto Superior.) But it
was a right that would cause considerable trouble during the next three

changed
in part,

decades.

^"^

^*Herarcl had

made

a substantial contribution to the

building. Considering the

many

gifts

he made

purchase of the junior seminary
and Holy Ghost

to the Sulpicians, Carmelites

Seminary, he must have been living very frugally.
'•'*N.D., 31 ff., 36 ff.; N.B., 2, 254 ff., 262 ff.; Rath II. 88 ff.. 98 ff.; Snip. Arch.: Herard
papers, pfl55?>n.
'^*N.D., 37 f.; N.B., 2, 269 ff.; Rath II, 283 (copy of the rules sent to Baltimore's
archbishop); Arch.Prop., documents about struggle in S.R.C., Missioni, I0,418r-434r: lettre

YEARS OF CRISIS 1802-1848
3.

New Dangers and

129

Trials

Episcopal Raiders

had been limited to dealing with government
would have been easier for him. But bishops, too, contributed to his troubles. These prelates had their own worries. For twenty-five
years the Revolution and endless wars had caused havoc with the formation
of new priests. Death had cut the ranks of the clergy down by more than
half, and nearly eighty percent were over fifty years of age. In their
legitimate concern to replenish the rosters of their own dioceses, many
bishops tended to overlook the fact that, as successors of the Apostles,
they were also to share in the "concern for all the churches" and make
If Bertout's struggles

bureaucrats,

it

allowance for personnel in the missions.
The problem was compounded by the fact that Bertout, from the very

moment

of his seminary's restoration, had heeded

that pious but ignorant priests are a

menace

to the

its founder's warning
Church. That was why

he had re-established its proud tradition of excellence in learning, despite
the clamor for more priests coming from the colonies. He could do so
because he accepted candidates at an early age, either from his ownjunior
seminary or from elsewhere. But, given the extraordinary situation, he
could perhaps have accelerated the supply of priests by following the
example of the Jesuits.
Restored by Pius VII in 1814, the Jesuits faced an urgent need of
personnel in America. They solved it by being very lenient — so much so
that until the Civil War (1861-1865) "American Jesuit theological education was a sheer disaster area." Many nineteenth century Jesuits were
ordained after two years of moral theology. Others got even less, such as
the future Bishop of Chicago James Van de Velde, who had to study
theology in his spare time while holding administrative and teaching
positions at a university;

and another, who became

a provincial superior

but "whose theological education was confined to reading Gury's textbook
in moral theology and to one year of dogmatic theology, at the end of

which he

failed the examination."

I

do not know what the Jesuits did

in

France, but the fact that twelve years after their restoration they had about

450 members there and were operating seven seminary-colleges would
seem to indicate that they, too, must have been cutting a few corners. ^^
At any rate, the education and formation at Holy Ghost Seminary were

memoires du Card. Fesch, 15 mars 1818; ibid., Francia, 2, 483r-v: memoire du 17 nov.
ibid., L e D, 302, 278v-279r: a! S. Bertout (no need to negotiate with Archbishop of
Paris); ibid., 302, 222r-223r: al Segretario di Stato, 25 giugno \m\;ibid.. Acta, 181, 41v-51v;
184, 609r-624v and 187, 5r-7r (approval of rules of Holy Ghost Seminary).
'^James Hennessey, S.J. "From One-Mile Tavern to Ecumenical Cluster," ^rwnca, March

et

1819;

,

23, 1976, 252

382; N.D.,

8,

G. de Bertier de Sauvigny, The Bourbon Restoration, Philadelphia, 1966, 313,
171 (Jesuits accepting rejects from other seminaries).

ff.;
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so good that bishops refused students who had gone there from their
dioceses permission to depart for the missions."** They forced them to
return to their native dioceses when they had completed their studies, to

teach there in the local seminaries. Even the Congregation itself did not
escape episcopal raiding: the Bishop of Tarbes ordered two of Bertout's
staff members to return to their diocese of origin. On several occasions
Bertout complained to Rome about the bishops' intransigence: "The
cause me when I ask ordination papers for the
difficulties bishops
young men studying at our seminary or the exeat [permission to leave] for
.

priests

who

.

.

wish to devote themselves to missionary work are unbelieva-

ble."!"

Propaganda offered to write directly to the bishops for the necessary
permissions, and the government also put pressme on them. In February
1821 the Minister for Internal Affairs reminded them that the governproviding so many scholarships in
diocesan seminaries, His Majesty had acted with the expectation that the
bishops so favored would consent to the departure of mission-minded
priests without any further ado.^* Three months later Bertout could write
Propaganda that more students were being allowed to enter his seminary

ment paid

and

their salaries

that a few priests

and

that, in

had been released for the

colonies. His strategy

had

worked, at least for a while. ^^

Even more serious trouble with the bishops, however, was threatening.
In the rush to

fill

the depleted ranks of the clergy, ecclesiastical learning

had suffered considerably. Too many priests were being trained under
the guidance of seminary teachers whose competence was supposed to
come from the grace of God and an episcopal nod of appointment. To
remedy this deplorable situation. Bishop Frayssinous, then Minister of
Religious Affairs, had obtained from King Charles X (1824-1830) permission to establish a Higher Institute of Ecclesiastical Studies. A commission
of bishops was to draw up the statutes of the new institute, which, so said
the Gallican minister, should be "the guardian of French principles."
Needless to say, he had not asked the Pope's permission to start that
kind of a theological faculty. While the commission met to draw up the
statutes. Bishop Frayssinous looked around for a suitable location for the
at the Seminary at that time, wrote that Bertout required four
years of theology, the speaking of Latin during recreation two days a week, and a public
discussion in Latin each Sunday. He also bears witness to the episcopal raids on the

^*Rene Benin, a student

full

Seminary.

^*The government supported such appeals for
and 1839, usually with little success.

Rene Louis

priests

about

a

dozen times between 1807

Berlin, "Autobiographic, " Fleurs de la Congregation de Jesus et
(Eudist Archives); Arch. Prop., S.R.C., 2a serie, C.V., Sto Spirito, 1, 433v:
lettre de M. Bertout, 27 mai 1819; ibid., S.R.C., Francia, R H, la serie, 2,485r-486r: lettre de
M. Bertout, 7 janv. 1820; Rath U, 100 f.
"Arch. Prop., S.R.C., 2a Serie, C.V., Sto Spirito, 1, 439r-v and 440r-v: circulaire du
Ministre de I'lnterieur, 6 fevr. 1821, and lettre de M. Bertout, 4 mai 1821; Janin U, 220.
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should surprise no one that his covetous eyes came to rest on
Holy Ghost Seminary. By taking it, he could kill two birds with one stone,
that is, acquire an excellent facility for the institute and get rid of a nest of
ultramontane priests who put the Pope above the King in Church affairs.
In short order, Frayssinous developed a plan to dispense entirely with
Holy Ghost Seminary. The King would provide four scholarships in every
diocesan seminary for mission-minded candidates. After their ordination
these would receive a brief period of preparation just before their departure, but only a small house would be needed for this purpose. The
Spiritans might be allowed to take care of that preparation, but that would
be all. Despite Bertout's vigorous protest and the obvious ineptness of the
plan, the powerful bishop and minister would most likely have succeeded
if, at this juncture, he had not collided with the Archbishop of Paris about
the appointment of the professors in the institute. Frayssinous wanted
them nominated by the commission over which he presided and appointed by the King, while the Archbishop claimed that all rights in this
matter pertained to the prerogatives of his office. When both men refused
to budge, the entire plan fell through, and Holy Ghost Seminary was
institute. It

saved. *^
Political

Turmoil

Meanwhile the political atmosphere became more and more turbulent.
King Charles vainly sought to stem the tide by controlling the press.
Liberals and Conservatives clashed in verbal abuse. In July 1826 Count de
Montlosier announced that he had discovered a clerical plot to overthrow
religion — read "State control over religion" — society and the State, a plot
directed by the Jesuits and other ultramontanes, who enjoyed the support
of all kinds of religious confraternities throughout the land. With their
countless numbers of members these confraternities would indeed have
been a force to be reckoned with if the plot had existed outside the Count's
imagination. Anyhow, the accusation added fuel to the smoldering antiJesuit feelings. When, in the following year, the Conservatives were decisively beaten in the elections, the King could rule only with the support of
the Liberals. These forced him to exclude the Jesuits from teaching, limit
the number of students in junior seminaries and place these schools under
State control. Holy Ghost Seminary shared this fate.
Flushed by this victory, anticlerical forces pressed their advantage. In
1829 two deputies of the Chamber introduced petitions to suppress the
Vincentians, the Foreign Missions and the Spiritans. A furious debate

ensued between right wing and left wing politicians. Although the latter
held an overwhelming majority, they feared to cause the downfall of the
government, for then the King would execute his threat to bring the
'"N.B., 2,
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ukraconservative Prince de Polignac to power. Their final vote therefore
prudently left the three congregations undisturbed.
Worse trouble followed soon after. Various repressive government
actions caused riots throughout the country, and in July 1830 workers and
students

manned

the barricades in Paris.

A revolution

had

started,

and

it

was not just directed against the government but also against the Church.
The Archbishop's residence and a Jesuit house were pillaged and the next
day, July 30, the National Guard came to confiscate whatever money could
be found at Holy Ghost Seminary and the neighboring Irish Seminary.
They got about 3,000 francs (which, to their honor, they later returned),
but a surging mob invaded and plundered the house. In late August the
same happened in the Seminary's country house; it was attacked by
workers who had been led to believe that the place was held by heavily
armed Jesuits. Meanwhile King Charles X had abdicated and was succeeded by Louis Philippe (1830-1848), of the House of Orleans. ^^

On

the Verge

of Extinction Again

Navy and Colonies was Sebastiani, a man who
of Napoleon's campaigns and who remained fanatically attached to the Emperor. Upon accepting his new position, he must
have studied the records of the people whom he had to deal with, and
these included Father Bertout. Unfortunately, Bertout had made some
very uncomplimentary remarks about the fallen tyrant in years past, and
these had been entered into his file at the Ministry. Thus Sebastiani looked
upon him as an enemy and wanted to get rid of him and his Seminary.
After forcing Bertout to close the junior seminary, he cut off all subsidies
and threatened to exclude Spiritan priests from the colonies; in addition,
he indicated that he wanted to take back the seminary buildings. It was a
relief when after three months he had to leave his office before he could

The new

Minister of the

had taken part

in all

destroy the Congregation entirely.

Meanwhile he had done a great deal of damage, for his various meascame at a most inopportune time. In 1828 more than a score of
Bertout's students, led by Rene Louis Bertin, had formed the "Association
of the Holy Heart of Mary," which was to serve as a kind of two year
novitiate preparing them to enter the Congregation before their departure for the missions. They were on the point of being incorporated into
the Congregation when the political events of 1830 wrecked the plan.
Penniless, Bertout had to close the Seminary and send its students away.
ures

They

scattered to the four winds. ***

Out of work,

several staff

members

®*Pressed to join the Eudists, Bertin went to Martinique in 1831 and from there to Indiana
Later he founded St George College in Trinidad, which became the forerunner of
the Spiritans' St Mary's College. He died in France in 1862. Father Herard, a Spiritan
in 1834.
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left for the missions, and Father Power returned to Cork in Ireland. For a
whole year Holy Ghost Seminary stood empty. Sick and disconsolate,
Father Bertout wandered along its silent corridors, his forlorn footsteps
echoing hollowly behind him. Gone were the sixty-seven seminarians
destined to increase or replace the clergy he had already sent to the

colonies.^*'

Even

speaking, the government's action had been sheer folly
former Minister of the Colonies pointed out to the Duke de

politically

for, as a

Broglie — the third Minister of Religious Affairs in six months — the
emancipation of the slaves in the colonies was inevitable and the government should see to it that it came about without disturbances. But by
wrecking Holy Ghost Seminary, he said, we have "deliberately deprived
[the colonies] of the only institution that is able to render less dangerous
the now inevitable changes in the situation of the slaves, and the rights of
colored people." Before de Broglie could act, however, he, too, was
replaced by a successor, who himself also would quickly be replaced in that
unsettled time.

Unable

to find priests

anywhere

bluntly told the Congregation that

its

else,

the government, which had

services

were no longer needed, was

forced to ask Bertout repeatedly to satisfy the most urgent needs for

These requests gave him hope that the intolerable
would soon change. In October 1831 he re-opened his seminary,
but on a very modest scale because of lack of funds. ^'
The following year struck a last cruel blow at the intrepid old man.
Cholera had broken out in France and caused numerous deaths. Paris
alone saw 20,000 people, including the Prime Minister, die of it in three
months' time. The Army in particular was hard hit and the military
hospitals were unable to cope with the sick and the dying. Moved by their
plight, Bertout allowed his buildings to be requisitioned as an emergency
military hospital, after exacting a written guarantee that they would be
evacuated immediately after the disease had subsided. The Army moved
in and, without so much as "by your leave," demolished the inner walls to
create large halls. Then, a few months later, when the danger was over, an
ungrateful government refused to evacuate the seminary. The Army
wanted to keep the place permanently.
This was the last straw. After thirty years of intense struggle, dashed
hopes and ceaseless harassments, the eighty year old Superior General
found himself almost in the same position as when he had so hopefully
clergy in the colonies.
situation

missionary member in the States, who was visiting Paris during the turmoil, took one
seminarian, Adolph Davion, with him to Baltimore and paid ior his urther ed ucation at the
Sulpician seminary there.
f

II, 173 f.; Michel 1,264 f.; "Autobiographiede M. Bertin,"7of.n7., vol.
I-IX; Sulp.Arch: M. Herard a M. Delnol, 6 nov. 1H30.
2'Le Floch, 492 f.: M. Portal au due de Broglie; N.B., 281.
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work of restoration: most of his students had left, his funds
were cut off, nearly all his confreres had gone away to work elsewhere,
and the government had seized his buildings once more. The shock was
too much. He died before the end of the year 1832. Had he lived in
happier times, his achievements would undoubtedly have rivalled the
magnificent record of Father Bouic's "golden age." As it is, for thirty years
his indomitable energy, perseverance and diplomacy had saved the Congregation from what would otherwise have been inevitable extinction.
Father Boudot, Vicar General of Paris, who was with Matthew Herard, the
mission member in faraway Newark, New Jersey, one of the last two
surviving prerevolutionary Holy Ghost Fathers, presided over the funstarted the

eral.

^^

Despite the multiple tragedies he had to sustain, Bertout could boast of
consoling success in staffing the colonies with priests. From a total of 137
in 1790 before the Revolution, the colonial clergy had shrunk to twentythree in 1816 for a population estimated at 350,000, and eight of these
Bertout had sent out just before the royal restoration of Holy Ghost
Seminary. Most of the others were old and sick. Bertout was asked to bring
the

numbers back up to 137 in three years — an impossible task. Yet in the
had passed from the restoration till shortly before his

fifteen years that

death he succeeded in sending 97 priests to the missions entrusted to his
care. For the sake of comparison, we may give here some figures for the
Foreign Missions Society which, like all others, had to make a fresh start
after the Revolution. Between 1804 and 1815 it could send only two priests
to its immense missions in the Far East. In 1822 the number of its seminarians did not amount to more than seven, that of its missionaries was 23,

and

in 1831 their total

4. "I

number had

risen to only 53.^^

Have Not Yet Begun to Fight"

famous naval commander saw himself abandoned by his support ships, his own vessel severely damaged, and the enemy ready to

Once

board

a

his decks. Pressed to

surrender, he replied: "Surrender?

begun to fight." These words may
Amable Fourdinier (1788-1845) when he took over after

I

have not

well be used to characterize Father

yet

"My task is difficult

Bertout's death.

I shall have
But he expressed it a litde differendy:
The more
God.
trust
in
my
but put
to fight powerful enemies
I
have."-^
more
confidence
powerless I am, the
The situation looked indeed desperate. Apart from Fourdinier him.

.

.

.

.

.

.

;

.

.

282 iff.; Sulp.Arch.: M. Herard a M. Delnol, 12 nov. 1832.
267; Janin II, 20 f.; Georges Goyau.La France missionnaire dans les cinq parties du
monde, Paris, 1946, I, 361 f.; A.P.F., 44, 230 ff.
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no Spiritan priests were left at Holy Ghost Seminary, except John
Hardy. There were others in the missions, but these could not vote in the
election of a new superior. And Father Boudot, with his official position as
Vicar General of Paris, had always vigorously supported Holy Ghost
Seminary but prudently abstained from taking part in its internal affairs.
He could not very well intervene now. It might have looked as undue
influence of the Archdiocese of Paris in a Congregation dependent on
Propaganda. Voting for oneself would not solve the problem. Luckily the
Archbishop still had some authority over the Congregation; he used it to
dispense a recently accepted novice. Father Carandiou, from the remainder of his probationary period and entitled him to vote for a new superior.
On Christmas day in 1832 Carandiou cast his decisive vote in favor of
self,

Fourdinier.''*

was well that he did, for Hardy would have been wholly unsuitable for
A young man, who had come to the Seminary as a student in the
early 1820s, Hardy was intelligent, generous, utterly devoted to the Congregation and its works; he had spent a short time in the Guiana mission
and would author several works. But he was also very moody, easily led by
prejudices, capricious, obstinate beyond reason when he felt slighted, and
unable to get along with anyone in everyday life. Fourdinier had been
Bertout's assistant since 1817 and was well-informed about the mighty
problems facing him. It required almost heroic courage to accept the
heavy burden. Humanly speaking, it would have been so much more
attractive to return to his professorship in Boulogne or accept an honorable and less heartbreaking position in Paris and let the Congregation die a
natural death. Nobody would have blamed him for it.^^
The Army Moves Out. Attacking the most urgent problem immediately,
Fourdinier set to work to get his house evacuated by the military. Ten days
after his election. General Soult, the Minister of War, had sent him word
that the Army would keep Holy Ghost Seminary; he could have another
building in exchange. Out of the question, snapped Fourdinier, I want
our own seminary back and nothing else. Have you forgotten the written
guarantee to evacuate when the epidemic would be over?
General Soult was an old war horse of Napoleon, famous for his victories at Austerlitz and Jena, proud of his record, used to see people snap
to attention and say "yes. Sir." And here was someone talking back at him
and trying to push him around. The little upstart! Whom did he think he
was? Napoleon? If he went to the trouble of looking up the signer's name,
he must have laughed: the fellow's name \wasAmable Fourdinier. Nothing
but an amiable and harmless clergyman. Telling an aide to answer that the
plague was not over yet, he dismissed the matter from his mind.
It

the office.

^*Aftei teaching at the Seminary.
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But Fourdinier knew better; when he got this letter, there had not been
any new case of cholera in ten weeks. "I'm not going to give in," he told the
Holy See, "unless they want to use brute force." He visited the Ministers of
the Navy and Colonies, the Treasury, and Religious Affairs, forcefully
stressing the illegality of General Soult's action. Under the reluctant
prodding of his colleagues, the old battle axe grumblingly allowed Fourdinier to occupy an unused ten room corner of the building in June 1833.
Soon, however, he regretted his "generosity" and demanded to see for
himself whether the Congregation or the government really owned that
property. Nothing in the world could have induced him to admit that he
was wrong, and, after perusing the relevant documents, he declared that
he remained unconvinced of any illegality in his actions. But, tired of the
pressure the other ministers exercised, he finally gave up. Delaying tactics
about the issue of restoring the seminary to its original condition held up
its return for another year, but in April 1835 the matter was finally settled
and the Army moved out.^^
Re-inforced Staff. Meanwhile Fourdinier had not been idle in other
respects. As the number of students slowly grew, his staff also increased.
Nicholas Warnet, back from Reunion, joined him, but the best academic
acquisition was Mathurin Gaultier. For thirty-five years professor of
moral theology at Holy Ghost Seminary, Father Gaultier would become a
force to be reckoned with in the history of theology in France. Although
he never published anything, says the historian Joseph Michel, "he contributed more than anyone else to the eradication of Jansenistic rigorism
in the textbooks of moral theology used in French seminaries and of
Gallicanism, which was still so strong in mid nineteenth century." His
presence made Holy Ghost Seminary a center of Catholic thought that
attracted some of the most illustrious names of the era, such as the
historian Rene Rohrbacher, the canonist Bouix, the famous editor of
patrology J. R Migne, the learned archeologist Dom Pitra, all of whom
came to live at the Seminary for some time. Migne even became an official
affiliate of the Spiritans and gratefully made use of the excellent library,
which Gaultier had collected, for the publication of his many specialized
dictionaries and lexicons. Others, such as Dom Gueranger, Bishop Parisis,
Cardinal Gousset and Louis Veuillot, joined the Gaultier Circle for regular discussions on the burning issues of the time, thus contributing to the
intellectual ferment generated at the venerable institution."^^
Fourdinier, however, was not always an easy man to live with. A prodigious worker and very humble where he himself was concerned, he was
authoritarian and
that

some chose

demanding with respect to his associates — so much so'
away from him by going to the missions or with-

to get

^'*Arch.Prop.,S.R.C.,2a Serie.C.V., StoSpirito, l,456r-v: lettrede M. Fourdinier, 13 mars
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drawing from the Society. Quite in contrast with his demands on his
associates, he was full of kindness for the students. They venerated him as
a beloved father although he was a strict disciplinarian, and once ordained, they gladly helped support the Seminary with such savings as they
could squeeze from their income. ^^
Battle for Subsidies. There remained one hurdle to be overcome before
the Seminary could efficiently fulfill its function. Since 1778 government
subsidies had provided most of the funds necessary for the training of the
colonial clergy, but they had been withdrawn in 1830. Now the voluntary
contributions of its former students constituted the bulk of the Seminary's
income. Because they were far from adequate to maintain a good-sized
seminary, the only solution seemed to lie in a renewed battle for State
support.

At this juncture, political events come to the rescue. Since around 1500
about twelve million Africans, it is estimated, had been imported as slaves
into the Americas alone. Starting with Pius II in 1463 and Paul III in 1537,
the Holy See had condemned the degrading slave trade every century,
without achieving visible results. Disregarding the papal condemnations,

made subtle distinctions to justify the practice. ^^ Slavery and the
commonly accepted as an unfortunate economic
necessity — much as the horrible exploitation of the working class was in
the era of liberal capitalism. To their everlasting glory, the American
Quakers were the first group in modern times to decide to free their slaves
when they met in Philadelphia in 1793. Many Baptists, Congregationalists
moralists
slave

trade were

and Methodists followed

suit.

Great Britain abolished the slave trade

in

its

possessions in 1807.

The French

Revolution had given freedom to the slaves in most of that
Napoleon, for whom human rights meant nothing,
had re-introduced it. When in 1815 the British returned most colonies to
France, one of the conditions was that the slave trade should remain
prohibited. In 1833 a new law ordered that within seven years all slaves in
British territories be given their freedom. France also envisioned a
gradual abolition of slavery, and from 1830 on progressive laws made it
easier for slaves to procure their freedom. Between 1830 and I84I more
than 40,000 did so in Guadaloupe and Martinique alone.^"
Anticipating serious trouble if newly freed slaves were not morally
prepared for the responsible use of their freedom, the government
wanted to see them instructed in moral and religious principles. Accordingly, a plan was set up to multiply churches and schools staffed by priests.
Brothers and Sisters. A special budget was set aside for this purpose and
nation's colonies but

28N.B., 2,302; Rath II, 139 ff.
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50,000 francs a year, enough to maintain about sixty seminarians, was
The government now realized that, by constantly harassing them, it had been acting against its own interest and in

allocated to the Spiritans.

1839 humbly wrote:

The Seminary of the Holy Ghost
the very purpose of

its

institution,

is
is

now the only Congregation which, by
capable of training and supplying the

Accordingly, it is exclusively to
who are reliable.
Superior that we entrust the education, selection and general direction of
the priests called to work at the delicate and laborious task of morally

colonies with priests

.

.

.

.

.

.

its

training the blacks in the colonies.'''

As

far as the

Seminary was concerned, then, the situation had consid-

erably improved since the death of Bertout.

5.

A

Authority — "The Ghost of Napoleon"

Crisis of

Unfortunately, the same could not be said about the colonies. Even
since 1807 the

government had been clamoring

for priests

and more

while at the same time the efforts to educate them carefully were
all too frequently wrecked by bureaucratic interference. After virtually
paralyzing Holy Ghost Seminary for ten years, the government expected
priests,

to supply at once thirty-six priests for 1840. This meant that its Superior
had again to accept many volunteers whom he knew only from their
letters of recommendation. Now, it is a well-known fact that recommendations to go elsewhere are more easily obtained by men with an undesirable
or mediocre record than by those whose performance is highly satisfactory.
Independent checking eliminated many but did not always help for,
through mistaken kindness, people were sometimes willing to give misfits
another chance in someone else's bailiwick. Not that all volunteers were
unworthy priests. Some were excellent, and one of them, Henry de
Solages (1786-1832), it is said, may even be canonized some day.^* Most of
those accepted were average and only a very small minority were rotten
^^
apples or misfits who should never have been admitted to the colonies.
Spiritan
the
Some of these undesirables had arrived there bypassing
Superior. Temporarily accepted because of the shortage of clergy, they
were then on the best of their behavior. They gained sufficient popularity
it

**Solages got the Prefecture of Reunion extended to include Madagascar and the Pacific
"from Easter Island to New Zealand and from the Equator to the Southpole." He died less
than two years after his departure on the east coast of Madagascar from starvation and
disease and utterly abandoned.
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and local support to make their removal virtually impossible until they
caused scandals that could no longer be ignored. When these did occur,
the resulting publicity invariably pointed an accusing finger at the Holy
Ghost Congregation. No one seemed to remember then that, although
this congregation was officially charged with the colonial missions. Propaganda Fide refused its Superior any control over the priests in the
colonies. Even Propaganda itself tended to forget this. For instance, in
1837 it asked Fourdinier to correct the evils resulting from the rude
behavior of the Prefect Apostolic of Reunion. As if the poor man could
have done anything at all about it.^^
Strange as it may seem, all appeals of the Spiritan Superior for the
authority to deal effectively with troubles in the missions for which he was
being held responsible fell on deaf ears in Rome. It would have been
relatively easy to grant him the requested power. The Roman authorities
could have done what they used to do in the eighteenth century for the
religious orders working in the colonies — namely, appoint their provincial superior in France prefect apostolic of the missions entrusted to him.
He could then name local vice-prefects as his delegates. In fact, Propaganda did re-introduce this system in the second half of the nineteenth
century with respect to the Spiritan missions in the Congo and East
Africa.^^ If Propaganda Fide had not wished to do so indefinitely, it could
at least have given such powers for a limited period of five or ten years
until a permanent solution could be devised.
To understand Rome's negative attitude, it may be useful to recall here
that the

Holy See

remembered how Napoleon had
them
The "ghost of Napoleon" was still haunting Rome.
all

too painfully

transferred the offices of Propaganda Fide to Paris so as to place

under

his control.

Moreover, during the first half of the nineteenth century, succeeding
governments made repeated efforts to place all colonies under the jurisdiction of the Archbishop of Paris — efforts which Rome just as determinedly opposed because it could see them only as aiming at the creation
of an independent French Propaganda. Granting more power to the
Superior of the Holy Ghost Fathers was out of the question as long as the
Archbishop had the right to confirm or depose this superior. The Roman
authorities feared that this right could be misused to control him and thus
indirectly attain the goal of the French authorities.^'^
The Spiritan Superior possessed one important "right": he selected the
candidates for the office of prefect apostolic in each colony. He filled in
the name of his choice on the documents sent by Propaganda Fide, before
submitting them to the government for legal appointment. Then he
^3Janin II, 287 ff.; Arch. Prop., L e D, 318, 563v-564v: lettre a M. Fourdinier, 3 sept. 1837.
»^B.G., 5, 3;9, 55.
^'^Arch.Prop., S.R.C., 2a Serie, C.V., Sto Spirito, 1, 402r-403r: il Nunzio di Parigi al Card.
Pref., 10 giugno 1845; N.D., 9, App., 118 f.
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notified Propaganda of what it had done by way of him. It was a procedure
which both Church and State had adopted to avoid a thorny issue on
which they thoroughly disagreed — namely the question as to whether the
Holy See appointed these prefects and the government subsequently
approved them on the one side, or the government made the appointment and the Pope merely conferred spiritual jurisdiction on the other.
But Propaganda disliked the system. On several occasions it tried to
revoke this "right" of the Spiritan Superior and had to be warned by the
papal nuncio that its action could easily result in a full-blown diplomatic
crisis. It was far better to have a buffer in the person of the Spiritan
Superior than a constantly renewed open conflict whenever a colony
needed a new prefect. All the same, a buffer is likely to get buffeted from
opposite sides, and this was the unenviable fate of the Superior of the
Holy Ghost missions during the first half of the nineteenth century. ^"^
Small wonder that whenever dissatisfaction tempted Church or State to
replace the Spiritans by Vincentians, Marists or others, these hastened to
decline the honor. One can well imagine that Fourdinier and his successors often looked with envy at the situation of other congregations that
were not caught between two mill stones. The public at large understood
next to nothing, of course, about the power struggle that was going on.
The Spiritan Superior was simply held responsible for whatever happened in the colonies so far as religious affairs were concerned.
There was one other way in which Fourdinier could remedy the situa-

tion

and acquire the necessary control over the

colonial clergy,

and

that

was to admit the priests in these missions as members of the Congregation.
It was a plan that, as we have seen, had already been started before the
Revolution in Guiana, had been taken up again in 1806, and had been
nearly re-introduced in 1830 under Bertout. If executed, it would not
make Fourdinier and his successors an ecclesiastical superior of those
priests and thus arouse the suspicions of Propaganda Fide, but their
quasi-religious superior. In more canonical terms, it would give him the
powers which the superior of a secular institute has over its members.
Everyone — the government. Propaganda and the Archbishop of Paris —
claimed to be in favor of it, everyone that is except those who mattered
most, the clergy in the colonies. Although Fourdinier tried in 1836, in
1840 and in 1843, he never succeeded in persuading enough priests to put
the project into practice.^^

Meanwhile a

little

group of future missionaries made an

effort to join

the Congregation for the purpose of evangelizing the colonies. In 1840

Fourdinier was approached by the Sulpician Father Pinault on behalf of
Francis Libermann, a convert Jew, and Frederick Le Vavasseur, a seminarian, who had been born and raised on the island of Reunion in the Indian
«Janin
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Ocean. On being told that these two, together with some other seminarians, were going to start a work dedicated to the Christianization of the
abandoned slaves in the colonies and wished to affiliate themselves with
the Spiritans, Fourdinier offered to entrust to them the whole mission of
Guiana. One of them could be Prefect there, others could staff the few
parishes existing in the colony, so that they would have enough income to
live

on while evangelizing the

slaves.

was a generous offer to make to a group of untried young men who
were not yet ordained and just preparing to get ready for their work. To
his disappointment, however, they turned it down because they did not
wish to be tied to ordinary ministry, limit their activity to a single colony,
or assume responsibility for parishes.^* They wanted to work in all colonies and devote their attention only to the slaves who were not reached
by the parochial clergy. The refusal made Fourdinier wonder. Didn't
these young men realize that, now that slavery was slowly disappearing, all
those converted slaves would soon constitute regular parish members just
like other people and need regular pastors? Seeing their plans as still
immature, he decided to wait and see. Meanwhile in 1842 he helped Le
Vavasseur obtain free passage for two to Reunion and expressed his
regrets that Father Laval had not gone there also^*** to work among the
It

slaves.^*

Prematurely aged by the crushing burden and the frustrations inherent
in his impossible task, Fourdinier died on January 5, 1845, only fifty-six
years old. In November Propaganda had assured him of its friendly
dispositions toward him, but another letter written in mid-December, had
asked the nuncio to have him removed from office. In fact, during 1845
the government and the nuncio had negotiated about replacing the Congregation of the Holy Ghost by that of Father Libermann. Their discussions had gone so well that 56 years later, in 1901, the Council of State,

on government archives, came to the conclusion that the substituhad indeed been made in 1845.^^^ It was a grave imprudence on the
part of the nuncio. If the substitution had really been made, his action
would have eliminated one of the three congregations which enjoyed legal
status safeguarding them from suppression at the whim of mercurial
government policies. With mail service from Rome to Paris requiring
relying
tion

"A

few years later, Libermann's total rejection of regular functions in the colonies had
disappeared, for in 1845 he wrote to Propaganda: "We would perhaps be able to obtain from
the government the appointment of the most zealous and best among us as ecclesiastical
dignitaries in those countries."
"'*In 1842

regrets that

Le Vavasseur wrote

we have not

to

Libermann: "Fourdinier

is

well disposed

toward us and

smarted in Reunion."

2, 10 ff., 8 ff.; 3, 16, 198 f.; 4, 125 ff.; Libermann quotation in footnote 9*: N.D., 7,
168 f., 175; Le Vavasseur quotation in footnote 10*: N.D., 3, 485.
•"*-' Arch. Prop., 331, L e D, 800r and 933r-v; al Nunzio di Parigi, 28 ott. and 14 dez. 1844; Le
Floch, L'Acte d'Union, text oi A ins ad/)pte par le Conseil d'Elal, seance du 14 fevr. 1901, 45 f.

^"N.D.,

96;

cf.
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about two weeks at that time, Fourdinier may have Hved long enough to
hear the bitter news from the nuncio, and it may have hastened his death.
This occurred a few days after the arrival of that letter from Propaganda
Fide.

Fourdinier had been close to success in the re-organization of the
when a lucky combination of circumstances presented itself: the position of prefect apostolic in the four major colonies
was open and he expected to be able to fill them with priests who would be
members of his Congregation; the Holy See and the government favored
the appointment of men endowed with episcopal character, which would
strengthen their authority, to these posts; and there were enough students now at Holy Ghost Seminary to eliminate the constant need to
colonial clergy in 1844

appeal for outsiders to

happened

fill

the vacancies in the colonies. Then, as so often

in the unsettled situation

of nineteenth century France,

politi-

events upset the execution of these plans. Fourdinier can hardly be
blamed for the repeated failures of his attempts, for they stemmed from

cal

his lack

of authority

to solve the

problems or from uncontrollable external

circumstances; yet the resultant disorganization considerably weakened
the Congregation's position

6.

and threatened

its

very existence. ^^

Premature Funeral Discourses

At the death of Father Fourdinier none of the few remaining Holy
Ghost Fathers in Paris felt equal to the formidable task of taking over his
office. The general anemia of the Congregation was a well-known fact and
almost everyone expected — or even hoped — that it would quietly give up
the ghost. Anything else could only prolong the agony. "How unfortunate
if the Holy Ghost Congregation succeeds in finding someone to place at its
head," Libermann wrote in March 1845. The papal nuncio desired its
death; then Libermann should take over the Seminary. All that was
needed was, as Libermann expressed it, "a strong hand at the helm." He
would have been ideal for the task but was very reluctant to contribute
anything toward establishing his work "on the ruins of a congregation
older than our own." The funeral discourses, however, proved premature."**^

A few days after Fourdinier's death Nicholas Warnet (1795-1863)
agreed to act as Superior while efforts were being made to find someone
else able and willing to take charge. Negotiations were in progress with
Alexander Leguay (1794-1865), Vicar General of the Bishop of Perpignan. A very capable but authoritarian administrator, a noted spiritual
writer and director, well-connected in ecclesiastical circles, he was also a
3«N.D.,

7,

^"N.D.,

7,

489-492; 9, App., 70
32 f ., 86, 95, 139.

ff.
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good friend of the Congregation. Having lived for several years in Holy
Ghost Seminary, he was familiar with the serious problems that would
face him if he accepted the proposed task. There were already plans for
him to succeed his bishop, but he was willing generously to sacrifice
ecclesiastical preferment. He would come to Paris to direct and revive the
dying society as soon as he could wind up his affairs in Perpignan.^*
While waiting for Leguay's arrival, Warnet limited his activity to expediting current affairs that could not be delayed. A former missionary in
Reunion, he had looked after the religious education of Libermann's
main collaborator, the Creole Frederick Le Vavasseur, whom he loved
with a fatherly affection. Ill health had forced him to return to France and
re-assume a teaching position at Holy Ghost Seminary as teacher of
pastoral theology. Through Le Vavasseur he had gotten to know Francis
Libermann and became good friends with him. Thus he did not share
Fourdinier's prejudices against the "Libermannists."

He

allowed three

additional priests of Libermann's congregation to go to Reunion, thereby

cementing a better understanding between the two organizations.
Among the unfinished business he left for his successor, who arrived in
May 1845, was a new suggestion of Propaganda Fide to come to an
understanding with Libermann; the time seemed ripe for a merger.
Warnet was very much in favor of it. But having accepted his position only
to give Leguay time to free himself from other obligations, he could not
very well change the entire situation by taking such an important step.^^
Leguay, however, promptly decided to turn his back on Libermann and
his men. Having lived at Holy Ghost Seminary in Fourdinier's time, he
had heard too many of the unfavorable rumors about that "hypocritical
schemer" that were circulating in the ecclesiastical circles of Paris and
about the troubles his men were causing (even as Libermann had heard
too many false tales about the Spiritans and their work in the colonies). His
predecessor had been too weak in his resistance, Leguay thought. Now
that he was in charge, he would be firm. Let the government and Propaganda insist as much as they liked, it would be over his dead body that any
"Libermannists" would be admitted to the colonies. Taking care of the
neglected Negroes was part of the duties of the colonial clergy and did not
require the added divisive presence of a new congregation. He frankly
told all this to Father Tisserant, one of the co-founders of the "society for
Negroes. "^^
Trouble with the "Libermannists"
In

all

honesty

it

must be admitted that Leguay's opposition was not
Some of Libermann's young men were divisive

entirely without reason.
•"N.B., 2. 306

ff.;

"N.B.,

2,

304

ff.;

^•^N.D.. 7,

478

ff.

N.D.,
N.D.,

9,

App., 101

5, 101

f.
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to condemn things which they were too inexperienced to
understand. Tisserant himself was a good example. In 1843, while he was
in Martinique waiting for an opportunity to enter strife-torn Haiti, he at
once sent the Spiritan Superior a letter denouncing a priest who, in his
opinion, was not acting as he should. "He must have added quite a few
other things," Libermann wrote, "for one of the Holy Ghost Fathers told

and quick

the Sulpicians that Tisserant had sent a veritable newspaper" of complaints. Just then Libermann was attempting to smooth relations between
the two societies; he had personally visited Fourdinier, who was "kindness

personified" and had promised to admit Libermann's priests to the
mission of Madagascar.

That

letter,

therefore,

came

new

inopportune time. "Tisserant

at a very

Libermann complained, but "his
vision is uncertain and narrowminded.
He could wreck everything.
Why does he meddle in things that don't concern him?
His
imprudence is going to make a mess of everything." In fact, when the
Madagascar mission started, Fourdinier pointedly abstained from asking
Libermann's priests and accepted Jesuits in their stead. ^^
wants everybody to behave as he sees

fit,"

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

Father Perigny, then acting Prefect of Martinique, was even more upset
by Tisserant's meddling. This venerable 77 year old, highly respectable
priest, did not take lightly the juvenile criticism of the newly arrived
young man who, like him, was of Haitian descent, but without any papers
authorizing him to stay in Martinique. And here he was writing tales to
Paris behind the prefect's back. Calling him a "spy," Perigny refused him
permission to exercise his ministry in Martinique. Tisserant took refuge in
the island of Saint Lucia, which then belonged to the Vicariate of
Trinidad. He still had not yet learned his lesson; from there he sent
Libermann a long list of idle rumors about Richard Smith, the Spiritan
co-adjutor bishop of Trinidad. Libermann had to warn him to be very
prudent and reserved and told him that people were laughing at his
"newspaper."
In Reunion Le Vavasseur acted as if he were his own master. Although
he and two confreres received clerical salaries without doing any parish
work, he left for the British island of Mauritius or another time sent
Father Collin there to help Father Laval. And in 1845 he "repatriated" an
incompetent confrere without asking either the prefect apostolic or the
civil

authorities for authorization.^^

we will see, Libermann's followers had begun
Upper and Lower Guinea, they were in conflict with the old

In Africa also, where, as
to evangelize

Holy Ghost mission of Senegal. Having suffered severe losses in personthey wished to establish a center in a healthier location and selected
the off-shore island of Goree. Half of this tiny island — measuring 1,000 by

nel,

•'^N.D.,4, 149, 187

*5N.D., 4, 2.34

f.;

5,

f.

364

f.;

N.D., Compl., 290; Rath

II,

210.
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450 yards — was occupied by French naval installations; the remainder was
incredibly overcrowded with about 5,000 people. There were schools for
boys and girls, a convent and a church, staffed by two priests of the
Spiritan mission of Senegal. Obviously, there was hardly room for an
additional center to serve the evangelization of all of West Africa.
In May 1845 Libermann, without informing the Superior General of
the Holy Ghost Congregation, asked the Holy See and the French government to transfer the entire Senegal Prefecture to his own society, in
order to facilitate the establishment of the central mission planned for the
African west coast; to secure the necessary resources, he added, "we
would undertake to fill the positions of prefect apostolic and pastors."
"My request to be charged with Senegal," he reported later, "has been
shown to the Superior of the Holy Ghost Fathers and he is extremely
irritated with us." Leguay had every right to be irritated at this procedure;
elementary politeness would have demanded that Libermann notify him
of his steps. The local clergy of Senegal also were upset by the way the
newcomers acted;"* the acting prefect complained that they had failed to
present themselves to him; and the plans they had were viewed as an
attempt to set "mission against mission" and "religious body against religious body."^^

Re -organization
Having dismissed Libermann and his men as harmful rather than
useful elements in any re-organization, Leguay energetically went to work
on the most pressing problem— how to secure a stable, well-led and
zealous clergy for the missions entrusted to his care. Taking up the

members of the Congregation,
he drew up a seven point program. Before being submitted to Propaganda in June 1845, his plan had been thoroughly discussed with his
associates, several bishops, the Foreign Missions Society, the nuncio and
members of the colonial clergy. The salient features of his plan were the
age-old plans of staffing the colonies with

following:
1. Henceforth only aspirants to the Congregation would be admitted to
Holy Ghost Seminary; they would be officially received as members after a
period of probation or novitate of two years.
2. Once sent to their mission in the colonies, they would maintain
community life as much as possible, at least on a regional basis.
3. Ecclesiastical superiors would be chosen from among the members of

"*Three of the four

priests in Senegal were of African descent. By saying that Libermann
elementary courtesy, I am not implying that he did wrong. There was a moral
conflict situation, in which either party could view its action as morally justified.
failed in

^*N.D., 7, 168 f.: M. Libermann au Ministrede la Marine, 7 mai \S45\ibid., 174 f.: du meme
au Card. Pref. dela Propagande, 15 mai 1845; ibid. ,du meme a M. Le Vavasseur, 6nov. 1845;
ibid., 478-487: lettres du clerge du Senegal.
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the Congregation as soon as this would be possible; they, as well as their
priests, would remain subject to its Superior General, and through him, to

Propaganda.'^*

To secure regularity, each mission would be

periodically inspected by
or unworthy priests would be recalled, but
others should not be disturbed even if they did not want to join the
Congregation. Members would be allowed to use their salaries and other
income for living expenses, but any surplus would be put into a general
4.

an

official visitor; ineffective

fund.-*^

Leguay's invitation to the colonial clergy to join under this and further
some results: about thirty were admitted as

modifications of the rule had

novices in less than three years, including his

own

successor and future

bishop Alexander Monnet. These priests were allowed to make their
novitiate while continuing their missionary work.'^* Moreover, Leguay's
threat to recall ineffective and troublesome priests was not idle: about
twenty were recalled to France. ^^
his attention to the Seminary, he proceeded to eliminate
whose vocation appeared subject to doubt or who did
anyone
rigorously
the
Congregation. At the same time, he added three
wish
enter
to
not
priests to the faculty, bringing it up to nine members. Moreover, being
well-known throughout French ecclesiastical circles, he made recruiting
trips in several dioceses and succeeded in obtaining some promising
candidates to swell the student body. In 1847, he had the pleasure of
receiving John Loewenbruck as a member of the Congregation. Loewenbruck (1795-1876) had been a priest for thirty years, was a popular
preacher and a man of considerable diplomatic skills. He was destined to
become the architect of the merger of Libermann's congregation with that

Turning

oftheHoly Ghost.^9
Meanwhile the government was

its own program
and reportedly planned again to
proceed without Holy Ghost Seminary. When Leguay argued forcefully
against the Spiritans' exclusion, the Minister of the Navy and Colonies
hastened to assure him in an ambiguous letter that the government did
not intend to eliminate Holy Ghost Seminary from the new plan for the
colonies — at least not yet. Propaganda Fide also told him that there was no

trying to formulate

for the religious service of the colonies

'^*Like Fourdinier and Leguay, Libermann himself wrote in February 1845, when a
merger of the two congregations was being considered, that he intended to nominate only

members

for the position of prefect apostolic.
'3*Leguay has been criticized for allowing these priests to make their novitiate in the
missions without withdrawing from active work. But Libermann also did the same. More
than twelve of his first missionaries had only five months or less of a formal novitiate. James
Laval had none at all; Bessieux, Tisserant and Blanpin less than three months; Le Vavasseur,
de Regnier and Maurice four months or less.
9, App., 108-183; N.B., 311 L Footnote 12*: N.D., 7, 70.
^8N.B., 2, 315 f. Footnote 13*: N.D., 13, App., 44 ff. CL N.D., 6, 428.
^«N.B., 2, 316; N.D., 13, App., 189.
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substance to the rumors that the Vincentians' Superior General had
offered to take over the Spiritan missions. Nevertheless, they certainly

were being considered. "I have been told in secret," Libermann wrote
confidentially to Le Vavasseur, "that the Vincentians are to be charged with
that horrible task" and "I don't know whether to be happy or sad" about the
prospect. "The Vincentians are more influential than the Holy Ghost
Fathers and, if they make common cause with government," the result
would be that "the Holy See would hardly have any power over the clergy."
In Rome "they don't quite trust the French Vincentians; their leaders have
the reputation of being Gallicans."^"

Roman

Sensitivities

and Suspicions

The Holy See proved very slow in answering Leguay's proposals to
reform the religious service of the colonies and put a stop to abuses. The
stumbling block proved to be the same that had paralyzed all of FourPropaganda Fide did not wish to give him the necessary
powers over the ecclesiastical affairs of the colonies. A letter from the
nuncio. Archbishop Fornari, to Cardinal Franzoni, Prefect of Propaganda, indicates the reason: "The Archbishop of Paris has the right to
confirm and depose the Superior" of the Holy Ghost Fathers; consequently, there is the risk that he could one day indirectly extend his
jurisdiction over the colonies "and exclude the Sacred Congregation" of
Propaganda. The ghost of Napoleon and the Gallican tendencies of the
age once more played havoc with the Spiritans' attempts to reform the
colonial clergy. Not wishing to say yes and not risking to say plainly no,
Propaganda said nothing.^
Tired of waiting, Leguay decided to visit Rome, armed with a recommendation of the nuncio. But the nuncio managed to get another letter to
Propaganda before his arrival, warning it that this "worthy, respectable
and zealous priest" still wanted "to comcentrate the jurisdiction over all
colonies in the hands of the Superior of Holy Ghost Seminary." Leguay, in
true Spiritan tradition, had always shown the greatest deference toward
Propaganda; he had asked it to ratify his election as Superior General
although he did not have to do this, and he stressed that he would only act
in accordance with whatever instructions Propaganda would give him.
But all he got in Rome was, as Rath says, "a little incense." The answer
would come later, he was told, after the nuncio had been consulted. ^^
As could be expected, the nuncio consulted also Libermann, who wrote
to him about one month after Leguay's return from Rome: "I am convinced that Leguay's efforts
have no other motive than to exclude us."
dinier's attempts:

^

.

.

.

'N.D., 9, App., 156 ff., 160 f., 185; 9, 134 f.
'N.D., 9, App., 119 and 122 f.: letters of June 10, 1845
'N.D., 9, App., 103, 122 f., 130; Rath II, 242.
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After explaining that, in his opinion, the pretensions of the Holy Ghost
Fathers to be the sole channel to the French colonies struck a blow at the

Holy See rather than at his own little congregation, he added: "1 know that
for a long time already the government has been trying to encroach on the
ecclesiastical jurisdiction over the colonies. Under Fourdinier it ordered
the governors to send back all priests who had not obtained their faculties
from the Superior of Holy Ghost Seminary. Being the Lord and Master of
this Superior, the government naturally endeavors to have all power
placed in his hands so as to dominate more easily the Church affairs of the
colonies. "^^

Libermann was wrong, however, in his interpretation of the reason why
the Spiritan superiors wanted exclusive control over the admission of
priests to the colonies. From past experience they knew that many of those
who tried to go independently were undesirables. Moreover, they did not
seek this power for their own benefit. Fourdinier had explicitly told
Propaganda Fide that he was not particularly keen on being chosen as the
subject to be invested with the supervising authority needed for the
colonies. He asked Propaganda to name anyone else who could exercise
this function and would then be happy to limit his activities to the education of the clergy. Interestingly, as soon as Libermann himself had become the Spiritan Superior General in 1848, he asked and obtained that
only priests of Holy Ghost Seminary be admitted to the colonies. ^^
As to the Superior of the Holy Ghost Congregation being a willing tool
in the hands of the government, the records show that he refused to admit
priests who came armed even with royal or ministerial recommendations
if he knew them to be unworthy. But, with Propaganda refusing him
authority over the clergy in the colonies, he was helpless when priests went
on their own and managed to get themselves accepted by the local authorities. On occasion it even happened that the Holy See, by way of the
nuncio, yielded to government pressure where the Spiritan Superior
refused to budge. And regarding the nuncio's fear that the Spiritan
Superior would be a mere puppet of the Archbishop of Paris, he would
have been hard put to find a single instance of such subjection in the entire
history of the Congregation. Even in 1845 Leguay blundy refused any

support

When

to the archbishop's efforts to gain control

over the colonies.^^

June 1846, after further prodding by Leguay, the long expected answer came from Propaganda Fide, it simply told him that the
situation was still too obscure to make a decision. There was even a sting in
the letter: Propaganda disliked the way he had summarized the Congrein

gation's history, not because of

seemed
"N.D.,

its

many

to ascribe to the government

8,

334

factual mistakes, but because he

"more than

f.

^*N.D., 9, App., 68; N.D., 11, 185, 199, 226; 13, 513.
"N.D., 10, 382 f., 427; Janin II, 229; N.D., 9, App., 126.
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due

in

Church
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his associates "deviate

from

the right notion of ecclesiastical authority" and "render the very teaching

of the Seminary suspect to many." To add to all its difficulties, the Congregation was now being suspected of Gallicanism.
It was an unfair blow to a society that, since its inception one and one
half century before, had always combated Gallicanism and which was at
that very moment viewed by many as a center of ultramontanism. Propaganda's answer showed how exceedingly sensitive Rome had become.
The only expressions in Leguay's summary that could be quibbled about
were that before the Revolution "the government" had entrusted the
spiritual care of some colonies to the Spiritans and that in 1816 the
Congregation "was charged by the government and the Head of the
Church" with all the colonies. Rome's answer was doubly unfair because it

when Libermann made use of the
same expressions and wrote that he might persuade the governments^* to
appoint some of his men prefects and pastors in the colonies. ^^

did not show the slightest objection

Further Reforms

Rebuffed by Rome, Leguay carried on

as best

he could and with consid-

erable success. "Things appear to go better with Holy Ghost Seminary,"

Libermann acknowledged in 1847. In the same year Leguay proposed to
the Holy See some additional changes that had been agreed upon by the
governing Council of the Congregation. Some of these must have been
very pleasing to Propaganda, for they clearly emphasized the "Romanita
,''

Roman character, of the Spiritans. One of these modifications eliminated the right of the Archbishop of Paris to confirm or depose the
Superior General and transferred this power to Rome; it added that
Spiritan priests working in the colonies or abroad owed no obedience
whatsoever to the Archbishop but only to the Holy See. Another step
secured a uniform liturgy in the missions by adopting an Italian handbook
of the Roman rite that had just been translated into French;'^* in addition, the Roman breviary, with the proper of the Diocese of Rome, was
introduced for the Congregation and the Seminary. ^^
Realizing that as long as the Congregation had missions only in French
colonies, his priests would forever be exposed to the political vagaries of
France, Leguay planned to broaden their field of operation by sending
the

'•It should be kept

in

mind

that,

before the separation of Church and State, the

government did have considerable powers in Church
in his summary.

affairs

'''Revised successively by the Spiritans Levavasseur,

and had done what Leguay

Haegy and

Stercky, this

said

handbook

went through seventeen editions and became the established liturgical guide in France until
Vatican Council II. Since then, but in a new way, Father Lucien Deiss has continued this
liturgical interest of the Congregation.
^«N.D., 9, App., 162

"N.D.,

f.,
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them also elsewhere, notably to the United States. ^^* And to secure a more
ample base in the home country with a more numerous personnel and,
consequently, a better guarantee of suitable candidates for leadership, he
intended to take up again the old Spiritan tradition of staffing other

seminaries in the country. At the same time

it was decided to reduce
theology to three years — bringing it more in line with the general practice
followed elsewhere — and to spend the fourth year in additional courses,
as yet unspecified but undoubtedly meant to prepare the students for

their future mission. ^^
Finally,

two categories of membership

members

in the

Congregation were pro-

community of goods,
and a second order which had only spiritual
bonds with the Congregation. Both categories promised filial obedience
to their superiors, shared a common religious rule and a frugal life
style. ^'^* This second order was inspired by the Third Order of St Francis
of Assisi. In December 1847 Leguay sent John Loewenbruck to Rome to
obtain the agreement of Propaganda Fide for those changes that needed
approval by the Holy See.^^
posed: a

first

order, whose

practiced the

spiritual as well as material,

7.

Revolution and a

New Threat

of Suppression

While Loewenbruck was still in Rome, the February Revolution of 1848
broke out in France, the monarchy was abolished and the Republic
proclaimed. The new leaders ordered at once the emancipation of all
remaining slaves in the colonies. It was a well-deserved victory for the
abolitionists, notably Victor Schoelcher, who for many years had been
waging a strenuous campaign for this purpose. He now became Director
of the Colonies. Unfortunately, Schoelcher somehow conceived the incorrect notion that Leguay was against freedom for the slaves and that
Holy Ghost Seminary was a nest of anti-abolitionists.
Seeing their chance, some priests who had been forced to leave the
colonies under Leguay presented themselves as victims of his anti-Negro
attitude. Abrupdy Schoelcher recalled many of the priests Leguay had
sent to replace them and ordered the others reinstated. Moreover, he
threatened to end the Congregation once and for all. To add to Leguay's
woes. Propaganda Fide told him that it wanted to entrust Guadeloupe and
"'*In 1847 Leguay sent Loewenbruck to the States to arrange for the sending of priests to
Archbishop Purcell of Cincinnati, Ohio, who had requested missionaries. A violent storm
drove the sailing ship back to the shores of France. For reasons unknown Loewenbruck did

not attempt to

sail again.
'^*Interesting as a pointer to an event that was close to realization, the new Rules and
Constitutions contained in one formula an Act of Consecreation to the Holy Spirit and to the

Immaculate Heart of Mary, which had become

a pious

custom

in the

Congregation.

^^N.D., 9, App., 188, 190 ff., 199; B. C. Arch., 251-7: M. Leguay a S. G. I'Archeveque de
Baltimore, 15 dec. 1847 and 17 dec. 1847. For footnote 16* see B.C., 9, 313.
^«N.D., 9, App., 187-208. For footnote 17* see ibid., 209.
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Martinique to the Vincentians because it was dissatisfied with Holy Ghost
Seminary. Realizing that he was persona non grata to both government and
Propaganda, Leguay saw that there was only one way to save the Congregation, and that was to resign at once and make room for someone more
acceptable to both. On March 2, 1848 the Congregation accepted his
resignation.^"

Meanwhile the Holy See, which was unaware of developments

in

France, had approved his proposed revision of the rules and constitutions
of the Congregation, giving them force of law. The entire situation,

however, had changed through the abrupt and forced resignation of
Leguay, and all his beautiful plans now faced an uncertain future. His
three years of superiorship undoubtedly had brought about many improvements. If political events had not swept him away and if the nuncio
had been less swayed by public opinion, he would probably have succeeded in restoring the Spiritan congregation to full vigor by giving it a
substantial basis in the home country, establishing missions in the United
States and other foreign countries, and providing a better management of
Church affairs in the colonies. It may not be amiss to stress this point
because in the past his performance has often been judged rather
onesidedly in the light of his opposition to Libermann and his society.'^*
Yet even in this respect, despite all appearances, things had changed
considerably in a few years. The majority of the governing Council of the
Congregation now consisted of people who had a high regard for, or were
even on very friendly terms with Libermann^^* and his closest associates:
Warnet, Hardy, Loewenbruck and Vidal.^^ The stage was almost set for the
final solution of a half a century of crisis. The one missing link was a
Superior General who would be in favor of it, and he was, as it were, waiting
in the wings.

A

8.

Savior From the Indian Ocean

The most

pressing issue facing the Congregation after Leguay's resig-

nation was Schoelcher's threat to annihilate

it.

There was one man who

'**Even the official portraits of Fourdinier and Leguay seem to reflect this onesidedness.
Alone among the twenty Superiors General of the Congregation, Fourdinier looks like a
narrowminded man, and Leguay like an ogre.
i9*"j gp-, yp, good terms
with Warnet and Hardy," Libermann wrote in 1845. The year
before. Blessed Ann Javouhey had said that "Hardy is one of the protectors" of the junior
seminary for Negroes which she was foimding in Guiana.*'- Hardy seems to have been
supplying inside information, but when the merger of Libermann's congregation with the
Holy Ghost Fathers became a reality, he joined the opposition. Subsequently, he would do
everything

in his

power

«"N.D., 9, App., 210

N.D.,Compl.,

105):

il

f;

to expel the "Libermannists."
10,

418

Nunziodi

ff.

(officials acts

N.B., 323 fL; N.D., 9, App., 168
77; 10, 86 f.. 251.
'^^javouhey, Receuil des lettrcs .... 4, 35.

10,

414

ff.;

"N.D.,

7,

f.

10, 372 f. (cf.
Propaganda, 8 marzo 1848; N.D.,

of abolition of slavery); N.D.,

Parigi al Clard. Pref. della
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could effectively neutralize this danger— Alexander Monnet (1812-1849).
In 1840 Monnet had become a missionary in Reunion, where his excellent

work among the slaves had made him known as "the Father of the
Negroes" and a "second Peter Claver." In recognition of his merits, the
government had made him a Knight in the Legion of Honor. He was
considering the idea of joining Libermann's congregation, which had
then started in Reunion, under the leadership of Father Le Vavasseur,
work like his own. This young man was full of admiration for Monnet. But
then four Jesuits arrived in Reunion to open up the new mission of

Madagascar. Monnet became so filled with the desire to accompany them
was allowed to make his novitiate with them in Reunion. The
steady diet of spiritual exercises, however, discouraged him. Invited to
accompany the Prefect of Reunion to Rome, Monnet exposed doubts
about his vocation to Pope Pius IX. Told to remain a secular priest, he
joined the Holy Ghost Fathers in 1847. Soon after, he was sent back to
Reunion. Shortly before his ship, the Calcutta, was due to arrive, French
newspapers had reached the island reporting a demand by Schoelcher
that all remaining slaves be freed at once and without compensation to
their owners. ^^
The whole island was in turmoil. Many falsely blamed Monnet for
supporting the plan to forego compensation to slave-owners. Therefore,
when the arrival of the Calcutta was signalled to the island, an angry mob
of slave-owners and sympathizers gathered on the shore. As soon as the
priest descended into the little boat that was to bring him to the docks, he
was greeted with threats and shouts: "Down with Monnet! Drown him!
Kill him!" Somehow he reached the safety of a rectory, where Negroes
quickly formed a guard, but for three or four days white mobs milled
that he

around it, hurling stones and demanding his death. Several times the
police charged the noisy rioters, causing casualties but not restoring
peace. Finally, the governor capitulated to the crowd: he interned the
priest in a hospital and sent him back to France on the first available ship.
Dissatisfied with the governor's cowardice, Paris decided to recall him in
disgrace.*''*

Back

in

France,

Monnet was something of

a

hero

in

the eyes of

Schoelcher, for he had faced death and expulsion at the hands of anti-

On March 2, 1848 his confreres elected him Superior Genaccordance with the new rules. Propaganda Fide confirmed
his election soon after. As a matter of fact, Schoelcher expressed his
pleasure at the election, though it did not prevent him from acting as a
genuine cesaropapist in the matter of ecclesiastical appointments.
Moreover, he coldly announced his intention of cutting the Seminary's
annual subsidy by fifty percent.
abolitionists.

eral and, in

f'f.; N.D., 9, App., 184; Rath 11, 260 ff.; Amand-Rene Meaupoml Madagasdeux premiers eveqties, 2nd ed., Paris, 1870, vol. 2, Mgr Alexandre Monnet.
«^N.B., 2, 337 f; N.D., 9, 496 ff.

"'N.B., 2, 331

car

et ses
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who had been fostering other plans
and for Holy Ghost Seminary, was taken aback by Monnet's election and wondered how he had dared to accept the position. He
was even more surprised and indignant when Monnet mentioned that he
intended to visit all the colonies at the request of the government to see
what ought to be done. He told the new Superior sharply that, if he dared
to go without the approval of the Holy See, he would be a schismatic.^"*
Moreover, Libermann reported after a visit to the nuncio. Propaganda
was dead set against the idea of selecting only members of the Congregation to head the various missions and even less inclined to let the colonies
be served exclusively by them. That was why, Libermann added, it had
been decided to accept the government-sponsored candidates for prefects apostolic of Guadeloupe and Martinique though Monnet opposed
the nominations. Both the government and Propaganda, however, soon
had reason to rue their decision, for the men they imposed so abruptly
were the notorious characters Castelli and Dujougon.^'* In a short time
these two caused such an uproar that they had to be hastily shipped home
The

nuncio, Archbishop Fornari,

for the colonies

again. ^"^

Monnet's election also saved Blessed Ann Javouhey's intrepid Sisters of
Cluny from sharing the expulsion which threatened the Spiritan missionaries. Our good friend Monnet, she wrote in March 1848, "has just
been appointed general [ecclesiastical] director of all French colonies
[that is, Superior General of the Holy Ghost Missions].
The Good Lord
has worked a miracle by bringing him back from Reunion. He is saving us
from a wholly unforeseen shipwreck. Saint Vincent's Sisters of Charity
were going to replace us in several colonies, at the same time as the
Vincentians were to [take over the Spiritan missions]."
To escape total dependence on the mercurial polices of the government, Monnet actively pursued Leguay's idea of sending his priests to
non-French countries. He got in touch with Archbishop Purcell of Cincinnati and offered priests for the United States; he likewise made others
available for independent Haiti and even for far-away New Zealand, but
decisions in these matters had to be temporarily postponed. Administratively and diplomatically, however, Monnet was completely lost. A man of
.

.

.

^'**In 1838 Propaganda had given its wholehearted approval to a similar visit then proposed by Fourdinier.*^
^'*Dujougon was sent to Guadeloupe in July 1848 and repatriated in January 1849.
Castelli managed to last till July 1849. He had been dismissed once before in 1842.
By an ironic twist of history, some sixty years later, after the separation of Church and
State in France, Propaganda would vigorously insist that the old colonies be headed b)
bishops and prefects taken from the Congregation, while the Congregation would vainly try
to escape from having to accept this.

«5Arch.Prop., L e D, 319, 89r-v: R. D. Fourdinier. 12 jan. 1838.
««N.D., 10, 363, 380 ff., 415; 10, 372 (letter ofnuncio to Propaganda); 10, 185 (Libermann's
letter after visit to nuncio); N.D., Compl., 116 (letter of Father Moreau, founder of Holy
Cross Congregation, supporting Dujougon and citing the nuncio's efforts in his favor).
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energy and mobility, he simply could not sit behind a desk moving
papers to arrive at decisions. Dealing with the daily routine and problems
of seminary life was also beyond him. And diplomatically he was out of
element when he had to face government officials to discuss Church
affairs. That's why he contacted his friend Libermann, asking him to help
in dealing with the "despotic" Schoelcher and adding: "You can count on
our unreserved support; I count on yours
[and] will keep you inrestless

.

.

.

formed."^''

When Libermann

replied that he not only wished to live in

with the Holy Ghost Fathers but for

many

harmony

had desired to see the two
societies merged into one, Monnet went at once to visit him, asking that
the merger be undertaken in earnest. The nightmare that had tortured
Monnet's predecessors Fourdinier and Leguay was on the point of becoming a reality. Libermann was soon to take over. If only they could have
known it, the admission of the convert Jew and his confreres was destined
to revitalize the weakened Congregation of the Holy Ghost, renew its
antiquated structures, flood it with a holy enthusiasm it had not experienced for decades, and turn it into one of the strongest forces in the
history of evangelization in modern times. Before focussing on Libermann, however, we must first turn our attention to one remaining issue of
those years of crisis, the one that underlay the decaying position of the
Congregation in this troubled period — the question of the unsatisfactory
work done by "the corrupt and incompetent clergy" sent out by Holy
Ghost Seminary.
years

9.

An

Inferior and Corrupt Clergy?

A

Very

Bad Reputation

It

cannot be denied that

in the

second quarter of the nineteenth century

the reputation of the colonial clergy was very bad and that Holy Ghost

Seminary shared in the public discredit because it was officially charged
with the religious service of the colonies. One could draw up an impressive
indictment of this clergy based on the testimony of seemingly unimpeachable witnesses. Let us cite a few.

Blessed Ann Javouhey (1779-1851), one of the most remarkable women
of the nineteenth century, founded the Sisters of St Joseph of Cluny in

Ten

them out to French and British
and take care of the sick. She and her Sisters
became the object of widespread admiration and the darlings of the
1807.

years later she began to send

colonies to teach children

des Lettres
5, 8 f. and 10; N.D., 10, 368; Compl., 106; N.D., 10, 396
N.B., 341; University of Notre Dame Archives: M. Monnet a Mgr Purcell, 29juillet 1848
(he is sending two men, Arnold and Herzog, to Cincinnati). For Purcell's appreciation of
these two see Arch.C.S.Sp., 411-A-I: Mgr Purcell a M. Monnet, 19 oct. 1848.

^'Javouhey ,Receiiil

f.;
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French government for their daring and unselfish enterprises. Her eduformer slaves for responsible use of
their freedom in Mana, Guiana, was unequalled anywhere else. "What a
man!" declared an admiring King Louis Philippe with the usual male
chauvinism of the era.
Wherever her Sisters went in the old French colonies they depended on
the services of the priests sent out by the Spiritan Superior General, and
her complaints about them were many. "The situation of the Holy Ghost
Fathers is very bad," she wrote in 1834 when the Army occupied their
seminary. "They have almost no one to send to the colonies, and the few
For the past eighteen months, there
they have are of inferior quality.
has been only one priest in Senegal and none in Goree; the one in the
Miquelon Islands is crazy: he says Mass in the evening and chases the nuns
out of the church; in Mana a priest drops in once every three months.
In Martinique, where the convent pays the chaplain 3,000 francs plus
room and board, it has trouble finding even a man of mediocre talents,
and he is always complaining that he is not paid enough."^**
She was so dissatisfied that she decided to dispense with their services
and even start her own congregation of men to help her in her work. "I
know," she said, "that this undertaking disturbs the Holy Ghost
Fathers, "^^* but "if it is God's work, it will succeed despite all obstacles. "^^
cational establishment for preparing

.

.

.

.

.

.

In a very short time she had five priests and thirteen seminarians for the

male branch of the Congregation of St Joseph. Apparently, it was not
"God's work," for the first two priests^" she sent out satisfied her even less
than the Spiritan-supplied clergy. Soon after, the entire group disbanded.^^* "I don't dare any longer to get involved in the selection of
priests to be sent to the colonies," she admitted in 1835^^* "let them apply
to the Superior of the Holy Ghost Fathers."'''
In 1844 the Venerable John de Lamennais (1780-1860), founder of a
congregation of teaching Brothers which began working in the colonies
^^*Obviously the Spiritans were disturbed to see someone attempt to replace them just
the government had virtually closed their seminary and its buildings had been illegally
seized by the Army. Their reaction closely resembled that of Blessed Ann herself when her
Sisters were threatened with attempts to replace them.
^^*Her plans called for two priests and one Brother per one hundred families in the Mana
establishment.
^•In 1842, however, when she was in a serious conflict with several bishops and Father
Guillier, the Prefect Apostolic of Guiana, she tried to divide his prefecture by getting an
"independent" prefect and two priests for Mana. Like many saints, Blessed Ann was not easy
to live with. The Venerable Libermann,one of her best friends, wrote about her: "Don't give
her the impression that you are trying to dominate her, step on her rights or show any
opposition." She herself called Father Calmels a saint, but added: "I'd not like to live under

when

his regulations."^^

^^Receuildes

^mid.,
''"Ibid.,

lettres

.

.

.

,

2, 181.

For footnote 22* see ibid., 5, 8 and 10.
183. For her evaluation of those two priests see ibid.,
2, 181

''Ibid., 2,

f.,

169.

3, 34, 94,

300.

'^bid., 3, 190, 207, 218; N.D., 7, 28;

Receml

des lettres ... 2, 296.

177

f.;

4, 140.
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around 1838, blamed Holy Ghost Seminary and

its

leaders for the lament-

able mediocrity of the colonial clergy because for thirty years they had

disregarded the orders of Propaganda to prescribe rules for the life of the
missionaries.^'^* The Seminary was behind the times, badly staffed and
not up to its task. Unless these evils were corrected quickly, it would be best
to take it away from the Holy Ghost Fathers and entrust it to the Vincen-

famous for their excellent spirit and apostolic virtues. He,
decided to bypass the Spiritan Seminary and get his own chaplains for
his Brothers in the colonies. He began by sending those in Martinique a
Father Evain, a man whom he knew very well and for whom he had the
highest praise. Again, however, this priest caused "more trouble than all
the others put together." After this experience, Lamennais was only too
happy to accept whatever chaplains the colonial clergy could provide. He
feared Evain's influence so much that he could have no rest until he had
induced the government to exile him from the colony. ^^
The Venerable Francis Libermann (1802-1852), who founded the
Congregation of the Holy Heart of Mary in 1841, wrote Propaganda Fide
that the colonial missions had so completely lost the confidence of the
French bishops and of candidates for the priesthood that the Spiritans
would be hard put ever to regain it. Their seminary needed reorganization, a program of solid studies^^* and inspired leadership. That would
prevent all the evils caused by the ignorance and idleness of the clergy in
the colonies. For it could not be denied that hitherto the Spiritan missionaries had been miserably lacking in priestly spirit; they needed a more
generous and more worthy appreciation of their holy calling. Amplifying
this indictment a few years later, Liberman said: "It is quite certain that
the bad reputation of many priests [in the colonies] is unfortunately too
well founded." Many were lacking in zeal and cared only to get rich;
others merely sought their ease, were sexually immoral or drank too
much. And "with the exception of one priest in the island of Reunion,
nobody gave any instruction" to the Negroes before the arrival of his
tians, so justly

too,

missionaries.^"^
If people

who are candidates

for canonization spoke in such terms,

one

in this; there never had been any such orders from Propaganda. To
Propaganda had repeatedly warned the Spiritan superiors not to impose any
rules on the clergy and had denied them any powers over priests in the missions.
^**Libermann's own program of studies was nothing to boast about: in 1847 it consisted of
one year of philosophy and less than three years of theology; there was no course in
Scripture and none in Church history. His staff consisted mainly of young men who had just
completed an ordinary seminary program but no advanced studies, and sometimes a
theology student taught philosophy in his spare time. Libermann even sent some students

25*He was mistaken

the contrary,

out to Africa to be ordained after finishing their studies in

private.'^''

^^N.D., 9, App.,48 ff.: Memoirede M. Lamennais au Ministrede la Marine; Janin H, 215.
^^N.D., 9, 198 f.; Compl., 52 f.
^^N.D., 7, 95 f. and 11. 229 f.: lettres au Card. Franzoni, 19 mars 1845 and 3 nov. 1849;

N.D.,7, 79.
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can imagine the scathing condemnations pronounced by others. In 1845

Montalambert (1810-1870), the great CathoHc

liberal politician, delivered

a fiery discourse about the lack of progress in the liberation of slaves.

The

primary culprits, he said, were the colonial priests; they had failed to
prepare the slaves for freedom by proper religious and moral instruction
because they were friends of the plantation owners and too timid to
preach the demands of Christianity: "Moral formation and religious
instruction in the colonies exist only as a figment of the imagination." The
colonial clergy "have not shown that apostolic zeal, that indomitable
courage, that austere independence which is so characteristic of the clergy
in France.

"^^

made an enormous impression, was widely published
throughout Europe, quoted with glee by the anticlerical journals, with
pride by the Protestant mission societies which he had praised, with
dismay and demands for change by Catholic papers. In the second half of
the preceding century there had been a similar outcry against the religious orders then serving the colonies and demands that they be replaced
by secular priests. That's how the Spiritans had become involved in the
colonies; now there was an outcry for their removal and replacement by
religious congregations. The papal nuncio Archbishop Fornari was so
disgusted with the Spiritans that, in Libermann's words, "he no longer
even thinks of putting us in charge of Holy Ghost Seminary; he simply
wants the place destroyed. "^^
His speech

These testimonies

sufficiently

show the reputation of the

clergy; they

many others from colonial prefects apostolic, such
as Castelli and Dujougon, and from priests who had served in the colonies; by some statements made by the Spiritan Superiors General themselves, and by those of innumerable people who simply repeated what
"everyone knows." Let us add one more from Bishop John England of
Charleston, South Carolina, who in 1833 made a visit to Guadeloupe. In a
could be augmented by

statement qualified by repeated use of "it is said that," he expressed his
general condemnation of the system, the lack of clerical discipline and
morals, and the urgent need for reform. But when he entered into the

of his visit, he described enthusiastically how crowded the churches
were on Sundays, the great piety of the people and the zeal of the clergy;
"My stay here has made it possible for me to realize that the Prefect and his
priests excel by their great regularity and their zeal."^^
details

How Bad Was

the Clergy'?

Bishop England's letter should put us on our guard against sweeping
condemnations of the colonial clergy. One is reminded of the well-known
'"N.D.,

7,

495

ff.;

discours de Montalambert.

^"Janin II. 347 ff.; N.D., 7, 139: lettre a M. Le Vavasseur, 14 avril 1845.
"A.P.F., 10, 248 ff.: lettre de Mgr England (1836); cf. ibid., 8, 229.
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story about a

group of French army

early in the twentieth century

paign

in

when

recruits

who were

discussing priests

there was a strong anti-clerical cam-

many newspapers.

"Priests,"

one

said, "are lazy,

good for nothing money-grabbers."

"Yea," echoed the others, "everybody

"Except the one

in

knows

my home-town; he

that."

really

is

a fine

man," someone

objected.

"Ours, too, but not the others," chorused almost the entire group.
It is useful to recall here what the situation was like in the colonies when
Napoleon's reign came to an end. For years there had been no priests left
in Senegal, Goree, Pondicherry and the Miquelon Islands; there was only
one in Guiana, where not a single church had remained standing; six in
Reunion, of whom two were senile and the others aged and infirm; and
about eight survivors of the Revolution in Guadaloupe and Martinique.
Among the people total ignorance of the faith was common and the
practice of religion had come to an almost complete standstill, except for
baptism, burial and, in some cases, marriage. ^^ If the clergy had really
been as bad as they were said to be, how did these clerical misfits manage
to transform the colonies in three decades from a religious wasteland into
territories where churches were filled to overflowing, religious practices
flourished and regular dioceses could finally be established in 1851?^^*
A detailed study of the enormous mass of documents preserved in the
archives of the government, the Holy See, the Congregation and
elsewhere about this period throws an interesting light on the situation. ^^*
These papers show that not one of the young men who had been educated
at both the junior and senior Spiritan seminaries became a bad priest in
the colonies. Similarly, nearly all those who had spent at least a few years
in the senior seminary were morally irreproachable.^^* This is a record
that is rare even in the best seminaries and shows that the muchmaligned Seminary of the Holy Ghost did not at all deserve its unsavory

reputation.**''
'-^*Except for the small or undeveloped colonies of Senegal, Pondicherry, Guiana and the
Miquelon Islands, which remained simple prefectures.
^••This study has been made by Joseph Janin, author of several books about the religious
history of the old French colonies. Of particular interest to us
the vo\ume Le Clerge colonial
'\s

many of the contradictory
statements about the clergy by the same authorities arose from the fact that their authors
had a special axe to grind or neglected the over-all view in favor of a particular aspect. For
example, when Fourdinier wanted to promote his plan to incorporate the colonial clergy
into the Congregation, he stressed the need for more authority by overemphasizing the
existing abuses. In the following pages I have followed mainly Janin's analysis.
^'**The term "immoral" is understood here in its traditional narrow sense.

de 1815 a 1830, Paris, 1936, 421 pages. Janin also points out that

'"Arch. Prop., S.R.C., 2a Serie, C.V., Sto Spirito, 422r-423v: lettre de M. Bertout, 20 dec.
ibid., S.R.C., Isole dell'Oceano Australe, 1, 597v-599r: lettre de M. Minot, 5juillet 1823
(?); Janin II, 28 ff.
1814;
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However, these priests constituted only about one half of the colonial
The remainder consisted of men, armed with good recommendations, who had spent only a brief time at the Seminary or none at all, and a
small number of drifters who had gone to the colonies without any
authorization. In addition, there were some "shepherds in the mist" who
roamed from harbor to harbor, hoping to find a gullible captain willing to
take them to a colony; to give themselves some kind of respectability, these
characters claimed to be "Spiritans." Their behavior did nothing to improve the colonial clergy's reputation.^' Let us add that the immense
majority of volunteers who were accepted for the colonies did not cause
any scandals there. The few that did, however, received great publicity,
not only in their particular colony but also in the homeland. The very fact
that they drew so much attention indicates how unusual these scandals

clergy.

were. Yet they caused
colonial clergy, even

much of the

unfavorable reputation of the entire

though they were not more numerous there than

in

the homeland.

were frequent. A mere rumor
immediate deportation if its victim had
incurred the displeasure of ecclesiastical or civil authorities. As the Minister of Religious Affairs Parieu wrote in 1850: "In my opinion, the dismissal frequently had as its sole purpose to wreck the future of a priest
Accusations of immorality, however,

would often be enough

to result in

completely, not just in the colonies but also in France. "^^

No

defense

would be allowed and, more often than not, no investigation would be
made. The governor would simply ship the "culprit" home in disgrace,
and it was only then that the deported priest could try to justify himself.
doing this,^*** but unsurprisingly many failed, for how
can one convincingly prove that one has not done something? These
unfortunates roamed around vainly trying to find a bishop who would
accept them into his diocese. Embittered by the injustice of their fate, they
told their sad story everywhere and often did not hesitate to strike back by
accusing those whom they suspected of being their accusers. Thus it was
not surprising that in public opinion the clergy of the colonies undeservedly acquired the reputation of being generally corrupt.
A second accusation against the colonial clergy was that all they cared
about was getting rich. It must be admitted that a few — very few — priests
managed to return wealthy; they were the ones who gave rise to that
unjustly generalized complaint. The others came back at the end of their
service with very modest savings or none at all. The government paid
them a good salary while they were in the colonies, but even those who had

Some succeeded

^"*Some cases of
and Jacquier."^
""Janin
"'N.D.,

in

rehabilitation

II,

306

11,

245, 594; \2Lnm,

"•^Janin II, 301.

were those of Girardon, Bourgade, Roussilhe, Beltheiier

ff.

ibid.
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somehow never succeeded in getting the
pension to which they were entitled. And the hospitality and alms expected of a priest at that time when social security was non-existent
consumed practically all their income. Is it surprising, then, that they saw
old age approaching with fear and tried somehow to find a source of
income? As Libermann himself later recognized, in the same conditions,
the clergy of any diocese would have acted just like them.**"*
The accusation of insubordination is better founded. It happened
rather frequently but, considering the circumstances, was to be expected.
Church laws governing the situation were still in a state of flux. Each
colony was ruled by a prefect apostolic, but the precise nature and extent
of his powers neither prefects nor priests seemed to know. When in 1846
Libermann tried to determine what powers prefects and apostolic missionaries possessed, none of the missionary congregations he consulted
could answer his question and even the Sulpician experts in Church law
knew of no book that could help him resolve the issue. ^^
The fact that the priests in the colonies received faculties from Propaganda Fide as "apostolic missionaries" gave rise to the question whether
the prefect could withdraw the priests' powers, even in case of misconserved twenty-five or thirty years

no one

duct. It will surprise

that in a conflict

between prefect and

priest

contradictory answers would sometimes be given by those involved. If the

support of fellow-priests or influential laymen, the

priest then got the

no other recourse than an appeal to Rome or to the governor.
A simple exchange of a few letters with Rome could easily take a whole
year, given the primitive forms of transportation, and that would mean at
least a whole year of turmoil. On occasion it could even happen that the
parishioners themselves became involved and demonstrated in the
streets: "Down with the prefect! Long live our pastor!" An appeal to the
governor could result in swift expulsion from the colony if this official
liked the prefect more than the recalcitrant cleric, but even this showed
prefect had

the weakness of the prefect's own authority. And giving in to public
demonstrations tended to undermine whatever precarious authority the
prefect possessed.

The
ity,

prefects apostolic did not even have any external

no monsignor's

title,

badge of author-

no purple robes, no miter or pectoral cross —

nothing to distinguish them

in

any way from "ordinary"

priests. Yet, in

an

much importance to such things, an external sign
would have done much to reinforce their authority. For many years

era that attached so

prefects could not even give temporary faculties to priests passing
through their territory or wishing to remain there. When they finally got
this power through the intervention of the Spiritan Superior General, it
was for three years only and later for five years, and on condition that they
"sjanin 11,300.
«^Janin II, 308 ff. Cf. N.D., 12, 323.
«^N.D., Cornel., 73.
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notify Propaganda Fide whenever they made use of it. They could also
dispense from certain marriage impediments and administer the sacrament of confirmation, but these powers were granted on a personal basis,
some time after they had assumed their position. In case of illness or
absence, they could appoint a vice-prefect and delegate to him all or part
of their authority. If they delegated only a few of their powers, this

would be virtually paralyzed in his function; yet, between 1815
and 1850 there were thirteen occasions on which a vice-prefect had to
govern the Church in one or other of the colonies. ^"^
Much of the insubordination so typical of this era could have been
avoided if Propaganda had clearly and unambiguously detailed the rights
and duties of both priests and prefects from the ecclesiastical standpoint
and seen to it that both knew exactly what was expected of them.^^*
Propaganda Fide gave the prefect one indisputable right — namely, to
assign priests to parishes throughout his territory. In this respect, however, the prefect was caught in another legal web because of the existing
substitute

Church-State relationship.
This relationship also was far from clear. The colonial clergy had been
governed successively by the statutes oiiheAncien Regime, the laws of the
Revolution, the Concordat and Organic Articles of 1802, the statutes of
the restored royal monarchy, by all kinds of governmental regulations.
In 1827 all of them were declared still applicable, but together they
constituted a hodge-podge of contradictory statements. A governor could
always find some kind of rule in that bag to favor whatever action he
wished to take, including the "repatriation"of the prefect himself.
The governors claimed the right to appoint the pastors because they
viewed all priests as government officials. Being Navy officers, they regarded themselves as having supreme authority "aboard" over all matters
and treated priests and prefects more or less as Navy chaplains, subject to
all the rules and regulations of the service. In 1829, for example, the
Governor of Reunion administratively reassigned seven priests to different parishes. When the prefect refused to concur for reasons of conscience, the governor simply stopped their salaries and countered the
prefect's protests by saying: "I am the bishop here!" Never before or after
did the government hold such a tight grip on Church affairs in the
colonies as during the first half of the nineteenth century. ^^
"The most serious reproach deserved by the colonial clergy," Libermann wrote, "is their lack of zeal for the salvation of the Negroes.
To
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the United States. Quite a few led to
more or less serious local schisms. None of any consequence seems to have occurred in the
French islands, so that one may conclude that insubordination there was less serious than
elsewhere.
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abandon such
clergy have

a

let

group of people to their misery was unforgiveable. The
themselves be subdued by the slave-owners.
They
.

.

.

feared to incur their displeasure and did not dare to show the Negroes the
interest they deserved."**** As could be expected, it is true that a few priests
sided with slave-owners and wanted freedom to be granted as slowly as
possible.

The immense

majority, however, favored a step by step but

rapid emancipation. But they could not, as

some

politicians

would have

wished, place themselves at the head of a liberation movement and, in
modern style, start widespread demonstrations. The abolition of slavery

had to come from the home government in Paris, and no local authorities
had any power in this matter. The penalty of the criminal code for
preaching against slavery was immediate expulsion, and this penalty had
been inflicted on a number of priests who had fearlessly stood up for their
principles and preached freedom to the slaves. ^^
The issue that arises here is whether one should fearlessly proclaim
moral principles if conditions are such that the only practical result will be
more misery for the downtrodden one intends to defend. Once expelled,
these heroic defenders of principles could no longer do anything at all to
help the victims of slavery. During World War II, the Bishops of Holland
fearlessly protested the inhuman treatment of the Dutch Jews, but the
only practical result was that those Jews who had been exempted from
deportation to extermination camps were added to the list of deportees.
Would it not have been better if they had not openly protested but quietly
tried to save at least a few more of the intended victims? It would have
been disastrous if the majority of the clergy had openly preached against
slavery before the civil authorities were willing to abolish that degrading
condition entirely. The word "entirely" is added here advisedly, for it is
sometimes forgotten that more slaves received their freedom between
1830 and 1848 than were set free by the official abolition of slavery when in
February 1848 the Revolutionary Government decreed its end.^^
Most priests were on good terms with slave-owners. They had to be,
whether they wanted or not, for by openly antagonizing them they would
have made any access and ministry to plantation slaves impossible. But
this friendship did not prevent them from being friends of the slaves also
nor even from refusing the sacraments to "pious" owners who did not
allow their slaves freedom to attend religious services and instruction.

It is

remarkable that in their numerous riots between 1815 and 1848 the slaves
never attacked any priests. Even Castelli, so critical of the colonial clergy,
had to acknowledge that the priest's "garb is for the wretched Negroes a
sign of hope, a sacred symbol of equality and peace." In such riots the
priests would often manage to pacify armed mobs where the police did
88N.D., 12,265.
8sjanin 11,343,351.
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not succeed. Such things could not have happened if the slaves had not
seen the clergy as their friends, even though these friends were legally
powerless to give them freedom.^*
It must be admitted that many slaves, the majority even, received

most could
where they lived at

insufficient pastoral care. Scattered over distant plantations,

not

come to town

for instructions

and had

to be visited

times of the day that did not interfere with their work. In practice this
often meant neglect and loss of the attention xhey ought to have been given.
An entirely different question, however, is whether the priests were guilty

matter and did not do what they could have done. Most of them
one-man parishes and obliged to be
habitually present in their official place of residence. Being routinely
absent from their parish to travel on foot or horseback to distant plantations would soon have wrecked the parishes built up by years of hard
work. Moreover, governmental regulations explicitly prohibited such
absences, even for the laudable purpose of instructing slaves on distant
in this

were pastors in heavily understaffed

plantations.^^

Within the

limits of

neglected the slaves

what was concretely

whom

others, of course, but

they could reach;

possible, very few priests

some were

many worked hard among

less

zealous than

them.^^ However, they

were not numerous enough to reach all. For this neither they nor Holy
Ghost Seminary was to blame. The responsibility fell squarely on the
shoulders of the successive governments and their restriction on the
clergy and, in particular, on the politicians who had so often prevented an
increase in the numbers of the colonial clergy. Even that great abolitionist
Victor Schoelcher decided, as we have seen, to cut the subsidy for the
training of additional clergy in half just when more priests would be
needed most urgently.
It may be useful to compare the situation of the old French colonies
entrusted to the Spiritan seminary with the religious condition of some
other French-speaking islands that did not have the "misfortune" of
falling under its care. Mauritius became a British colony in 1810, and had
only five priests left for a population of about 100,000 when Bishop
Edward Slater arrived with three other priests in 1820. His appointment
was a disaster, for his ineptness and bad conduct soon became "the
principal obstacle to any religious renewal. "^^ When he was dismissed in
1831, his successor was Bishop William Morris, a man without zeal and
initiative, whose total clergy amounted to eight priests — not more than
half of them were up to standards. '^^ No wonder that when Bishop
«'Janin 11,345.

»2Janin II, 348.
''^See the many names mentioned by Janin II, 349 ff.
"^Michel II, 81. The archives of Propaganda contain about 400 pages of complaints about
Bishop Slater (S.R.C., Isole dell'Oceano Australe, 2, 19-209).
"^Michel II, 83, 92 f.
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William Collier came to replace him ten years later, he looked with envy at
neighboring Reunion and wrote Propaganda: "Holy Ghost Seminary
furnishes a steady supply of excellent priests in sufficient numbers to the
island of Reunion." In 1844 he still had only seven priests but was fortunate enough to count among them the Blessed James Laval, the "Apostle
of Mauritius. "^^
In the West Indies the island of Tobago was ceded to the British in 1814.
Thirty years later Father Tisserant reported that since then no priest had
resided there,"^ and the island became predominantly Protestant. Gre-

nada, which had kept changing hands between the French and the British
since 1762, finally remained British from 1795. In the late 1830s a single
priest served 25,000 people dispersed over seven parishes. ^^* Haiti,

which had become independent during the Revolution of 1792, lived in a
less constant state of schism till 1860. During those years it was
little better than an ecclesiastical sewer of corruption.
We may conclude this brief discussion of the corruption and defects of
the colonial clergy by quoting once more the Venerable Francis Libermann. Once he had been among their most severe critics. In 1848, as we
will see, he became Superior General of the Holy Ghost Congregation,
thus inheriting the unenviable duty to reform that clergy. At the same
time, he also gained access to complete inside information about the
records of these priests and came to meet many of them in person. By
1850 he had changed his mind about them and wrote: "The majority of
the colonial clergy is just as good as the majority of the French clergy. The
Nevertheless,
clergy of Brittany are generally held to be very good.
most of these priests, if they had been transferred to the colonies, would
certainly not have done better than those who are there. "^^ The French
clergy of that time were generally viewed as one of the best in the world,
and Brittany's clergy enjoyed the reputation of being outstanding in
France. If the colonial clergy could be put on a par with that of Brittany,
then the only reproach one could have made to Holy Ghost Seminary was
that its priests, as a body, were no better than the cream of the crop.^^*

more or
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.

from Guadaloupe at the pressing
J. Delhom. He had gone there
Bishop of Port of Spain and did excellent work there in restoring the faith.
His one letter to Fomdinier shows that he was not a Spiritan.^**
^^Independent opinions confirm Libermann's final evaluation. We may refer, e.g., to the
view of Benedictine Bishop Collier of Mauritius, dating from 1841 and quoted above; the
appreciation made by the Portuguese government, which in 1854 asked for a copy of the
Holy Ghost Seminary rules in an attempt to improve the miserable level of its own colonial
clergy; and the Italian Apostolic Visitor of the West Indies, who in 1856, after visiting the
British and Spanish colonies and seeing the wretched condition of the Church there, could
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What remains surprising is that, given the severe shortage of clergy, no
one — in Rome, Paris or the colonies — seems to have thought of systematically using lay catechists drawn from the ranks of the slaves themselves. In
Mauritius Father Laval used this method most successfully.'"^ In the old
French colonies, apart from the religious instruction given to children in
the schools by Brothers and Sisters, only a few members of these white
teaching congregations devoted themselves exclusively to the religious
education of the slaves or former slaves.

not believe his eyes when he witnessed the flourishing churches in the French colonies.
Although, with the exception of the first, these testimonies date from shortly after Libermann had taken over, only a handful of young priests trained b\ him and his followers had
then reached the colonies; consequently, they could not have transformed the whole situation.'""
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