CHAPTER SIX

A

Crucial Retreat

A Time for Reflection
One

of the most remarkable things about the extant notes from Claude's 1701
is the fact that they have been preserved. Claude left Rennes for good
soon after this retreat, taking with him to Paris only what he judged of value.
He, and his community after him, were to see several changes of abode, ending
up with the confiscation of the seminary buildings for the space of thirty years.
Yet, somehow, these pages managed to survive all these vicissitudes. This is all
the more remarkable in that they are but the jottings of a young man, fresh from
his third level studies, who was grappling with the truths of the spiritual life for
the first time, and in the process trying to discover his own vocation.
It is obvious then that these notes must have had at least a sentimental value for
Claude himself. Above all it is clear that his religious family must have treasured
them and saw to it that they survived as a family heirloom. Who it was who
made sure that these few pages survived the depredations of the Revolutions is
not known, but providence, which had planned so much in Claude's career, has
provided us with this welcome opportunity to see what manner of man Claude was
at this stage and from his own words trace the motives which guided his choice
of vocation. We peruse these notes, then, not in search of any original insights
on Christian spirituality in general, nor even, as a source of Spiritan spirituality.
Claude, as far as we know, had little leisure to commit his thoughts on such matters
to paper even after he had done his theology and matured with the experience of
life. Indeed he remarks in these notes that he was often told that it was far more
important to keep such things in one's mind than to put them on paper! Once we
put these pages, then, in the perspective of a young man trying to clarify his own
mind on the things that matter in life, we can approach them mainly for what they
can tell us about Claude himself at this stage of his development. We will have of
necessity to read between the lines, as it was not Claude's aim to reveal himself to
others but rather to himself. And one of the most interesting exercises will be to
read these pages in the light of his subsequent development. Much of what might
retreat

at first sight

he

sound mere

rhetoric, rings far

more

true

when viewed

against

what

put into practice.
The notes are divided into two clear cut sections even if the titles do not
come from Claude's own pen, namely 'Reflections on the Truths of Religion'
and 'Choice of a State of Life'. Both sets of notes must be read against the
backdrop of the 'Ignatian Exercises' and the lectures by the retreat giver. His
opening statement sets the context: 'My wish was to retire from worldly activity
so as to spend eight days in solitude...', and later, as he begins the second section
of his notes, he writes: 'During this retreat I hope, my God, that you will speak to
me in the depths of my heart and in your mercy deliver me from the embarrassing
anxieties caused by my indecision...'.
One can visualise the situation in the des Places home and among their close
friends in the days preceding. Since Claude's dramatic renouncement of the 'robe'
and his inability to come to any definite decision about the future, it must have been
felt by all that it was time for him to sort himself out, so to speak; and considering
his antecedents, the most normal course for him to follow was to join with a group
doing the Ignatian special retreat at the retreat house attached to St Thomas'
later
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College. He had in the past followed the shorter retreats that were part of the
school year, as well as the more special one on completing his philosophy course.
On those occasions it was unlikely that he boarded in at the retreat house, but one
of the great advantages of this special intensive 'think-in' was that one cut oneself
off from family, from friends and from business worries. That this was not an
unusual occurrence at that time we are assured by a contemporary author who

wrote as follows about this retreat house founded by Fr. Maunoir and conducted
since 1675 by Fr. John Jegou:

was impressed by the young gentiemen who had separated themselves from
companions from fear of offending God, seeking in this solitude a refuge
from the violence of their own temptations and the bad example of others. But
I was specially surprised and edified to see many people whose positions and
employment engage them in the world, and some of them in high places,
come and thus lock themselves away out of the most singleminded and
I

their

Some come

make

reparation by a retreat for the harm
God, others to lament the blindness
of the worldly-minded, etc. In former times people went to Egypt to visit the
solitaries; will nobody come to Brittany to visit these retreat houses? You can

sublime motives.

that social gatherings

do

to

to the glory of

see here the true faithful who adore God in spirit and in truth and one would
then bless the founders of these type of devotional establishments. 1

Note-taking

more

at a retreat

readily to

and the restating of one's newly acquired insights comes

some than

to others.

French temperament. Claude, with

We think of this facility as more typical of the

philosophical and legal
sense that the rhetorician
has taken over, revelling in the literary development of a theme that has particularly
struck him. Not that he can be at all accused in these jottings of writing for writing
sake. One sees that he is deadly serious in his search for truth. It is just that at times
his form of emphasis is to let his pen move freely.
The opening lines are, significantly, a bit tortuous as if he had difficulty in
finding the right note, but what does emerge clearly is that at last he is facing
up to the fact that for a long time he knew in his heart that the Lord was calling
him to a special vocation, and was developing a special relationship with him, but
that he was kicking against the goad. He writes: 'Fortunately I am one of those
beloved children to whom my Father and Creator so frequently offers easy and
admirable terms of reconciling myself to him...'. So, he concludes, the obligation
on him to respond is greater. At last he confronts his own deeper self as follows:
'Arise my soul! Now is the time to yield to such loving pursuit. Can you, even for
a moment, hesitate to abandon your worldly ways .. Should you not be ashamed
to have resisted so long...'.
Claude goes on then to describe in vivid terms how the Lord had been protecting
him all along from evil, even in spite of himself. These lines we have already quoted
when dealing with his time in Nantes as they seem to be referring especially to the
temptations encountered when as a law student he was removed far from the
restraints of parental control.
He realises that he has been pursued by the Hound of Heaven and that at last
he is at bay. He now speaks direct to the God of love:
his

prolonged

liberal,

studies, takes easily to this exercise. Indeed, at times,

You sought me Lord, and

I

fled

from

you....

I

we

wanted

to

be

at

variance with

you, but you would not allow it. Feeling the weight of your arm when you
chastised me I should have admitted my fault and recognised the enormity
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of

my

crimes...

me. You deem

always treated me with kindness, as though you needed
an honour to subdue a heart as cold as mine... 2

You
it

Claude is amazed at his discovery of this newfound intimacy with God, above all
with the discovery that the God who is all powerful goes to the trouble of wooing
the hearts of those he has chosen. And it is in the light of Claude's subsequent
response to the Lord that lines like the following, which at
to be mere literary outpourings, take on a prophetic ring:

first

sight

might seem

love me, divine Saviour, and prove it in a striking way. I know your
tenderness is infinite, for not even my innumerable and continuous acts
of ingratitude can exhaust it. For a long time you have wanted to have a
heart-to-heart talk with me. For just as long I have been unwilling to listen.
You try to convince me that you want to make use of me in the most hallowed
religious posts, but I try not to believe you. If your voice sometimes makes an
impression on my mind, the world comes along a moment later and effaces
all the impressions of grace. For how many years have you not tried to restore
whatever my evil passions destroy! I can well believe that you do not wish to
fight any longer without success and that you have commanded victory to come
down on the side of justice. The siege you have mounted against me during
this retreat will be glorious though not so difficult as its predecessors. I did
not come here to defend myself but only to let myself be won over. 3

You

Claude now promises the Lord 'to have ears only for you and entertain no other
which will make me love you as I ought'. But he realises that
wishing such a radical change will not in itself achieve his objective, that he will
need the grace of God to persevere this time:
affections but those

needed to listen to your wise counsels,
up again a plan of life which will come as near to Christian perfection
as my conduct until now has come to the imperfection that is found in ambition
and worldly vanity. I must, as it were, change my nature, divest myself of the old
Adam and clothe myself with Jesus Christ. ... Lord, you want me to be a man,
yes, but a man after your own heart. I know what you are asking of me and I
want to grant it to you because you will help me. You will give me strength
and anoint me with your wisdom and virtues. 4
In order to put myself in the dispositions
I

will take

Realising that he will have to do battle against many types of temptation, whether
these be attributed to the spirit of evil or to his inner weakness, he beseeches the

Lord as follows: 'If a weak reed like me has to be exposed to the fury of the winds
and strongest tempests then gird me with your mercy and cover my infirmity with
the robe of righteousness.'

From the imagery used by Claude to express his thoughts we are able to find
echoes of the books and the Latin texts which form the backdrop to his notes.
There are copious Latin sayings interspersed throughout the text which may have
been added afterwards or were used by the preacher who could take it for granted
that all his audience were familiar with Latin. The scriptural texts would certainly
have been quoted from the Latin version; so would 'The Imitation of Christ'
which is ever present in themes and phrases. At times one catches echoes of St
Augustine's Confessions, but at all times one must remember that the principal
text being followed is the 'Spiritual Exercises' of St Ignatius. Indeed one can
almost pinpoint the exact section at each stage. For example, the contrast he paints
between himself and the fallen angels - who were so perfect and who had sinned
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but once - belongs to the First week, First exercise, Third consideration. This
is Claude's restatement of a topic which is less familiar in retreat considerations
today. To point out that his theology of angelic and human malice is defective
would spoil the point he is making.
Yet,

what

a difference

between such perfect beings and an

How could these

utterly miserable

as I am but
degree of excellence far superior, fail to stem your anger and disarm your
justice? They only sinned once. Could I possibly count the number of times I
have fallen? Their sin was one of weakness; mine were deliberate decisions to
offend you. Theirs was only a thought, mine both thoughts and actions. They
sinned less than I yet I have been spared more than they. If they had had a
single moment to come to their senses, they would have seized the opportunity.
How many opportunities the Lord has offered me of which I did not wish to

creature like me!

angels, just as

much your work

to a

take advantage! 5
It is worth noting that when Claude tries to grapple with the notion of the enormity
of the guilt of deliberate sin against God that he makes use of the class distinctions
in society which meant so much to people at the time, not least the des Places family
and their closest friends. Claude writes: 'A slap on the face given to a peasant by a
nobleman, deserves some atonement, but if it were given to a nobleman, a lord, a
king, say by a peasant, what would it deserve or rather what would it not deserve?'
As he wrote this one wonders if Claude was mindful of his own uncontrolled
reaction when confronted with what he judged to be 'a marked insult' from a
mere coachman en route to Nantes; but at the risk of jumping ahead in Claude's
story it is worth noting at this stage that his life's work would be dedicated to the
service of the poorest, thereby ignoring in practice the social distinctions which

he

now

takes for granted.

Much

of the first part of the retreat notes is of necessity rather impersonal, but
catch occasional glimpses of Claude himself and his particular problems.
When he tries to assure the Lord that he wants at whatever cost to prove worthy
of his love, he puts his finger on the biggest obstacle, his 'predominant passion' or
main weakness, namely his ambition for glory. He states his personal problem as

we do

follows:

My

saviour, at whatever cost I want to make myself worthy of your love.
Henceforth that is the limit of my desire. My heart, until now so full of vanity
and ambition, found nothing in the world that was high enough to satisfy it.
I am no longer astonished that earthly and perishable things were unable to
do so. That heart was reserved for God and has now found something to fill
it completely. From now on it will be occupied with you alone. Will there be
a single moment when it is not raised up to you, when it does not devote
all its thoughts to you as so many considerations keeping me always on my

guard? 6

One

neophyte's assurance and to remark
but reading these protestations again in the light of his
subsequent performance, we realise that at times the performance measured up to
the promise. Claude points to the explanation when he follows on: 'Lord, I have
just promised never to offend you again. You know my intention and you are the
one true God who can discover in the intricate folds of the heart what has been
hidden there with utmost secrecy...'. He reminds himself of the 'big cedars' who
have fallen in the past in spite of their protestations, and visualising his own possible
is

tempted

cynically: 'Wait

at this stage to smile at the

and

see!';
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not forestalled by God's grace, he makes this interesting reflection: '...I
feel interior peace, joy, or peace of conscience but would love my
lack of peace, kiss my chains and, despite their weight, fool myself into thinking
them agreeable, so as not to give up my crimes and so as to find more pleasure
fall, if it is

would no longer

in

my

disorder...'.

At the instigation of the retreat master, no doubt, Claude goes on to imagine
what his death would be like if he had remained estranged from God. This
exercise in imagination and dramatic portrayal of the future, takes on an entirely
new dimension again when read in the light of the facts about Claude's own death
which was to be so entirely different, due of course to his choice of vocation at the
close of this retreat. This passage is worth quoting as showing the type of death
he was to try his utmost to forestall:
I had lived? Not having thought at all about my salvation
would not think about it at the hour of death. I would be taken
by surprise; I would die without foreboding, without being warned by failing
health, sickness or any other symptom of mortality. Sin would be in my heart
and I would be preparing to commit another. All those I had loved so well, my
passions and the devil I have served so well, would not be able to add a quarter
of an hour to my life. The prayers people would say for me, the exhortations,
the sacraments would not help me at all, but sin would still be alive in me at
the moment of death, through God's just punishment'. 7

Would

I

during

life, I

From

not die as

time on the thought of death was to play a significant role in Claude's
and approach to life - not in any morbid sense but as the fact about life
that was to influence deeply his way of living. And perhaps it is worth noting in this
context that the most authentic portrait of Claude which has survived is the striking
study of him on his deathbed. We find him here fired with the enthusiasm of the
beginner who is studying the art of life and has come on the secret already:
this

spirituality

have just been given a reliable means of watching over even my most
and of keeping myself ever pleasing in the sight of God.
This is the secret which I have been looking for and which I must cling to.
I must keep reminding you, O my soul, lest you ever forget it. Remember your
last end and you will never sin. 8
I

insignificant acts

He

goes on to develop this

philosophy of life

new

intuition with obvious relish proclaiming that

most meaningful stage of life,
and his actions:

death, viewed as the

will

henceforth determine his

must live so as to die and I must live well so as to die well. Eternal happiness
depends on my death, just as my death depends on my life. In what condition
do I wish to die? In the same condition as the one in which I live. As one lives
so shall he die. It is up to me to take whatever steps I think fit. It depends on
me whether I die in a state of grace or not, since it depends on me with the
help of God whether I live a holy life or not. How happy I am to be able to
choose how I die. Since I wish to die the death of the just I must live a life
which is absolutely holy and entirely Christian.
I am going to begin doing what I would want to have done at the hour
of my death, and at that hour what would I not want to have done? What
austerities would I not want to have practised? What virtues would then seem
of no avail? What moments would I not discover which had been suitable for
thinking about my salvation? How I would blame myself if I had not used the
I
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my disposal in the practice of good works. Help me, Lord, to serve you
Engrave deeply in my heart the sentence I will have to undergo, so
that I never act except in view of my death, and as though it were for the last
time in my life. 9
time

at

faithfully.

When

Claude says, 'What austerities would I not want to have practiced?' one
might be tempted to treat that as a throwaway statement which in time will be
literally thrown away. Not so for Claude and many of his ilk in France of that
era. Austerities in the way of doing severe corporal penance may not be in fashion
today; they may even be written off as merely negative and morbid. But that is
to be a feature of Claude's development as from now and will have to be taken
into account as we try to assess his temperament and spirituality together with his
significant positive contribution to the world of his time. Such austerities would be
viewed by Claude as part of his all out fight against the two great temptations he
has to contend with, namely the wealth accumulated by his parents for his benefit,
and the passion for honour and glory which had been his own driving force in his
efforts to excel at studies and other aspects of the life of a gentleman during the
reign of Louis le Grand. Let us listen to Claude as he sets out to slay these two
dragons in his life:

What

stupidity

it is

to

fill

one's heart with the things of this world and to have

my death what will remain of all that
of what is mine? A six-foot grave, a piece
of evil-smelling cloth, a coffin made of four or five pieces of rotten wood. And
what will I bequeath to the world? the goods I have accumulated and the corpse
which I cared for with such tenderness all my days. These are what I take with
one's head bursting with vain-glory. After
is

earthly,

what

me and what

The

will the earth retain

leave behind

I

me when

I

die. 10

type of burial Claude visualises once again suggests to us to look briefly into

the actual future

when he will opt for La fosse commune...

grave', leading to his

'the pauper's unmarked
being eventually swallowed up in the anonymity of the Paris

catacombs.

mood, Claude goes on to cast a cold eye on other aspects of the
he had hitherto valued so highly - the airs and graces of an aspiring
young gentleman in the jet set of Rennes:
Being

type of

in the

life

have so laboriously acquired, the esteem I have taken such
I shall have built up through numerous
services, - goods, riches, honours - will any of these follow me to the grave
or help me to win God's favour? Will my dearest friends, even my nearest
relatives, remember me for long and, if they do, what good will I derive from
such remembrance?
Once I am no longer alive no one will bother about me any more. Everyone
thinks about the living because he has to deal with them, but no one thinks
about the dead because they can no longer be of service. What blindness to
love things of such little value which cling to us only as long as we can help
them. 11
All the habits

I

trouble to win, the friendship and trust

When

Claude, influenced still by 'The Imitation of Christ', remarked rather
no one thinks about the dead because they are no longer
of service, we are tempted to wonder what he would have thought of his being
remembered for so long after his own death! But at the moment what occupies his
mind is what he would have to face immediately after his death, namely judgement.

pessimistically that
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He

views this searching judgement as a further compelling motive for keeping to
'strait and narrow way', and his description of it may well be coloured by his
own familiarity with the court tribunals where it was expected that he would play

the

his part as legal expert:

When

you leave this life, perhaps at a time when you believe you are as far
away from leaving it as ever, you will have to appear before the judgment seat
of God's divine majesty. You will stand before your God without being able to
hide from his all-seeing eyes. No one will speak up for you, only your own good
deeds. Will they be able to plead more eloquentiy than your misdeeds? Not a
single saint will intervene on your behalf. If they were to speak they would be in
favour of your condemnation, since you have despised Jesus Christ's blood....
You will be standing before a judge who is more lovable than love itself and

more
anger

terrifying than
if

you are

when Claude

vengeance, but his goodness does not counterbalance his

guilty. 12

on the punishments
he allows his pen
to flow freely both in the description of the sufferings as they were then envisaged
and in his attempt to grapple with the concept of eternity. These reflections are
It is

sets out to restate the retreat reflections

following judgement

- the punishments of hell

in particular, that

not the stock in trade of retreats today, nor is Claude's style of writing here to our
taste, vitiated perhaps by parodies of such sermons on the eternity of hell as found
in Joyce's Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. However it would be less than frank
to pass over completely this section of his notes. Here is a sample:

Count

as

many hundreds of millions of years

as there are drops of water in

on the trees, grains of sand on the river banks, blades of
grass on the earth and atoms in the air. Add the fact that this is not just a year
of eternity, not a month, not a day, not even an hour; it is less than a moment,
for there is no time in eternity.
What a horrific idea! To howl for all eternity! To weep for all eternity! To
burn without cease for all eternity, and that in every part of the body at the
same time! Never to see the end of one's sufferings, to have as the supreme
refinement of this torture the ever-present notion of eternity - something
that will never end but will last for ever. It is impossible to talk of days,
the ocean, leaves

months, years or limits of time when it will come to an end; it is an infinite,
measureless space, in final analysis an eternity, during which the individual
will be continually driven mad with anger, without any alleviation, without
being able to die, always gnashing his teeth, always tearing himself to pieces
in fury and despair, always swearing and blaspheming the name of God, and
after ten thousand billions of centuries not relieved in any way, nor any more
disposed to be relieved than when it first began. 13
In his attempt to imagine the concept of an eternity of time,

Claude

for a

moment

himself that the picture he has conjured up does not do justice to his faith.
He is forced to comment: 'In reality my mind gets lost in such an abyss. I do not
know whether I should believe it or not because it is beyond comprehension...'.
He realises that God's judgement is not a matter for the imagination but rather
an object of faith. The reality of a deserved punishment cannot be doubted; the
manner of its description differs from person to person as well as from age to age.
When Claude attempts to give a rational justification of eternal punishment for a
deliberate offence against God, he returns again to the parallel taken from the
social distinctions within society in his day:
feels
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An offence against a king would be treason, whereas against one of his subjects
it would only be a slight offence. Since among men it is the rank both of the
person offended and of the one who offends which make the insult more or less
serious, so the majesty of God who is offended and the lowliness of man who
offends should make us realise the enormity of sin. And so, now, as I reflect
on the difference between God and the sinner I am no longer astonished that
the punishment for such an unworthy deed should be so terrible. 14

So much for his treatment of those who have deliberately and irrevocably excluded
themselves from God's friendship. But even those who aspire to living in the
presence and close company of God for all eternity must undergo intense
purification from the dross of human weakness either in this life or the next.
As he reflects on this he addresses God directly:

You

are too pure and too perfect not to hate imperfection. You will not allow
any souls to enter the heavenly Jerusalem who are not wholly purified either

in this life or in the next. 15

Claude has no hesitation
life.

Later

we

shall

in giving a notional assent to this

him trying to grapple with
own Dark Night.

see

purification during his

axiom of the Spiritual

the experience of such

Having wrestled with the concepts of death, judgement, and
comes as a relief to Claude that the preacher put before them

divine justice,
a

more

it

positive

secret of successful preparation for entering into the eternal presence of the Lord,

namely the cultivation of the habit of consciously living
One can feel the new note of elation in Claude's style

The

presence during
he writes:

in his
as

life.

secret of success in so praiseworthy a desire never to displease you, as

seems excellent to me, and I long with all my
Therefore I must remember that I am always in your
presence no matter where in the world I may be, that you see me and that I
can never offend you without you being a witness to my disloyalty. Once I have
acquired the habit of never forgetting that you are everywhere, in my thoughts,
in my words, in my heart as well as in my room, in the street or in any other
place, I will always be respectful and submissive. I will never think, speak or
it

was explained

to us today,

heart never to forget

it.

act without first consulting you. 16
living in the presence of God was, in fact, to be a key factor in
Claude's rule of life as from then. We shall have occasion to refer to this matter
later; but it is worth noting at this stage that Claude's successor, Fr. Libermann,
was to be a great exponent of this practical union with God (Vunion pratique). 11
In this context of the continuity of Spiritan spirituality there is one key aspect of
that spirituality which at first sight is conspicuous by its absence here, at least in the
matter of the language used. When Claude writes: 'I will never speak or act without
first consulting you', one would expect him to refer to the all pervading influence
of the Holy Spirit in the lives of those who aspire to keep in close union with God,
but one searches in vain for any such reference to the Holy Spirit. We need not
be surprised, at this, however, when we reflect that he was following the Spiritual
Exercises of St Ignatius which were geared to a very specific method of consulting
God; there was no encouragement given at this stage to follow the inspirations of
the Spirit. Such a practice might even be suspect as open to personal delusion.
The guiding role of the retreat giver was crucial to this exercise.
On the other hand the paramount importance of the Blessed Eucharist as a

This practice of
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means of union with Christ is stressed. Claude states his resolution of never
missing attendance at daily mass. But as yet there is no hint of any deep desire to
be the minister of the Eucharist himself. Again this omission might seem strange,
but we have to remember that at this stage there has been no formal consideration
given to his choice of vocation; that would be the main preoccupation of the final
stage of the retreat. But even at this juncture, where he is concentrating on the
great truths of the spiritual life as applied to his salvation, he is moved to care for
the salvation of others. This is a natural consequence of serious reflection on the
Christian faith for any one, and we would expect such a spontaneous consideration
from one who had been a member of the Sodality of Our Lady which never allowed
its members to be so preoccupied with their own salvation that they forgot their
duty to be aposties of Christ. So we are not surprised that once Claude realises
what great things God is doing for himself, he wants to spread the Good News of
salvation. His statement of that duty and his compliance with it sound somewhat
immature as yet, but the will and the enthusiasm are unmistakable:
I will make you known to hearts that no longer know you. Being myself familiar
with the disorder of souls who have fallen into a bad habit, I will persuade,
convince and force them to change their lives, and so you will be praised for
ever by mouths which would otherwise have cursed you forever.
I will make known to these unhappy people what your divine goodness has
made me understand today. I will use the powerful means of your grace to
convert them. 18

As Claude comes to the end of the

first stage of this retreat devoted to consideration
of the great truths and to the formulation of resolutions on how to conduct his life
in the light of these truths, he realises that he has a big fight on hand and that
his worst enemy is within himself. His predominant passion has been uncovered
during these days of prayer and study. There remains the task of confronting that
passion at all levels. But most important, he has discovered that God is on his side,

totally so:

O my

God, keep me

faithful to these

good resolutions and grant me, please,

have to fight against enemies who will be
out to destroy my virtue by tempting me on a thousand different occasions. At
the same time they will seek to ruin me altogether. Lord, defend me against
these tempters. Since the most formidable of these is ambition, my ruling
passion, humble me, crush my pride and silence my vain-glory. May I find
mortifications at every turn! May people rebuke me and despise me! I accept
all this provided you continue to love me and I always remain dear to you. I
will find it hard to suffer and to stifle the vanity that fills my heart, but what
should a person not endure for you, the God who has shed his precious blood
the grace of final perseverance.

for

I

will

me?

will be difficult for me if you are willing to help me and I abandon
myself entirely to you. I must distrust myself and hope in your mercy. 19

Nothing

Some

strong words about 'crushing his pride and silencing his vainglory'; these

are an earnest of the severe mortifications he

was

to

undertake in the near future.

He is certain now that God is calling him to a special intimacy with himself.
He is sure also that his present way of life is not what God wants from him and
therefore it is unsafe for him. He does not know for certain where God wants
him

to go from here but he is not going to follow his own lights in the matter
of the serious choice to be made. He will try to reveal his soul completely to his
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done that to the best of his
coming from the Lord who is calling him.

director and, having
as

ability,

he

will

accept his guidance

In my present state I have everything to fear. My present state does not meet
with your approval. If I wish to be saved I must choose the state you have
foreseen for me. This must be the first object of my reflections. I will be
only too happy if I do not make the wrong choice. I am going to use the
holiest of means to discover your sacred will. I am going to make known to
my director my likes and dislikes concerning each different kind of life, so
that I can examine more attentively the one which seems to suit me. I will
leave out nothing which I consider necessary in consulting your providence.
Divine Master, may your grace enlighten me at every step. May I merit this
by being attached to whatever pleases you, irrevocably and for all time. 20

A Time

for Decision

The second

no special title in the
was aptly entitled Choice

section of Claude's retreat notes has again

extant manuscript but because of the subject matter

it

of a State of Life. This section consists of a mere nineteen pages, divided into 23
paragraphs, but it is a classical case of the quality supplying for quantity. This is
a precious heirloom for the members of Claude's spiritual family, but it is also a
document of universal interest as it depicts vividly the process by which a gifted
young man seeks to discover his special vocation following the guidelines of the
Ignatian exercises.
Knowing that discovering one's real vocation is not a mere exercise in clinical
self analysis but a prayerful attempt to decipher what God has written in the depths
of one's being, Claude starts with a prayer for guidance:

my God, guide to the heavenly Jerusalem for those who really trust in you,
have recourse to your divine providence. I abandon myself entirely to you. I
give up my own inclinations, appetites and will in order blindly to follow yours.
Be good enough to show me what you want me to do so that I may follow here
below the way of life you have traced out for me. May I serve you during my
pilgrimage in a way which is agreeable to you and may you shower on me all
the graces I always need to offer the glory due to your divine majesty! 21
1

He

by now that one of his biggest problems is his irresoluteness; that
himself he has proved to be a Hamlet who can analyse and philosophise
to perfection but cannot arrive at a decision in his own case. He balks at the
irrevocable choice. Convinced by the reflections in the earlier part of the retreat
that his salvation is what matters above all else in the choice he has to make,
he is determined to bring this criterion to bear on the various states he is going
to consider as realistic options. How to read the message imprinted by God on
realises

left to

his individual characteristics, his

beyond him. So he speaks

temperament,

directly to the

his gifts,

Lord about

his

and

limitations,

is

a task

problem:

During this retreat I hope, my God, that you will speak to me in the depth of
my heart and in your mercy deliver me from the embarrassing anxieties caused
by my want of decision. I realise full well that you do not approve of my present

way of life but have chosen something better for me. I must take

a firm, rational

decision to consider seriously my salvation. Happily I am convinced of the need
of salvation. While here, I have been meditating on this truth as though it were
the most important and most necessary in the Christian religion. 22
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feels that, in the recollection of the retreat house, he has arrived at that
of mind when he can honestly declare before God and his deepest self that
he has now no preconceived ideas of what the Lord should accept from him; that
it is for him to listen to what the Lord is saying deep down in his being. This he
realises will call for absolute honesty in weighing up the various natural indications,
a process, it would appear, he had tried before and had failed. He describes this

Claude

state

exercise as follows:

Since

I

have no preconceived ideas and prejudices

I

must once again consider

my likes and dislikes for each kind of life. In this holy place nothing will distract
me. Here I am more in the presence of God than anywhere else. I do not have
to disguise my feelings, since God understands them better than I do. He
knows I would be trying to deceive myself if I did not speak sincerely. I want
to weigh things according to 'the scales used in the sanctuary' so that, once I
have made my choice, there will be no need to reproach myself any longer. I
will

know

that

God

wants

me

to

adopt

this particular state

of life. 23

Then follows a concentrated pen picture where he tries to portray himself as seen
by himself in the presence of God. It is not written for the benefit of other people
but it affords us the most authentic portrait of Claude that exists; it rings true in
the light of what we have already seen and provides the key to much of what is to
follow. As such it is imperative to quote it in toto:
shall begin by examining my temperament and calling to mind my emotions,
good and bad, for fear of forgetting the first and allowing myself to be deceived
by the second. I enjoy excellent health, though I appear very delicate. I have
a good stomach and am able to digest any kind of food easily. Nothing makes
me ill. As strong and vigorous as anyone else, hardened to fatigue and work,
I am nevertheless inclined to be lazy and easy-going, applying myself only
when spurred on by ambition. By nature I am mild and docile, extremely
obliging, almost incapable of saying No to anyone, and in this alone am
I constant. By temperament I am slightly sanguine and very melancholic.
What is more, though rather indifferent to wealth I am passionately fond
of glory and of anything that can raise a person above his fellows by his
own achievements. The success of others fills me with jealousy and despair,
though I never allow this ugly vice to reveal itself nor do I do anything to
satisfy it. I am discreet where secrets are concerned, rather diplomatic in all
I

my conduct,
makes me

a

am

my designs but secretive in their execution. I seek
I am afraid of death and this
though I cannot tolerate insult. Too fond of flattering

enterprising in

independence yet

I

am

coward,

the slave of splendour.

in private ruthless with myself when I have committed a faux
pas in public. I am sober with regard to the pleasures of food and drink
and rather reserved with regard to those of the flesh. I sincerely admire
truly good people and I love virtue but rarely practise it myself because of
human respect and lack of perseverance - sometimes as devout as a hermit,

others,

I

pushing austerity beyond the limits becoming a person of the world; at other
times soft, cowardly and lax in my Christian practice; always frightened when
I forget God and fall into sin. I am scrupulous to a fault, and that almost as
much in times of laxity as during times of fervour. I recognise well enough
what is good and what is evil. God's graces are always there so as to help me
to discover my blindness. I like to give alms and am naturally sympathetic to
the ills of others. I hate slanderers. I am respectful in church without being a
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hypocrite. This

is

what

I

am and

in this description

I

see the portrait of

my

real self. 24

In the various portraits of Claude painted by Jean Jouvenet or whoever, we have
attempts to depict aspects of the real man as imagined by an outsider; here we have
the subject himself doing the revealing from inside. He realises that the portrait
contains strong and weak points in his character and he admits that he has much
yet to do before he reaches the perfect image God wants to create in him. He
remarks that if he were already perfect it would not matter what state of life he
chose, but taking into account the reality of where he is at the moment, he must
choose that state which will allow him to use the talents God has given him and
where his defects can be gradually contained so as not to impede God's purpose.
So he concludes this introductory part of his retreat notes with the words:
suit me and I would have no more aversion for one than
Without these imperfections I would be perfect. Their number
can be reduced but it is very difficult to make sure that not even one still
remains. Therefore I must not make my decision without taking everything

Any state of life would
for another.

into consideration lest, in forgetting

my

enemies,

I fall

more

easily into their

hands. 25

main section of his notes he goes on

to review the various ways of life which
grouping them under three main headings the religious or monastic life, the clerical state or pastoral priesthood, and life in
the world. This last category he will reduce to four possible professions.
First the religious life, that is life in a religious order. He begins by making the
point that a man could be a saint or a sinner in each of these walks of life, that
it is not the habit that makes the monk. He would fully agree with the author of
The Devout Life who, writing a century earlier, had made it clear that God gives
the grace to live a devout life in every honest profession, taking for granted that it
is the one meant by God for that individual. For those whom God is calling to a
special way, that choice is highly important. For those chosing to enter religious
life Claude thinks that their particular image of God is already a guideline. In his
own case Claude is convinced that if he is to opt for life in a religious order it
must be an order which makes the greatest demands on human nature. He then
proceeds in true Cartesian style to apply the "methodical doubt", having his inner
self question the assumptions that normally would guide his decisions:

In the

he

lists

as practical options for him,

First of all I want to put before you religious life. You must tell me the reasons
why you do not dislike this state of life. I know you must be inclined towards
some particular view of God. I will know more once I learn what order you
would like to enter and when I know better the reasons which sometimes draw
you towards this way of life. You reply that you will never take the monastic

habit except as a Carthusian. I praise your choice of this form of religious life
because I believe your only motive for embracing this kind of solitude would
be your desire to concentrate on your salvation. 26

One might wonder why Claude
way of life

gave serious thought to embracing such an austere

rather than opting for one of the various religious orders he had

Rennes and with whose temporal

known

was so closely linked
in his professional capacity. One is particularly surprised that he does not consider
the Jesuits with whom he had such close relations and for whom he had a high
regard. One might be tempted to answer that familiarity breeds contempt; the more
so well in

affairs his father
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familiar he was with their way of life perhaps the less he was attracted. That could
happen even when he was not particularly critical of what he had seen. But Claude
feels that none of these orders posed sufficient challenge to his inner self, or did
not measure up to what he felt the Lord was asking from him personally. That the
Carthusian way of life would make severe demands he was certain. His personal
knowledge of their way of life could only have been acquired during his years at
Nantes where there was a long-established community. What contact he had with
that community we do not know. What is clear is that he must have been impressed
by their life of sacrifice and prayer and was convinced that preoccupation with one's
salvation could be the only motive for choosing such an unglamourous way of life.
That he really felt called at times to that way of life is confirmed by his remark
that at times he was 'as devout as a hermit'.
Then comes one of those dramatic surprises which make these retreat notes so
fresh and at times fascinating. Claude digs down deep into his own psyche as he
confronts himself with the following challenges drawn from selfknowledge:

Would

not laziness, perhaps, play some part in this desire? Might there not

be some annoyance at not being sufficiently esteemed by the world, at not
belonging to a sufficientiy illustrious family or at not possessing the necessary
wealth to reach the position you covet? Are you not afraid that some day it will
become apparent that you do not have the great mind you were thought to
have? Are there not a thousand other subjects of vanity which might encourage
you to love solitude? I do not know what to believe about this. 27

Claude has applied the scalpel with such surgical severity that he does not know
what to think about the doubts he has raised! He goes on to raise some positive
objections, based again on selfknowledge. He says: "Let's suppose, though that is
unlikely, that there is no flawed motive in my preference for the monastic life, are
there not some practical personal considerations which would make this choice of
life in a Carthusian monastery less than suitable for me". The answers given for
this

poser put certain aspects of Claude's

life

into clearer perspective:

Let us suppose for a moment, although this is a situation which cannot really
exist, that it is not unsatisfied ambition that makes you consider such a state.
Would you then have any reason at all for not liking the solitary life and for
rejecting this vocation? You are a melancholic dreamer who in your moments
of solitude become fretful although you like to be alone. At such times you stop
your mind from thinking of something good because your want of constancy
makes you conjure up ever new desires. In their turn these new desires create
a thousand fantasies which torment you and deprive you of peace of mind. At
present you are so fickle and so attached to your freedom that I doubt you are
made always to contemplate the same four walls and never to unloosen the
chains that bind you. 28

So he feels that he was not cut out to be a hermit all the time. Apart from these
considerations of a very personal nature he then presses the inconveniences
that

would

Franchise,

How

arise
still

from

his

commitments

to his family. First there

was

his sister,

only sixteen years old.

would you reconcile your solitude with the affection you have for my
You love her tenderly and you cannot bear to be separated from her
for any length of time. She is not yet settled in life and she is so dear to you
that you want to take an interest in her welfare. 29
sister?
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Franchise stood in line to inherit the family fortune if Claude opted for a monastic
We don't know anything about her attitude to her brother's problems
about his vocation. We shall meet her later in connection with her marriage to a
member of a family of noble status when she was richly endowed by her parents.
But that was as yet hidden from Claude and his parents. He is conscious that he
owes so much to both of them that he would have to have very compelling reasons
for shutting himself away at this stage into an enclosed community far from his
parents even if as good Catholics he knew they would not try to oppose his vocation.
On this consideration he writes:
vocation.

My

father is an old man who will leave behind a good deal of business
concerns which few people other than myself would be able to put in order.
You understand the duties I have towards the father and mother who brought
me into the world. They will not oppose my vocation once they know it is a
holy one. Would it not, however, be a consolation for them to see me living
in the world and to be able to count on me? 30

Though Claude is here exploring all the possible options that are relevant to his
own case, even the less likely ones, we can be sure that at some time and in certain
moods he must have seriously thought of making this ultimate sacrifice of all that
he had prized as an act of love of the Lord. As such he owed it to his conscience
to explore this possibility to the limits.

Now he

can assure his soul that he can

lay

this idea to rest:

My soul, you will tell me that you are undecided as to the different states of life,
but
life

I answer for you and say, you are not as undecided as you think. Religious
does not attract you. 31

Having considered the least likely vocation first, he next takes up what he feels
the way of life most suited to his circumstances, though as yet by no means
certain, otherwise this election would be merely an academic exercise and as such
would not achieve the open-minded approach called for. And since, on the face
of it, Claude's mental state seems weighted in favour of the clerical state, all the
objections would have to be raised and dealt with to make sure he was not making
his choice from faulty motives and that it did really suit his particular temperament
and character. His inner self starts then by complimenting him on the choice of
this vocation which is already approved in principle:
is

I know you are much drawn to clerical life. Of the three it is apparently the one
you are most likely to embrace. I do not blame you for this bent, provided I am
convinced you have the right intentions, namely God's glory and the longing
to secure your own salvation. It is true that there are signs of this intention, but
I notice many other motives. I am convinced you would like me to make this
choice so as to convert souls to God, to remain more regular in the practice of
virtue, to be in a better position to do good, and to give alms to the poor more
generously. Such a scheme is worthy of praise and contains all I would ask of
you so as to approve your choice. 32

At this stage we are waiting for the inevitable 'But'. It comes with a vengeance.
Claude may be gentle with others; he is ruthless with himself, especially when
searching out his motives for doing what is right. He continues:
Yet

tell

me

serve in the

honestly

is

that the only reason

Church? Will not vanity

itself,

you have for wanting to see me
your dominant passion, become
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You flatter yourself with the thought that
greeted with applause and thus glory and honour will be
yours. This is where you are most vulnerable for, if I agree to become a priest
on condition that I never mount a pulpit, you will never give your consent.
the real reason for your vocation?

my preaching will be

What

then

will

be

my

decision? 33

One is amazed at Claude's self knowledge and the honesty of his appraisal as if
he were speaking about someone other than himself whom he knows intimately.
But the very extent of his knowledge and the objectivity of his judgement are
factors contributing to his irresolution. He knows too much to be able to decide
without having doubts. He is not reassured by the seemingly sensible reply to his
objection about his vanity being a determining factor in his choice of the clerical
state - namely that since this trait is part and parcel of his make up, it will affect
every choice, and that if he were to have to wait for a way of life entirely immune
to this factor, he would remain for ever in the indecision he is trying to combat.
He is more impressed by the means proposed for combating this basic vanity,
namely frequenting the sacraments, the study of theology, meditation on the life of
Christ, especially his humility. All this would help diminish this dangerous passion
for glory and replace it with a Christian outlook on life. 'Fine', comments the
indefatigable inner objector, 'but remember you have to fight along an extended
front of so many other faults at the same time'. He expands on this theme:

To do you

justice,

my

soul,

I

believe you really think like this and

would

try

your answer to the obstacles put in your way
by your excessive desire to please others, your jealousy and dissimulation, the
boldness with which you undertake a lot of things which you should not even
dream of doing, your flattery, human respect and inconstancy in doing good,
your softness, your inclination to lead an easy life, your melancholy, and all the
other defects of my mind and temperament? You will find it hard to destroy so
many things which are opposed to that holy state and which, in a priest, must
be seen as so many abominations. I know you hope that grace will be a great
help since you will try to co-operate with it. This is the best of your reasons.
to stifle

The
At

your vanity. But what

is

others you suggest are not so good. 34

reading this list of defects, one might be led to believe
Claude was indeed a rather unsatisfactory candidate for the clerical state, but
one must realise that he is measuring himself against the high standards which he
has set for himself, standards which are normal among those on target for the
heights of heroic sanctity; and we shall have occasion to see Claude endeavouring
to scale these heights. At the moment he has to be content with the promises that
come from his deeper self:
this stage, especially after

that

You promise me you will renounce your desire always to please others and you
ask the Lord to make you steadfast; that for this reason you will oblige me
to enter a seminary where piety reigns, there to drink in a new life, creating

will

you a gentle habit of virtue; that you will change your easygoing ways and
no longer indulge your passion for pleasing others, except in order to do
good. This of course would be a wonderful thing in one who has a meek and
kind heart and earnestly embraces a life of virtue. 35
in

will

Of special interest, in view of his subsequent preoccupation with seminary training,
is

his reference to his intention 'to enter a

means
76

seminary were piety reigns' as the assured
being fashioned to 'a gentie habit of

for the aspirant to the clerical state

virtue'.

Such

a training

is

taken for granted as being normal now, but in spite of

the call by the Council of Trent over 140 years previously, only a relatively brief
sojourn in a seminary just preceding ordination was obligatory in most dioceses in

France as yet. If Claude were to study for the priesthood in the diocese of Rennes
he would have to do the main part of his theological studies as a 'day student' while
residing at home. Only for the final year would he be obliged to enter the senior
seminary being conducted on behalf of the diocesan authorities by the Eudists.
And, significantiy, when he states that his inner self would oblige him "to enter
a seminary where piety reigned" he is citing words used by St. John Eudes in his
first ever publication (1636, Caen). Claude's own inner self argues that these very
faults, which would seem to bar his entrance to the clerical state, would in fact call
for such a decision as they would render his salvation much more precarious in the
world; the safeguards built into the clerical way of life would in time help diminish
these faults and sustain him if he were to fall.
Finally Claude's inner self concedes that there are some positive indications in
his perceived natural preferences which would greatly assist him in adapting to the
clerical style of life:

You

explain that the indifference you experience towards the other sex, the
you have for family life, my tender conscience, the jealousy which I

distaste

shall certainly have to moderate, but which can serve as a good influence on my
work, the desire I have always had, since my tender years, to serve the Church,
the predilection I have for the poor, the respect I have for holy things, my love
of virtue and, over and above all this, a thousand other good reasons prompt
me to approve that state and to consent to the choice of a kind of life that seems
to fit me very well. 36

One

not surprised by some of the motives mentioned by Claude as marking
for the clerical state: his natural inclination towards a life of celibacy, his
distaste for family life, his lifelong desire to serve the Church, but one is perhaps
unprepared for the special mention of the predilection he has for the poor. One
could reflect on the influences which had shaped Claude in that direction over
the years - the example he had been given by some of the family friends, his
membership of the Sodality of Our Lady etc, all of which gradually led him to
cherish the poor in a society dominated very much by the rich. This was not exactly
is

him out

what he had been groomed

for

by his parents, especially

his father.

But leaving

moment, one senses that the priesthood being visualised by
Claude already was such as would enable him more surely to come to the assistance
of the marginalised in society. He could do such work as a priest in the diocese of
Rennes, as had been done by l'Abbe Bellier and the Canons Ferret, but it would
be precisely this aspect of the pastoral ministry which would eventually influence
aside the past for the

Claude to opt for a certain independence in his choice of mission field.
At this stage of the investigations, the normal vocations director would have little
doubt that Claude was deeply attached to the priesthood. He concurs with such a
judgement as follows:
I have to agree, my soul, that you are much more inclined to the ecclesiastical
than to the religious state. I notice quite easily that this inclination is much
stronger, in spite of your indecision which makes you waver between so many

possibilities. 37

But Claude

is

so deeply conscious of his

own

chronic indecision, his inability to
is going to pursue all the likely

say a definite 'Yes' or 'No' in this matter, that he
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options to the bitter end. His inner self wants to make morally certain that he is
not going to have second thoughts when confronted with the sacrifice of so much
that he prizes in life in the world.
I did not know you I would come to agree with your wishes in no time.
However would you yourself agree if I were to say to you just as quickly,
'Come on now, I want to make you happy, let us say good-bye to the world
once and for all, let us side with the Church and abandon completely all other
institutions'? I realise that to some degree you are attached to the world, that

if

you would ask for a little time to think it over. It is unfortunate that at one
moment you want everything, at another nothing at all. You come up with a
thousand reasons why you should enter the ecclesiastical state, yet, if I was
ready to enter immediately, you would still want time to think about it. You
still love the world a little and you do not quite know which of the two you
should love the more. Both suit you and both please you. I need only talk to
you about them one after the other for you to notice that you are attached to
each. I still want to know what line you take when thinking about the world.
After that I will try to persuade you to make a definite choice. 38

between his real self and those aspects
appeal to him. He applies the acid test: 'Why do you
really want to remain in the world? Is it because you are convinced that it is there
you will best attain the Glory of God and work out your own salvation'? He knows
he has the faith and has built up deep religious convictions, but he is also conscious
of a strong element of the unbaptised pagan in his make up. To be more explicit
then he confronts himself with the only practicable options for him if he were to
choose to remain in the world: the army, finance, law, and life at the court in the
sense of service to the king.
In the reign of Louis XIV with wars in continuous progress on various fronts,
soldiering was a common career and an attractive one for the ambitious young
gentlemen who might not relish taking part in the actual fighting themselves. We
have seen that Claude was quite familiar with the use of firearms and fancied
himself as a swordsman. However, he does not pursue this option very seriously,
not, however, because of physical cowardice. His brief statement is as follows:

So Claude wants

a decisive confrontation

of life in the world that

still

Soldiering has no attraction for you because of your delicate conscience, as you
put it, and because of the difficulty of saving your soul in such a profession. It
is even more difficult as a soldier than in any other career since death is almost
always unforeseen and yet, for all that, no one thinks the more about it. 39

And

we have

Claude has engraved on his mind from the
death which gives meaning to life.
As to a career in finance Claude dismisses the suggestion in the following few
words: 'The latter (finance) is not to your taste and I agree that it does not suit
you'. At first sight one might have expected him to have given this career further
consideration. His family-friends, the Ferrets, so closely linked to himself as
sponsors at his baptism, were specially allied with his father. No doubt they
were involved in his many major property and commercial deals. Indeed as
both Claude's parents were involved in the commercial life of Rennes in a big
way there must have been an expertise in this area fostered in the family. Yet in
spite of all this, or should we say, because of it, Claude has turned his back firmly
on all that concerned the making of money as a livelihood. He was one of those
for whom money mattered only to achieve some service or other. This seemingly
as

seen, the lesson that

early part of the retreat
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is

that

it is

negative

trait,

which Claude

of providence to have a

he was

to give

account of, was in the designs
play in his major undertaking and the cachet

at this stage takes little

vital role to

it.

A much more

Claude in his own eyes and in
would be court life - life in the service of the king in
the diplomatic as opposed to the military realm. That he seemed to be cut out
for such a career may have been the reason why his visit to Versailles had been
arranged earlier on. Claude feels he has to deal with this prospect at some length
in order to be sure that there are no lurking desires for this way of life which meant
so much in the world of Louis XIV, and perhaps it meant much more to those
living in the provinces than those nearer the capital. This is what Claude writes
on this option:
plausible choice of career for

the opinion of others

You would prefer court life. A position in the king's service would appeal to you
it would give you satisfaction. Your life would always appear to be calm
and peaceful. You would live now in one place, now in another. You would find
scope for your political acumen, your gift of flattery and dissimulation, your
human respect, your mildness and self-satisfaction, in a word for all the little
gifts you imagine I have. In truth nothing in the world would suit you better,
so long as I do not take religion into consideration and am willing to gratify
your passions. 40

because

But what about the temptations normally associated with the life of a courtier,
especially with his pliant type of temperament? Claude rejects the answer that
he would be able to behave in a gentlemanly fashion in this walk of life as in any
other: 'There are too many occasions of sin for you and you have not the steel in
you to resist all along the way'. Interestingly, he adds the reminder that his parents
would never consent to his adopting this form of career and that he owes far too
much to them to go clean contrary to their wishes in such a serious matter. We
can gather from this that the question must have come up in family discussions
and that a clearly voiced objection had been registered. This may refer to events
three years previously when Claude had just finished his secondary course.

The

only credible option

left for

consideration

now

is

law, the profession for

which he had just qualified and, above all, the profession in one form or other
for which his parents had intended him all along. As Claude remarks: 'Such a
course of action will fit in perfectly with your deep but secret affection for your
parents. You will be able to see them frequently and console them after their life
of toil'. One might wonder why Claude seriously discusses the possibility of his
opting for law as a career now considering the fact that he is reported as having

earlier definitively turned down his parents' plans in this regard. On that occasion
he might well have felt that he was being forced into a decision that he had not
made himself and that his gesture of refusal was not the result of a considered
decision. Now he wants to examine in the calm of the retreat house, away from
family pressures, what is his deepest reaction to the career for which he had been
formed all along and which he felt he knew so well having lived in the shadow of
the legal profession and in the precincts of the Palace of Justice. That there were
certain aspects of the profession which appealed to him is clear. What he has now
to answer in the only court that matters, the court of conscience, is whether his
motive in embracing this career would be to further the salvation of his soul:

Examine what you have in view in such a career. I believe you love justice
and would incline towards the defense of the unfortunate, the widow and
the orphan, provided right is on their side. You will apply yourself to your
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and acquit yourself worthily unless the pleasure you take in it upsets your
good resolutions. Because you are religious-minded you will do your duty, yet
at the same time since you like to oblige everyone you will want to listen to all
kinds of requests. Such a course of action will fit in perfectiy with your deep
but secret affection for your parents. You will be able to see them frequently
and console them after their life of toil. You claim that your diplomacy will
serve you well when dealing with people in power, that your gentleness will
attract all hearts and that the opportunities of speaking in public will earn you
everyone's approbation and esteem. 41
task

But there

is

He may

the rub!

find that this profession will encourage his passion

hinder his chances of salvation. Further, he must
life of celibacy will not
fit in well with the normal style of life in this profession and as such may again
be a hindrance to his salvation in the long run. And what about his tendency
towards scrupulosity? He is bound to make mistakes in the exercise of his duties;
his scrupulous conscience will then aggravate his tendency towards melancholy
and cause him to be depressed, or, on the other hand, he may try to dull his
conscience with all that that could entail. Of course, his soul could argue that
on the contrary, with the passage of time, he could overcome his defects, become
more steadfast and upright, and through the charitable exercise of his profession
merit God's grace.
And so the argument could go on. Even the objection from Claude's distaste for
family life need not be conclusive. As he counter argues: 'I know that people get
married every day and rightly so. I also know that anyone with a heart as upright,
for glory to the extent that

it

will

take into account that his deep-seated inclination to a

as kind, as

up

good and

as sensitive to gratitude as yours, takes

a household'. In undisguised frustration

Oh my

no great

risk in setting

he continues:

all the thoughts you inspire in me that you have no
world any more than for the religious and ecclesiastical
state. You agree because you believe I will not take you at your word, but if I
were to make a definite choice you would not agree because you would regret
putting aside the other two possibilities. 42

soul,

I

know from

real dislike for the

One cannot

but feel sympathy with this generous and sensitive young man, so in
in the world for the sake of the good he could do there, but feeling
that God may be calling him to a special vocation which could be realised only by
embracing the clerical state. His misfortune is to be so irresolute that he cannot
come down firmly on the side of one option to the total exclusion of the others.
But he wants to be morally certain of what God wants of him and that can come
only from outside himself - from some one whom he can take as representing
God's voice in the circumstances. He has already prayed for an open ear to listen
to what God is saying within himself. Now he asks God to speak to him through
the spiritual director to whom he proposes to lay bare his soul with total honesty.
He puts his trust now in God to speak his word through his representative:
love with

Not

life

make

must we not admit that it is
be so irresolute! I must turn to you, my God,
if I am to make a decision in accord with your will. I am here to consult
your divine wisdom. Destroy within me all those earthly attachments which
pursue me wherever I go. Grant that, in whatever state of life I choose, I may
to

too fine a distinction between us,

indeed a misfortune for

me

to

entertain only those opinions
state
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of mind

it is

which please you. Since, then,
me to make a decision and yet

impossible for

in
I

my

feel

present

you want

something more from

me

than this indecision,

I

will lay

bare

my

soul to your

representative without any reservations.

Through Your holy grace grant that like St Paul I may find an Ananias to
show me the path I must follow. I will follow his advice as though it were a
divine command. O my God, do not let me make a mistake for I put all my
hope in you. 43

A Time
These

We

for Action

retreat notes are not a diary; so there are

are not told

who was

the director to

whom

the retreat preacher or his regular confessor?

many

questions

left

Claude revealed

Nor

unanswered.

his soul;

was

it

we

given any information
about that critical interview - whether it was conducted entirely orally or did the
retreat notes play any part in it? Above all we are not told a word about the final
outcome of the interview; we just have to draw our conclusions from the events
which followed.
The director must have reassured Claude that from all indications it was clear
that God was calling him to the clerical state, in other words to the secular or
pastoral priesthood. Since Claude had shown no desire for joining any of the
religious orders in

commitment

Rennes, we presume

are

that, in spite

of his very pronounced

to the interior life, the director did not try to influence his decision in

that direction.

He would have seen that he was not the type who would fit easily into

community; being so individualistic in thought and temperament
he would be inhibited by the constraints of a rule, at least a rule not shaped by
himself. He would certainly not have fitted in with the Jesuit way of life, much as
he had trusted his spiritual guidance to members of that society and approved of
their way of life as seen from the sideline.
There should have been no further problem then about the road to follow.
The normal procedure for Claude would have been to opt for the priesthood in
the diocese of Rennes. He could then start his theological studies at one of the
senior theological courses been given in the town, by the Dominicans in their long
established major community close by the des Places home, or at the Jesuit college
of St Thomas where he had done his secondary studies and his philosophy. Both
these colleges catered for students who boarded in the various hostels for third
level students or who were fortunate enough to be able to remain in their own
homes. Only for the final year before ordination, on having been accepted by the
bishop for the diocese, would it be obligatory to enter the diocesan seminary being
conducted by the Eudist fathers. This procedure would suit the requirements
of most. It was the course followed by Claude's friend from boyhood, Michael
Vincent Le Barbier, about whom we shall hear more later. That this arrangement
life

in a religious

did not at

all

appeal to Claude

By now Claude had come

is

not surprising.

to the conclusion that the

Lord was

calling

him

to

complete break with his life-style to date. This logically called for a complete
change also from his home and its preoccupations. The way of life of the family
and their daily interests had ceased to harmonise with his altered outlook, and
much as he was attached to his parents and his sister personally, it was felt by
himself and most likely by his director, that he would have to make the complete
break now. From his own point of view such a change was called for to afford him
the opportunity to develop his spiritual life through the exercises of piety which he
felt called to adopt. The atmosphere of the Hotel des Monnaies (the Mint) close by
with its continual preoccupation with money matters, would not be helpful; neither
would all the preoccupation with commercial transactions in their own extensive
a
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now

that he had no further interest in being partner in the family business.
be something of an embarrassment to the family if he stayed on in the
home. It was in their best interests to be left to work out a new policy by which
Franchise, young though she was, would be seen to be the heir-apparent with all
the rights and duties entailed.
If Claude needed a precedent for this break with family and home surroundings,
he could have pointed to the example of Grignion de Montfort. Grignion's
departure for Paris may have been the result of an accident in the beginning rather
than a thought out strategy, but he was known to have given the scriptural advice
to others who had consulted him about their vocation: 'Go out from your kindred
and your father's house to the land I will show you.' (Gen. 12.1). Others, including
John B. Blain, had gone to pursue their studies for the priesthood in Paris, availing
of the hostels being set up there for the less well off aspirants for the priesthood.
They attended lectures at some college controlled by the University. For those who
could afford it, and who were sponsored already by their local bishop, there was the
prospect of being accepted at France's premier seminary, Saint-Sulpice, founded
by M. Olier. Saint-Sulpice would answer Claude's expressed wish of entering 'a
seminary where piety reigns' and where he would be formed in the gentle habit of
virtue. Instead he chose to avail of the offer to be allowed to board at the Jesuit
college of Louis le Grand in Paris while attending the theology course in company
with the Jesuit aspirants. Other students were allowed to attend the lectures there
while boarding in the neighbourhood. That this arrangement would have certain
attractions for Claude is obvious because of his long and intimate associations with
the society in Rennes, Caen and Nantes. What he was unaware of as yet was how
this choice of venue was to influence his vocation and open the way for him to find
the role planned for him all along by Providence.
As Claude prepares to quit Rennes for Paris we try to imagine the situation
at the des Places home. One can take it that the outcome of the retreat came
as no great surprise there. It was most likely greeted with relief as it ended 'the
embarrassing anxieties caused by his indecision', and once they had come to
terms with the dashing of hopes and plans for a different family prospect, their
deep faith would have made them happy with Claude's vocation. What they might
not have been prepared for was his decision to leave home for Paris. His father,
in particular, who had previously deflected Claude from going to Paris in order
to attend the Sorbonne, may well at this stage have had his misgivings on seeing
him now cutting himself off from attending the Sorbonne by his opting to study
instead with the Jesuits. A university degree was the vital passport to preferment for
lucrative ecclesiastical benefices. Claude may not have been consciously chosing
that limitation of his future prospects at the moment; but later he was to make this
a key issue in his plans for those whom he was preparing for the special vocation he
had chosen for them. The seeds of that vocation had already been sown at Rennes
by several people, but particularly by Fr. Julien Bellier. So as Claude prepares for
Paris we take a brief look again at this remarkable member of the parochial clergy
who must have served as his model.
Fr. Bellier, like Claude, had been born and reared in Rennes. He had done
all his studies at the Jesuit college and was ordained in 1686 when Claude was
seven years old. Though attached to the cathedral parish he took an active part
in various pastoral projects in Rennes and throughout Brittany. He helped in
conducting missions in country parishes that had been badly neglected over the
years. This work was being undertaken by a team of zealous priests known as The
Congregation of Priests dedicated to the Holy Spirit. Their efforts produced a
spiritual renaissance wherever they went. In Rennes, itself, as we have seen

stores

He would
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already, Fr. Bellier

work undertaken

was the inspiration of many projects in social and religious
Yves Hospital run by the Augustinian

in conjunction with the St

Sisters.

made

Rennes by his
of the poor as part of their practice
of the faith. When asked in 1719 by Fr. Grandet, the first biographer of Grignion
de Montfort, to write a note on his recollections of the Saint, Bellier wrote as
Fr. Bellier

a notable contribution to the religious life of

successful involving of young

men

in the care

follows:

Rennes for the study of the humanities from third class through to
from 1688-93) Louis Grignion was one of the many students I
gathered each week for a prayer meeting. I was ordained priest at the time
and I used send them in twos and threes to serve the poor at the hospital for
Incurables, to read to them during meals and to teach them a little catechism.
Louis was very fond of this work. 44
Being

in

physics

(i.e.

This was the period, incidentally, when Claude is reported as having conducted
nearby his little 'secret' society in honour of Our Lady with the collaboration of
his own companions.
Fr. Bellier was soon to be involved in another form of pastoral care that was
initiated by the brothers Claude and John Ferret, both canons of the Cathedral
and belonging to the same family of Ferrets who were so closely linked with
the des Places as bankers, businessmen, sponsors at baptisms, and conseillers
du Parlement. These two priests saw the plight of the many poor students who
had come into Rennes to study for the priesthood, attending lectures at the Jesuit
and Dominican colleges, but otherwise shifting as best they could for meals and
board. They sought advice and help from Francis Chansiergues in Paris who had
acquired a nation-wide fame for his success in launching institutions for poor
clerical students. He sent along one M. l'Abbe St. Aubin to help conduct such
a seminary in Rennes with the two canons playing an active part in the venture
which is variously named a petit seminaire, seminary for poor scholars, etc. It had
a rather makeshift existence moving from one location to another. Finally in 1697
M. l'Abbe St. Aubin was recalled to his post in Paris. The bishop of Rennes then
turned to Fr. Bellier to take charge as he had been helping to lodge some of the
students in his own house beside the des Places home. This had happened as
Claude was finishing his studies at the Jesuit college. After a year it was realised
that the more practical solution would be to ask the Eudist Fathers, who were in
charge of the senior diocesan seminary since 1673, to take on the responsibility
for this petit seminaire also. None but the certified poor were accepted there. The
Eudist senior seminary was close by, quite near to the des Places new home from
1698 onwards. One of the Ferret family is on record as having secured for the
Eudists possession of an extra house at this period. Fr. Bellier still maintained
part of the poor student contingent in his own house - up to twentv of them, until
1711. 4 5
All this was in progress right at Claude's doorstep over the years and was being
done by close friends of the family and by their neighbour Fr. Bellier. That Claude
was fully au courant with this project goes without saying, especially in the later
years. As to his practical involvement in the work there is no definite proof. We
saw in his retreat notes that he is deeply committed to aiding the poor; and the
fact that

he got involved in the pastoral care of the

little

Savoyards in Paris within

months of his leaving Rennes, and in the welfare of the poor students, shows how
his mind must have been working in those final months at Rennes.
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Had Claude attended the spiritual meetings held each week by Fr. Bellier at his
house he would have heard him mention a work just published by Fr. Doranlo, one
of the band of priests who, like Fr. Bellier, had been preaching parish missions in
Brittany for many years. This booklet in the form of an open letter to the bishops
of France dealt with the problem of the lack of proper seminaries for the very poor
who wanted to be priests, and proposed a plan as to how to meet their need. The
thoughts expressed in this booklet by Fr. Doranlo, a former barrister, were but
the fruit of the experiences of the band of mission priests, and it was their ideas
which were soon to influence Claude and point out to him the work Providence
was calling him to do. 46
As Claude prepared for that long journey by coach from Rennes to Paris, he
must have pondered on what things to pack into his traveller's box. There was the
inevitable tussle between taking only what was absolutely necessary or to include
things that had strong sentimental associations. In the final count the most valuable
assets he was taking with him were the lightest, namely those qualities of mind and
heart he had acquired in a caring home, through his studying in a well balanced
educational establishment, and through having come into close contact with those
in the local community who cared and shared.
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Jean Jegou, director of Jesuit retreat house

at

Rennes

