CHAPTER SEVEN

College Louis

Le Grand

"The foundation of the Jesuits could be said to be the biggest event in the world
of education in the 16th Century and it can be claimed that the creation of College
Louis Le Grand was the crowning event in the history of its colleges". So wrote
Gustave Dupont Ferrier in his 2 volume history of Louis Le Grand; but he went
on to add that its success was its ruin. 1
Claude's decision to apply for permission to do his studies at College Louis le
Grand was certainly providential in that it was a determining factor in shaping his
vocation. It was a privilege to be accepted in this renowned seminary 'where piety
reigns'. It assured him of a deep, religious formation; but it also excluded him
from qualifying for a university degree and in consequence precluded him from
promotion to a senior post in the church's structure.
Like St Thomas' College in Rennes, Louis le Grand College embraced both
second and third levels, catering all told for some 3000 students. Founded in
1560, it was originally known as College de Clermont as these grounds in the
centre of Paris had been presented by the bishop of Clermont, Guillaume Dupont.
He was a great admirer of the Jesuits, having seen their beneficial influence at the
Council of Trent. Not everyone in Paris shared the bishop's admiration for these
newcomers in the sphere of education, least of all their neighbours right across
rue Saint Jacques, namely, the Sorbonne. The close proximity of a third level
college with its large secondary school as a feeder posed a threat to the Sorbonne's
monopoly once this new college was functioning at full force in the departments of
Philosophy and Theology. In fact College de Clermont got off to a very successful
start. Its very success, however, proved its undoing. It aroused the jealousy of its
powerful neighbour and the Sorbonne had influence in high places in church and
state. An attempt on the life of the king, Henry IV, by a deranged past student of
Louis le Grand (Jean Chatel) was used as a pretext for banishing the Jesuits from
Paris and other towns.
The King himself, it would appear, realised very soon that the Jesuits were in no
way to blame for this incident, and having had proof of the quality of the education
provided by them elsewhere he authorised the reopening of their college in Paris
after a suitable interval in 1603. The college was rebuilt to suit their purposes and
reopened in 1614, and despite the continued opposition from the Sorbonne and
Parlement, it continued to prosper. The Pope honoured the college by presenting
it with the body of the young martyr, St Maxime; Louis XIV took a paternal interest
in and gave support to their lavish musical presentations. At this time the king still
held court in the nearby Louvre. On the occasion of the birth of the king's son, the
Duke of Bourgogne, the college was renamed College Louis le Grand in 1682. 2
The plaque commemorating this event is still prominently displayed in the inner
courtyard of the college, which, incidentally, still functions as a lycee, though no
longer under Jesuit management. In fact it ceased to be run by the Jesuits when that
illustrious religious congregation was suppressed by church and state in 1762.
The college at its peak period was truly one of the most prestigious educational
establishments in France, renowned for the standard of its teaching. It drew its
from the very fashionable class, with sons of grandees in the boarding
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department cared for by their own valets, daystudents being left off and collected
by the family coach which caused one of Paris' best known traffic jams at certain
hours. It boasted of magnificent extra-curricular activities which were part of
the training in the graces expected of young nobles. Its halls were adorned with
paintings by leading artists and its library contained some 22,000 volumes and
was fast increasing; by 1717 the number reached 47,000 volumes. 3 Some 100 to
150 members of the Jesuit order were engaged in the teaching, management and
upkeep of the college and its hostels - a devoted staff which earned encomiums
from many writers including Francois Marie Arouet, alias Voltaire, who was a
very junior boarder there (1704-11) while Claude was pursuing his studies for
the priesthood.

College de Clermont was recognised as a college de plein exercise students were not obliged to attend the University, but they forfeited their

From 1561
so

its

right to a university degree

The Jesuits had concentrated
Grand. The standard of the

the cream of their theological teachers at Louis
teaching and the large numbers of students in
attendance influenced Pope Pius IV to authorise the college to confer degrees
provided the Paris parlement gave its approval. Parlement stipulated that the
approval of the University of Paris must first be secured. The University was in
no mood to breach its own monopoly in this matter. Further, one of its spokesmen
is quoted as saying: "As the University places the Council above the Pope it can
not countenance an institution that places the Pope above the Council." 4 This was
but one aspect of the Gallicanism contained in the Four Articles of 1682 which
the University insisted on before authorising any concession to third level colleges
within the realm even if they were only serving the interests of foreign students.
The current Rector of the University (1701-02) was the distinguished Irishman,
Dr. Michael Moore who had done his studies for the priesthood at Nantes, and
had spent some years teaching in colleges connected with the University in Paris.
Recalled to Dublin by the Catholic Lord Lieutenant, Richard Talbot, he was
appointed Provost of Trinity College in 1 689 in spite of opposition from the
Jesuits. Moore's public attacks on the Jesuits displeased King James II, so he
was forced to abdicate as Provost. He then returned to the Continent and having
served in Rome and in Paris he was appointed Rector of the University of Paris in
1701. There is no reason to suppose that he had relented on his antagonism to the
le

Jesuits,

and

to their theological faculty in particular

which was strongly opposed by

the University. 5

Numbers attending the theological faculty at Louis le Grand had fallen off by the
time Claude arrived there in 1701. Not that there was any fall off in the standards
of the college itself. It was just that the Sorbonne was winning the battle for the
allegiance of the uncommitted. The lack of a university degree was felt by many
to be too severe a handicap to carry as one sought a benefice or post of note in
the church. This was a determining consideration even for those coming to Paris
from the provinces to study for the priesthood like M. Blain from Rennes, future
canon at Rouen and author of a life of Grignion de Montfort.
Apart from the Gallican tenets that were a keynote of the theological faculty at
the Sorbonne, there was a strong current of sympathy for Jansenism which was
opposed by the Jesuits. This was highlighted by the support given by 40 doctors
of divinity, graduates of the University, to the Jansenists' stance in the celebrated
controversy about the Case of Conscience which erupted in 1701. Reverberations
of this nationwide bitter controversy would have reached Rennes just as Claude
was deciding about what seminary to choose for his studies for the priesthood.
Louis le Grand would have been known as the staunch supporter of the Roman
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Catholic orthodoxy clearly stated in the Council of Trent and of papal primacy
Sorbonne. As it was felt that the Archbishop of
Paris, Cardinal de Noailles, provost of the Sorbonne, was somewhat remiss in
counteracting the Jansenists, he would not be sympathetic to the Jesuits in their
plans for Louis le Grand. 6 Claude was soon to be made very aware of these tensions
as he found his own infant society caught in the crossfire.
As Claude had already done his philosophy course at Rennes he went straight
into the theology department. By that time the number of students had been
reduced to a hundred, mostiy candidates for the Jesuit order, but there were
also a few boarders availing of bursaries or free places, paid for by Louis XIV
as against the attitude of the

and other benefactors. There were also some day students as there had been at
St Thomas' in Rennes. Most of this latter category in Paris would be from the
poorer classes and they received their tuition free of charge. They boarded out
as best they could, supporting themselves by undertaking whatever menial jobs
they could find, as they aspired to being adopted by some bishop for ordination
and for service in his diocese. We shall mention this group in more detail later.
Claude was a boarder residing within the College and was allocated a private
room. He paid for his keep from the annual allowance granted him by his father.
Though not a seminary in the full sense there would be strict supervision over his
rule of life. For attendance at lectures and the repetition classes he would adhere
closely to the regulation for the Jesuit students, many of whom may have been
known to him from his years at Rennes, Caen and Nantes. He would soon be
known and accepted as a distinguished alumnus of one of their leading colleges.
Having come with the highest recommendations he was accepted into the inner
circle of the Jesuit student body as we shall have occasion to see at some length.
For the first year he was in fact just a 'pious layman' following his own rule of life
and dressed as a young man of means much as he had been when doing his law
studies at Nantes. That was soon to change, but let us turn to his early biographers
to see what they have to relate about this first year in Paris. First Fr. Besnard:
After Claude's arrival in Paris, he entered the College of Clermont and began
with a retreat. He carefully meditated on the new daily rule he was going to
follow and faithfully adhered to it later through the practice of prayer and the
frequent reception of the sacraments. 7
Fr.

Thomas, who normally scorns

the chronological approach to his subject, has

this note:

For a long time he had been considering the idea of giving himself entirely
Almighty God. Nevertheless he had preserved in his exterior and in his
behaviour the carefully polished manners of the world. But in 1701 he
appeared to have changed quite a bit from the way people had previously
seen him. He kept only the straight-forwardness, mildness and gaiety which
virtue must possess if it is not to appear sullen... 8
to

In the absence of more detailed information we can well imagine that this first
year in Paris was for Claude a period of finding his bearings, inside and outside
the college, and the serious concentration on studies and the scholastic method
of revision. Above all he must have appreciated the quasi-monastic seclusion
of his surroundings far removed from the family preoccupations at Rennes and
enabling him to take full advantage of the readily available reading matter in the
well stocked library.
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Studies

Though

there were no university degrees to be worked for at Louis le Grand, the
main preoccupation of students and staff alike was the intensive study of theology.
There was an ambience of serious study at various levels in the senior house
of studies. Apart from those directly occupied in class work there were other
members of the society who were involved in literary and intellectual projects
which helped foster a high standard of academic activity and application. In
particular, there was a team of specially picked men who were gathered together
in this, the principal house in Paris, to act as a kind of think-tank for the
Jesuit order, who were able and ready to give considered judgement on current
theological controversies and other matters of weighty public interest. A stream
of printed works emanated from this group. They were mainly responsible for the
production of the quality review entitled Memoires de Trevoux. Fr. Michael Le
Tellier, future confessor to Louis XIV, was noted for his trenchant contributions
on controversial topics.
There was another group known as the Scriptores - mostly retired professors
who worked quietly at research in the various ecclesiastical sciences with a view
to compiling some work for unhurried publication. These men were best known
among the students for their work in helping to guide them in their reading in
the extensive library. Their expertise in many languages was constantly being
availed of.

Those actually engaged in teaching were usually the best available in the society,
being culled from other houses where they had proved their value, in order to keep
up the highest standards in opposition to the various colleges connected with the
University but most especially their neighbours in the Sorbonne college. The two
professors of dogmatic theology had previously taught at La Fleche in Brittany.
The main text book used by them in keeping with the Council of Trent was the
Summa Theologica of St. Thomas, but as interpreted by the great Jesuit theologian
Suarez. The topic most hotly discussed at this period was how to reconcile the
efficaciousness of God's grace with the freedom of the human will. Certain
theories in this realm of theology had been recently condemned by the Holy
See and in the extant correspondence of the members of the staff at Louis le
Grand it is clear that they wanted to adhere strictly to the teaching of Rome in
this matter. 9

A

very intense controversy raged at the time about the position taken up by
power of the papacy to assert
that condemned propositions were actually to be found in the teachings of
any particular author. This matter arose in connection with a celebrated case
of conscience where forty divines connected with the University had signed a
the Gallicans and Jansenists in relation to the

document

signifying their belief that the

pronounce on such matters.

Pope had no

special prerogative to

When Cardinal de Noailles was persuaded by Bossuet

to condemn these divines it was pointed out that he had himself given approval to a
book containing the condemned proposition, namely Reflexions morales by Pasquier
Quesnel. One of those who had gone into print in an attack on Quesnel, and by
implication on the Cardinal, was Fr. Le Tellier. This helped highten the tension
between the Cardinal and the Jesuits and later Claude was to feel the repercussions
of this on his work.
We find very few references to his studies in Claude's extant notes. His rule
for the seminarians will throw more light on this aspect of life at Louis le Grand.
When he refers to his moral theology classes he uses the word Cases, this being the
liveliest exercise in that section of theology where they discussed moral problems
from every walk of life in the light of the principles studied in their main lectures.
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Their professor had composed a four volume work on moral theology but the
official manual used was that composed by Fr. Thyrse Gonzalez, superior general
of the order. The Jesuits had come under severe criticism for their alleged laxist
approach to the solution of moral problems. Pascal's Lettres provinciales is the best
known such attack on the Jesuits in this matter. One author at Louis le Grand
had been delated to Rome in 1703 for alleged laxist opinions approved of in his
book. 10 Later, 1713, the Cardinal was to forbid the Jesuits to hear confessions in
his diocese. Understandably there was a movement among some Jesuits to react
against this unwelcomed reputation. We shall have occasion to see that Claude
mav well have come under the influence of this movement in the practices of
mortification he undertook.
Finally, sacred scripture was given its due place in the theological faculty at
Louis le Grand and they were obviously not content to study the Bible only in the
Latin Vulgate. We are told that the professor of Hebrew had to know several other
languages in order to be able to assist the students. One professor of scripture at
this period, Fr. Martine, had written his own excellent commentaries which his
superiors wanted him to publish, but as he felt he had never said the last word on
scripture he did not give his consent for publication. We shall have occasion to see
Claude abstracting from his studies of sacred scripture what was the most practical

method

for his students in their studies.

Many

le Grand had spent some time in Rennes in various
Their names need not detain us here even though they were men of
importance in their day. One Jesuit student who did his theology with Claude is
worth mentioning, Charles Poree. Poree had completed a brilliant course at Caen
just as Claude arrived there in 1694. He was then appointed to Rennes as junior
master or prefect from 1694 to 1701. On completing his theological studies at
Louis le Grand in 1704 he was appointed professor in the secondary department
where he was idolised by his students as a teacher of literature. Among those to
sing his praises in later life was Francis Arouet, better known as Voltaire. 11
Of several of Claude's professors it was said that apart from being specially
gifted for higher studies they proved excellent guides in the spiritual life for the
students. No doubt Claude soon found a spiritual director to help guide him in
the ways of prayer he was now entering as a continuation of the 'conversion' begun
during his Ignatian-type retreat at Rennes. It is not clear who his director was but
it may well have been Fr. Maillard a noted authority on mystical life and regarded
as highly advanced in the mystical state himself. Fr. Maillard wrote the life story
of a remarkable lady to whom he had acted as director; she was renowned for her
work among the sick and the poor. It is significant that while still in manuscript
form Claude had it transcribed because of its inspirational content. 12
Already towards the end of his first year in Paris, as Fr. Thomas informs us,
people began to notice a profound change taking place in Claude's manner of
dress and behaviour, all pointing to an inner change and a new outlook on life.
Several external events helped to accelerate the change: these were the readings
of a biography of Fr. Michel Le Nobletz, the receiving of the tonsure by which he
was formally coopted as a cleric - donning the soutane or clerical garb, and his
admission to the Aa, a secret religious congregation among the Jesuit students of

of the staff of Louis

capacities.

theology.

Let us hear what his biographers have to
career. First Fr.

tell

us about this

critical stage

of his

Thomas:

To the many students of the college who had known him well, he is seen
immediately relinquishing the airs of the world in order to put on the habit
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and simplicity of the most reformed ecclesiastics. He was not at all concerned
about what others might say and instead of avoiding the company of those
who might disapprove of his change of conduct, he sought to be with them
and to suffer from them. He often deliberately assumed ways of acting, which
though never unbecoming from the point of view of modesty or propriety, were
calculated to

make

others despise him. 13

The Venerable Le Nobletz

We are indebted to Fr.

Besnard

for a very informative detail that goes

explain this rather sudden and mildly shocking change of behaviour

someway

to

on the part of

Claude:

By reading

the

life

of Father

Le Nobletz,

the odour of sanctity in Brittany, he

was

a

missionary priest

who

died in

greatly aided in despising the world

and surmounting human respect. His fervour always corresponded with his
His mortifications were so severe that his confessor had often to
intervene to moderate his pious excesses... 14
resolutions.

moment any reflection on Claude's adopting a life of severe
amazed those who knew him at close quarters, we examine
briefly the career and character of this apostolic priest who had such an influence
on Claude at this stage.
Leaving aside for the

mortification that

Fr. Michael Le Nobletz could well be hailed as the apostle of Brittany. Already
widely revered as a saint he had spent his life re-evangelizing areas long neglected
by the clergy. His work had been the inspiration of the missions being preached by
Fr. Bellier of Rennes together with many Jesuit priests whose names would be well
known to Claude, but he had been dead some fifty years by the time Claude opened
his life story as written by Fr. Anthony Verjus S.J. That book, published in Paris in
1666, thirteen years before Claude was born, had taken on a new lease of life in
1701 with the official introduction of Fr. Le Nobletz' cause for Beatification. 15 Fr.
Verjus had returned to Paris in connection with this event and he was residing in
One of the Jesuit communities there. This explains why Claude was prompted to
pick this book from among the 40,000 plus volumes at his disposal in the college
library. With the gift of hindsight we are safe in concluding that providence had
guided his hand on this as on several other occasions. Claude must have been
pleasantly or perhaps disturbingly surprised to find how much he had already in
common with the subject of the biography.
Born in the Breton-speaking part of Brittany Michael had since his earliest years
been very devoted to Our Lady. His favourite haunt as a child was the local church
dedicated to St Claude. Educated by the Jesuits at Bordeaux, he was the student
chosen at the end of his course to defend a thesis in public for the Grand Acte. He
opted for law but led a most austere life. He abstained from wine and meat but used
his pocket money to give parties for the other students whom he encouraged to be
faithful to their religious practice and to a life of prayer. Being haughty and quick
tempered he was on one occasion about to stab his opponent with his sword when
he found his arm restrained, he believed by Our Lady. This incident affected him
deeply and he implored the Lord to send him humiliations in order to extirpate
his pride. When he opted for the priesthood he advised his fellow students to be
more interested in studying theology well than in the pursuit of a degree and to
dispose themselves for the acquisition of wisdom and the science of virtue by the
practice of a good life, to choose a spiritual director - preferably a good Jesuit,
to avoid the company of nobles and instead to associate with the poor. In order
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be a competent pastor he taught catechism to the young and encouraged the
other students of theology to do likewise. He found great support in all this in
membership of the Sodality of Our Lady and as secretary he favoured a certain
secrecy in the choice of an elite to act as a leaven among the general members.
When his father saw that Michael was serious in his vocation to the priesthood
he bought him a richly ornate soutane which he very soon after gave to a poor
man begging for alms. Twice he turned down a wealthy benefice secured for him
to

by his father who eventually disowned him. Though Michael concerned himself
about the proper preparation of the many poor students seeking to be ordained,
he postponed his own ordination for years out of motives of humility. Instead he
concentrated on catechising the poor and children and in spending long hours in
prayer. Eventually when ordained he opted for a wandering commission preaching
missions and catechising. At first he was not accepted by the local clergy though
he was highly valued by the public who flocked to his missions. The first priest
to appreciate his sanctity and his potential for the pastoral renewal of the faithful
was Fr. Bernard, S.J., a native of Rennes and the son of an avocat de Parlement de
Bretagne. Fr. Bernard eventually prevailed on other priests to join with Fr. Michael
in his missions, travelling all over Brittany. 16

So many details in the life of Fr. Le Nobletz corresponded so closely with
Claude's own life up till then that he must have felt that the Lord was speaking
to him through this book. Much of what Claude was to do from now on seems
modelled on the example of Le Nobletz. So when Claude confided to someone
that his life had been greatly influenced by the reading of the life of Fr. Le
Nobletz, he must have been conscious of the truth expressed by St Augustine
in his Confessions: "The example that one feels most drawn to imitate is that of
the people who are like us." Had Claude the gift of seeing into the future he would
have lauded the action of a member of the society he was soon to form, namely Fr.
Leo Lejeune, CSSp: in 1897 he reactivated the cause of Fr. Le Nobletz leading to
the declaration in 1913 of the heroicity of his virtues and his being honoured with
the title Venerable. 17
The 15th of August 1702 was a red letter day in the life of Claude. Till then
he was but a 'pious layman', albeit fully committed already to aspiring to the
ministerial priesthood. The ceremony by which he was publicly accepted by the
church into the clerical state is known as tonsure. The external signs of this official
dedication were the ceremonial cutting off of his hair by the bishop and his donning
of the clerical garb or soutane. First he had to receive his 'dimissorial letters' from
the bishop of his native diocese of Rennes. These letters were dated 5 August
1702. The name of the prelate in Paris who performed the ceremony on 15th
August has not been ascertained. 18

Assembled des Amis, (aa)
As well as this public ceremony admitting Claude into the clerical state, another
much more private ceremony involving Claude took place at Louis le Grand.
That ceremony was so private that knowledge of it has come to light only in
recent times. It was quite common in French seminaries, and in Jesuit senior
houses of studies in particular, for a secret religious society (congregation secrete)
to exist to which admission was granted to a select number who were known to
be of exceptional character, already committed to a more intense spiritual life and
inspired by an apostolic spirit. Such secret societies known as 'bandes' persisted
in French seminaries in the nineteenth century as is known from the life of Fr.
Libermann who was the guiding force in such a society at Saint Sulpice. 19 By that
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time seminary directors were not totally in favour of such secret groups among the
students but the societies in the Jesuit colleges and other senior seminaries in the
17th century were normally the nucleus of the Sodality of Our Lady and as such
were under the control of the director and had the approval of the rector of the
college. These groups were known as the L Assemblee desAmis (L'Aa), the Meeting
of Friends, and their aim was two-fold: the spiritual welfare of the members and
the pastoral care of their neighbour. The means recommended to achieve these
related objectives are predictable in the main: particular application to achieving
a fuller prayer life, the frequent reception of the sacraments of Penance and Holy
Communion, the modelling of their lives on the example of Christ especially in the
matter of evangelical poverty, and the cultivation of a simplicity of life style which
was a prime consideration in the era of Louis XIV. The practice of mortification in
the form of corporal penance was encouraged as well as undertaking menial tasks
in hospitals, in the care of the sick and the poor. The rules of the Aa specifically
required clerical members to refrain from wearing soutanes of the more ornate
type and called for the removal of such trappings if already part of the garment
they were wearing. For lay members, and there was place for such in the Aa, it
was recommended that they renounce titles of nobility and posts of honour. 20
Fr. Bagot, SJ, who is reported as having been the first to have launched the Aa or
La Societe des Bons Amis among the senior students at the famous Jesuit college at
La Fleche, later introduced the association at Clermont College (Louis le Grand)
c.1640 when transferred there as professor of dogmatic theology. Its members
were drawn entirely from among the theological students who were members of
the Sodality of Our Lady. These would of course be mainly Jesuit students but
there were others attending the theological lectures as boarders and even as day
students. As these outsiders had not received any seminary training or formation,
their behaviour and their approach to the priesthood often left much to be desired.
One of the main motives then in launching a branch of the Aa was to provide a well
trained elite among the student body themselves who would serve as a restraining
and reforming influence among their peers. To achieve this objective a measure of
secrecy was vital. The existence of such associations was not in itself a secret but
the actual identity of the members was known only to the director of the sodality,
to the president of the college and of course to the other members of the Aa. Their
particular functions as reformers would be seriously hampered if their identity had
been known to the other students. Another reason for secrecy in those days of an
absolute monarchy and a society top heavy with titled persons who claimed the
right to sit in on every council, was that there would be no possibility of excluding
such titled people not merely from membership but from having their hands on the
controls. Again this would totally negate the good work intended. No new member
then could be coopted without all members having voted in his favour. This made
not merely for quality among the members but also fostered a community of spirit
- a cor unum et anima una, after the pattern of the early Christians. Indeed the first
letters of these words c.u.e.a.u. became their secret logo. 21
There had been a noticeable fall off in membership and activity of the Aa at
Louis le Grand towards the close of the seventeenth century. Various reasons
for this decline have been given, 22 but a determining factor must have been the
decrease in the number of outside students attending the theological course given
by the Jesuits. The lack of a university degree at the end of the course was being felt
as a serious disadvantage when it came to seeking a post of quality in the church.
There were only about fifty students all told attending theology lectures. Not all
of these were members of the sodality and very few were considered suitable for
cooption into the Aa. In fact the number had dropped to four in 1699. The success
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of the various sodality groups depended very much on the quality of the director
appointed to the post. Some directors were known not to favour the existence of
the inner core group - the Aa cells. The appointment of Fr. de La Beaune as
director gave new hopes of a revival but soon after he was transferred to Rouen
as rector. Then in 1700, Fr. Michael Le Tellier, professor of scripture, was
appointed director of the sodality and from then on new life was breathed into
the whole organisation.

half. He had begun his priestly
Thomas' College, Rennes, where he also
was director of the sodality, 1676-78. As Claude's mentor, Julien Bellier, was
sixteen years of age in 1678 he would have been a member of the sodality for
the second level students. In 1678 Le Tellier was transferred to Louis le Grand

Fr.

life
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was not

a

man

to

do things by

as professor of philosophy at St.

where he taught scripture during the next twenty five years. Intelligent, forceful
and competent, his qualities made him an obvious choice as rector of the college
in 1705 and in 1708 he was appointed provincial. The following year, on the death
of Fr. de La Chaize, confessor and spiritual adviser to Louis XIV, Fr. Le Tellier
was chosen to succeed him in that delicate capacity. His taking on the direction
of the Aa in 1700 signalled action. So when Claude arrived at Louis le Grand
the following year he was naturally seen by Le Tellier and by the members of
the Aa as an obvious candidate. From scripture class Fr. Le Tellier would soon
have recognised his intellectual quality and the students would have sensed his
leadership potential at their level.

Apart from the regular meetings of the general sodality the Aa members held
own special sessions where as well as following a more concentrated menu
of prayers and meditation they discussed plans of action. Because of his previous
association with the sodality elsewhere Claude was automatically received as a
member. For cooption into the Aa a longer period of probation would be required
according to the rules but in his case the decision of admitting him came very
early, perhaps again because of a former membership of the Aa in Nantes or
within Fr. Bellier's group operating beside the des Places home in Rennes. In any
case his name had to come up for discussion at three separate meetings and his
candidature had to be approved by all. The qualities listed for observation would be
his character, his propensity for getting involved in works of mercy and his capacity
for keeping secret his involvement in the Aa. Then he would be asked to report to
the director, Fr. Le Tellier, who after an interview in depth would present him
with a copy of the very special manual and give him certain duties and instructions
in preparation for his official enrollment in 8 days.
The manual had a special ceremonial to be observed for the admission of new
members. The secret ceremony began with the singing of the Veni Sancte Spiritus,
i.e. the sequence for the Mass for Pentecost Sunday. After the special allocution by
the director, Fr. Le Tellier, Claude, kneeling with candle in hand in the presence
of all the other members, recited four prayers in Latin, the first to his Guardian
Angel, the second to St. Joseph and the third to St. Ignatius. Then followed a
special prayer to Our Lady which took the form of a consecration. It would be very
familiar to Claude already from his membership of the general sodality except for
the addition of the pledge to defend the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception
of Our Lady. This doctrine was as yet by no means accepted by all in the church
but the Jesuits as a society were firmly committed to its defense. The prayer read
by Claude was as follows:
their

Sancta Maria
Holy Maty, Mother of God and ever Virgin, I, ClaudeFrancis Poullart de Places, choose you today as my Sovereign, my Patroness
.

94

.

.

and my Advocate, I have decided and now firmly promise to defend your Holy
and Immaculate Conception, never to do or say anything to your detriment,
never to allow anyone dependent on me to do anything which dishonours you.
I beseech you then to accept me as your servant for evermore. Assist me in all
my actions and do not abandon me at the hour of my death. Amen.

As the whole thrust of the spirituality contained in the Aa manual could be summed
up in the words "To Jesus via Mary" the centrepiece of the admission ceremony
was the following total dedication to Jesus as Son of Mary:
Lord Jesus, since I am your servant, your servant and the son of your
Maidservant, accept all my liberty, receive my memory, my intelligence and
my will. All that I have or possess you have given it to me; I now give it back
to your and deliver it entirely and without reserve to your will so that you may
dispose of it. Grant me only that I may love you and the Most Blessed Virgin
Mary, Your Mother, and I am rich enough and ask for nothing else. You who
live

and reign

etc..

The ceremony concluded
Claude

with the singing of the

Te Deum and

all

embraced

as a true brother.

The

next stage was for Claude to choose a monitor or tutor from among the
more senior members who would serve as his guide in the interpretation of
the rules of the Aa and in the direction of his spiritual life generally. He was
expected to be perfectly open with his spiritual guide and was to make out

and approval, especially in the matter of any
to report on his fidelity to that rule, on
his interior dispositions and his failures. His guide in return was expected to
lend him every support and encouragement in his problems. Apart from this
close relationship with his monitor there were the regular weekly meetings
and twice each year there were special renewal meetings of which we shall
a rule of life for his inspection

proposed

acts of mortification.

He was

hear more later.
One of the main assets of the Aa was its manual. It has merited unstinted praise
for the richness of its contents and for its being Christocentric. It contained
fifty two meditations composed on an annual cycle with subjects suited to the
various seasons and feasts of the liturgical year. These meditations were to
have a profound influence on Claude and on his work.

Claude's Personal Regulation.
influence of his membership of the Aa on Claude's life style was soon evident
to his friends; the secret of his membership was so well kept by himself and by
the other members that even his early biographers seem not to have been aware
of it. Certainly they give no hint of it. It was only with the publication of the
secret archives of the Assemblee desAmis in modern times that the fact of Claude's
membership has become known and this discovery has enabled us to appreciate
more fully the influences which shaped his life and thus to flesh out the meagre
details which have been gleaned from his early biographers, Frs. Thomas and
Besnard. But let us first see what Fr. Thomas has to tell us about the development

The

which took place

in

Claude's prayer

life:

He

spent at least one hour in prayer in the morning... he meditated before
He never left his room unless there was urgent reason without
fortifying himself with prayer..
In the evening, as in the morning, he prayed for another hour, using both
every meal...
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I do not mention the prayers he said every time he
Sacrament in whose presence he remained for a rather

vocal and mental prayer..
visited the Blessed

long time.

He

prayed even while walking in the

streets... 23

Claude was but

a private student at College Louis-le-Grand, residing in the
separate section for the students attending the lectures in theology. These did not
share the life and regulation of the Jesuit students for the priesthood, apart, that

from attending the same course of studies. These non-Jesuit boarders were not
would be in a seminary catering
not merely for their academic studies but also for their clerical formation. Most
likely there was a priest specially appointed to look after their specific needs and
to see that they were given certain guidelines as to the behaviour expected of them
in the matter of discipline, style of life and religious practice. One can be sure they
were also afforded some initiation in the ways of a regular prayer-life. 24
That there would be a timetable and a general set of rules for such clerical
students is certain, especially in Paris where they were very conscious of being
under the critical eye of the Cardinal Archbishop. It is also quite likely that each
individual student was advised and even expected to draw up a personal rule of life
to be submitted for approval to the director who would require a progress report.
So far we are talking about what one should expect given the climate of the
age and the Jesuit tradition, but when it comes to Claude we are in the fortunate
position that we have something more definite to go on from what he himself
wrote and from other sources. It is abundantly clear that Claude did draw up
is,

necessarily subject to a special rule of life as they

a detailed regulation governing the various aspects of his life, especially in the
matter of religious exercises. Also, we are sure that he took his rule seriously.
He specifically asks the Lord in one of his prayers "for the grace of constancy
and regularity in the observance of my little rules". That is the good news. The
bad news is that only a fragment of the regulation is extant - rules nos. 12 (part
of) to no. 16, all dealing with the prayers he has chosen to say at various junctures
during the day. 25
The extant manuscript in Claude's own hand begins at Page 3, item no. 12,
which deals with the prayers Claude has chosen for recital, probably before
beginning his session of private study. Naturally various explanations have been
volunteered for the absence of the rest of this document. It could just be due to
one of those accidents which happen to all such collections of personal papers.
It could also be that Claude set aside that part which served as a guide to the
times and prayers that were his daily routine. Since the discovery, however, of
his membership of the Aa, another hypothesis suggests itself. It was part of the
unpublished rules of the Aa that all papers in the possession of individual members
which referred to the Aa connection were to be destroyed or at least concealed that
there was no possibility of their coming to the notice of non-members. It could be
then that once Claude had submitted his completed rule to his monitor and had
received approval for it he destroyed those sections which contained any reference
to his connection with Aa activities. Those prayers which were to be found also in
the general manual of the Sodality would not come under such restrictions. But
even in the extant portions of his regulations one can discover distinct echoes of
the Aa manual. The name of the first prayer is missing, but from the subsequent
comment and from what he prescribed later in his rule for the students of his
seminary (No. 30) it is clear that he has been referring to the Veni Sancte Spiritus
or Come
Holy Spirit; fill the hearts of the faithful etc. The text begins: "...and
the Sanaa Maria to ask for the guidance of the Holy Spirit, and to ask for the
protection of the Blessed Virgin". The Sancta Maria was undoubtedly the prayer

O
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and used in the Marian societies which existed in all Jesuit colleges,
which would have a special significance for Claude from his
earliest days. But it would now have a new significance for him as part of his
consecration to Mary in a special way through his membership of the Aa.In some
versions of the prayer, St Joseph, Spouse of the Virgin, is coupled with Our Lady
as patron and advocate. Item no. 12 ends with the words: However, for all these
prayers I will not take more time than a quarter of an hour.
No. 13 deals with Morning Prayer and we are fortunate to have the full text.
Once again Claude starts with a prayer to the Holy Spirit, the Vent Sancte Spiritus,
followed by an unidentified prayer frequently used by him beginning "My God I
take the liberty...". This may well have been a prayer of his own composition. Then
he recited 3 Our Fathers and 3 Hail Marys - "the first in honour of the Blessed
Trinity, the second in honour of the Blessed Virgin prescribed by the little habit
quoted

earlier

a prayer therefore

-

(this may refer to the prayers associated with the Brown Scapular of Our Lady
of Mount Carmel), the third in honour of my guardian angel asking him to assist
me continually with his advice and to obtain for me a happy death".
As this is the second time Claude has mentioned the grace of a happy death,

is to come up again, one wonders if he had some premonition that
death for him was to come sooner rather than later. But Claude is not concerned
merely by his own parting from this life to meet God; he continues: I will add a De
Profundis (Ps 129) for the repose of the souls in purgatory. Again he mentions the
Sancta Maria prayer from the Marian sodality and adds this brief biographical note
which we have cited in an earlier chapter: "...so as to as to put myself in a special
way under the protection of the Blessed Virgin whose privileged child I used to
be, having been dedicated to her by my parents. In her honour they dressed me
in white for the first seven years of my life".
So far his prayers have been expressed in formulae handed down, but he now
transcribes for us what is a very revealing prayer of his own composition. It
incapsulates, as it were, his own creed, his aspirations and the priorities which
are to shape his life.

and the topic

Prayer to the Trinity

The

first significant point about this self-composed prayer is that it is explicitly
addressed to the Blessed Trinity, "whom through the gift of God's grace he is
called on to adore with all his being". That, then, is the anchor of all else. He
goes on then to enumerate his own poor prayers for his personal sanctification.
He thinks also of the sanctification of others, - first the members of his own
family, then all his friends; but he also includes his enemies. Acknowledging
the imperfection of his own personal prayers he associates his petitions with the
Eucharist being offered in the name of the whole church. He then spells, out in
more detail the graces he needs from the Lord - an increase in the gift of faith,
the virtues of humility, chastity, constancy in doing good, a love of the cross and
contempt of the world's opinion of him. Above all he prays for a vivid and abiding
consciousness of Christ's life, sufferings and death. Recalling that he has wasted
so much of his life on things other than what God wanted of him, and in order
to belong entirely to God, he asks to be deprived of all earthly things and all
attachment to them.
On the positive side he begs that he be favoured with the gift of the love of God,
the love of Our Lady, the grace of knowing the will of God for him and to have his
heart and mind centred on the Lord so that he might be able to live continually in
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his presence.

He

asks to be rid of the obstacles to this union, namely all forms of
Again as motives to move the Lord, as it were, he bases

sin but especially his pride.

on the blood shed by Christ out of love, and the perpetual offering
of his sacrifice in the Eucharist throughout the ages. He appeals as well to the
efficacy of all the prayers offered by holy people down the ages, these prayers
being ever present to the Lord and shared in through the communion of saints
by all Christians. But above all he puts his faith in the mediation of the Blessed
Virgin on his behalf. 26
This very personal and unconventional prayer, which he uses on other occasions
and in different forms, is marked by three main features: that he addresses himself
directly to the Blessed Trinity, his wish to be enveloped in Christ's life at all
times, his confidence in Our Lady to see that his heart is guided aright and that
his requests

he persevere in his resolutions.
For Claude to direct his self-composed prayer to the Blessed Trinity is so
unusual that one is tempted to search around for some possible explanation.
He was after all but a beginner in such matters and must have been influenced
by something brought to his notice which took on a special significance for him.
One possible explanation may be found in an occurrence which he had watched at
close range during his final years at Rennes. In 1691 a religious community, 'The
Daughters of Our Lady of Charity' or the Magdelonnettes, acquired possession of
a ruined priory off rue de la Cordonnorie just across from where M. des Places
was consolidating his commercial empire and laying the foundations for his family
mansion. When the sisters had refurbished their premises, providing a home for
girls in distress, they set about building a new church which they dedicated to the
Blessed Trinity. Henceforth they were to be known locally as 'The Trinitarians'
and the area is still known as Place de la Trinite. It may well be that Claude was
in some way associated with the ceremony of the dedication of that church and
the prayer composed for the occasion would have meant much to him as he was
embarking on his new career. 27
One of the most frequentiy read spiritual authors of the day was Fr. H.M.
Boudon, a former member of the Aa at Louis le Grand. Among his best known
works were two devoted to the Blessed Trinity. As Boudon's writings were well
known to Grignion de Montfort it is not unlikely that Claude was also familiar with
his works.

The Aa manual,

true to

treating of the relationship

its inspiration taken from Lallemant, has a section
between Mary and the three Divine Persons of the

Blessed Trinity.
One must not forget, however, that Claude's prayer was written soon after his
experience of the Spiritual Exercises of St Ignatius. Karl Rahner has written in
his study of the Exercises when speaking of the Trinitarian model of approach to
union with God:

This Trinitarian way was essential to the attitude of St Ignatius; it is the basis
of his piety and we meet it in every turn in his Spiritual Exercises. 28

No. 14 of his regulation gives in detail again the prayers he had selected for recital
at evening time - part to be said in the privacy of his room and part in a college
chapel where the Blessed Sacrament was reserved, somewhere in the vicinity of
the classrooms. This section reads as follows:
As regards evening prayer, after a quarter of an hour's examination of
conscience in my room I will recite the litany of the Blessed Virgin, three
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Our

Fathers, three Hail Marys and the Creed. For those prayers I will allot
Then in front of the Blessed Sacrament I will recite the litany

half an hour.

of the most holy name of Jesus, the De Profundus, the Sancta Maria etc. and
the prayer written above. For these prayers I will allow another half-hour.

The

'prayer written above' most probably refers to the one composed by himself
addressed to the Trinity, but it could also refer to one of the special prayers proper
to the Aa.
No. 15. It was not only at the beginning and close of day that Claude had set
times aside to speak formally to the Lord. His private room was his cell to which
he returned not merely to be on his own but to be with the Lord. He proposes
never to leave or enter his room - except in case of urgent business, without going
on his knees to express his desire to be in the presence of the Lord. Again for this
occasion he composed his own prayer, repeating in shorter and more ordered form
what he had spelt out in full at morning prayer. This shorter prayer again opens
with the direct apostrophe to the Blessed Trinity to whom he acknowledges that
all adoration is due as his priority. He then goes on to ask for the grace to be able
to live totally in thought, word, and deed in the presence of the Lord. He sums up
in the words: May I always walk in your presence and pray ceaselessly as I should.
Then follow three crosses marked in the manuscript possibly to indicate that he
signed himself three times with the cross as he said the ejaculations which were
not uncommon at the time: My Jesus be for us a Jesus (i.e. a Saviour); My Jesus be
for me eternally a Jesus; Be eternally in me and I in you. He concludes this prayer,
as on previous occasions, by offering his mind and heart to Jesus through Mary:

holy Trinity, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, whom I adore through your
holy grace with all my heart, all my soul and all my strength, I beg you to
grant me faith, humility, chastity, the grace of not saying, thinking, seeing,
hearing or desiring anything except what you want me to do and say. Grant

Most

together with your most holy blessing. May my
with you alone. May I always walk in your presence
and pray ceaselessly to you as I should. + + + My Jesus, be for us eternally a
Jesus; my Jesus, be for me eternally a Jesus; be eternally in me and I in you!
I place my mind and heart in your hands through the most holy Virgin. In the
name of my Jesus and Mary. 29

me

all

these graces,

mind and heart be

my God,

filled

name of Jesus and Mary" may be

a throw back
namely the words wrought in
large iron letters on the rear wall of the Benedictine Abbey of St George in Rennes
just beside where he was baptised. Some of these letters are still in position. -

Incidentally, the invocation "In the

Claude had ever seen

to the earliest prayer

in writing,

(Jesus Ma..)

No.

Fragments of

16, the final item in this

the fact that Claude

was trying

a Personal Regulation underlines

to interlace his various activities with a prayerful

Lord in a general attempt to live in the presence of the Lord at all
commitment after Mass and breakfast was attendance at the moral
theology lecture - "cases of conscience", as it was then called. He made it part of
his rule that he make a visit to the Blessed Sacrament en route and also during
return to the
times. His

first

the interval before the dogmatic theology lectures began. He indicates the short
prayers he has chosen for recital during these brief visits by quoting the opening

words which help us

Word, Salvation of

them. First is Ave Salus Mundi, Verbum (Hail, thou
a prayer used in some liturgies at the elevation
We adore you, Lord Jesus Christ, and we praise you,

to identify

the world)

of the host during mass. 2)

-
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because by your cross you have redeemed the world. This prayer was among those
contained in the manual of the Marian societies. 3) May the body and blood of
Christ preserve me for eternal life (From the liturgy of the mass, used by the priest
before communion). 4) A prayer similar to that used in no. 15 asking for Jesus'
blessing. 30

The prayers Claude used before meals are not recorded in these extant
fragments but he refers to them in his later notes about his state of prayer at
this period.

One might be left with the impression that Claude's prayer-life at this stage
consisted mostly in reciting a multiplicity of vocal prayers. Nothing could be
further from the truth. That he recited a goodly number of the vocal prayers
in use in the universal

obviously a young

much more

church and some that were of

man beginning to

seriously than he

take his spiritual

had done while

trying to

He may well have been advised by his

local usage,

is

true.

He

is

and devotional practices
live a good Christian life in

life

director to follow a tight schedule
order to accustom himself to living in an ambience of
prayer. The time would come, naturally, when he would be able to fly in the ways
of prayer without the aid of this multiplicity of vocal prayers and special times. By
then he would have advanced in the way of interior prayer, keeping in more direct
contact with the Lord in his own heart as taught by his spiritual director and led
by the Holy Spirit. That this was already happening we are left in no doubt. We
shall have the opportunity to eavesdrop on Claude's inner prayer life as described
in his own notes when he reaches a critical stage in that development.
It was reported about Claude at this period that he "makes eight visits to the
Blessed Sacrament daily and receives Holy Communion three times a week.."
Receiving Holy Communion three times a week is singled out as being out of the
ordinary at that time, even for a clerical student. To appreciate the background of
this judgement one has to take into account not merely the proscribed teaching of
Jansenists but also the regular teaching of many theologians and spiritual authors
whose orthodoxy was above question. Some like St Ignatius Loyola had tried to
revive the practice of the early church in encouraging frequent and even daily
communion among the faithful. The Council of Trent set forth the doctrinal basis
for this approach and pastors were encouraged in the Catechism of the Council to
instruct the faithful on the efficacy of taking daily spiritual food as well as corporal
food. Yet Jesuit theologians were among those who discouraged approaching the
sacrament more frequently than once a week except in cases where the confessor
judged the advisability and utility of more frequent communion for a particular
individual. Members of religious orders were of course expected to follow their
rule in this matter and superiors were allowed latitude for individual cases. We
read in the life of Grignion de Montfort that he was allowed to receive Holy
Communion 4 times a week when he was a student in Saint-Sulpice Seminary. Yet
St Vincent de Paul could complain: "You hardly see anyone going to communion
on the first Sunday of the month or on Feast Days, or very few, and not more
in religious communities". The elitist approach of the Jansenists had persuaded
many that frequent Holy Communion was a privilege to be reserved only for the
few who were given the grace of perfect dispositions: it was in their view more of a
reward than a remedy in the spiritual life. To counteract this misguided approach
to the sacraments, various devotions such as the Forty Hours, Perpetual Adoration,
devotion to the Sacred Heart were encouraged, but it was not till the age of Pope
Pius X that the rigorism of the past centuries in this matter was finally ousted. 31
It is against the background of this climate of opinion and practice that one
is to judge Claude's own words about his approach to receiving the Lord in

the world.

of prayer
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at this stage in

Holy Communion. Writing later about the "great number of God's blessings"
at this time he says:

he experienced

These were made manifest by the eagerness with which I approached the
Blessed Sacrament of the altar. Although I had the privilege of receiving
Holy Communion frequently, it was not as often as I would have liked. I
longed for the sacred bread with such avidity that when I began to eat it I
often found it impossible to stem the torrents of tears. It was from partaking
of Jesus' body that I drew the detachment which led me to despise the world
and its ways. I cared little for its esteem and even tried sometimes to displease
by contravening its conventions. Jesus Christ crucified was the subject which
most frequently occupied my mind. 32
it

Fr. Thomas who is in his proper element when dealing
Claude's spiritual development rather than providing the reader
with mundane facts about his daily activities which we value so highly to-day.
When dealing with the Ignatian retreat done in Rennes which led to Claude's
'conversion' and his choice of a state in life, Fr. Thomas added this comment:
"During the retreat he had the grace of conceiving a special liking for vocal
prayer, but he developed an even greater taste for mental prayer...". We transcribe
first what Fr. Thomas has to say about Claude's frequent practice of oral prayer
because, though he may not add much in the way of detail not already found in
Claude's own notes, his testimony has an extra value in that he lived in close
contact with Claude for several years: so the points he stresses will have the stamp
of authenticity that might not come so surely from a later writer:

Next we turn

to

specifically with

After his retreat he continued making his meditation with the same regularity.
He spent at least one hour at it in the morning after getting up, and he
meditated before every meal. "I was," he himself said, "faithful to my exercises
and I would have considered it one of the greatest crimes to take my meals, no
matter how busy I was, without first nourishing the soul with the salutary food

obtained in meditation".
He never left his room unless there were very urgent reasons, without
fortifying himself with prayer. Similarly, he never returned to his room without
having purified himself in prayer. Undoubtedly, the reader will be edified by
the prayer he was accustomed to say on those occasions and several will be
inclined to imitate Claude in this regard. For this reason I see no objection to
reproducing it here. It will be observed that he composed it during his retreat
and that he partially expresses his sentiments in it.

Thomas then gives us the shorter version of Claude's prayer beginning "Most
Blessed Trinity". One notices slight deviations from the text found in Claude's own
extant manuscript. These slight changes could well be due to different versions all
emanating from Claude or may be the result of Fr. Thomas doing a tidying up job
on the uncorrected original. He seems to take it for granted that the version he
transcribes had been composed by Claude during the 1701 retreat. Fr. Thomas
continues with his comments:
Fr.

One can

here the language of a heart that has learned during
to converse with the world safely and
without losing the advantages of solitude.
In the evening, as in the morning, he prayed for another hour using both
vocal and mental prayer. I do not mention the prayers which he said every
retreat

easily recognize

what

virtues

one must have
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time he visited the Blessed Sacrament in whose presence he often remained
for a rather long time. Briefly, he spent the better part of the day in prayer.
He prayed even while walking in the streets and he was disturbed as soon as
he noticed that he had forgotten the presence of Him whom alone he wanted
.to

love. 33

Fr. Thomas concludes this section by giving a resume of the most salient themes
which come through from the vocal prayers used by Claude, from the intentions
for which he prayed, and from the comments he has added:

Three things formed the ordinary subject of his meditations. First, his sins,
and he regularly began with them, often even spending on that topic the
entire time allotted to the exercise. Yet it was not the fear of punishment
nor the consideration of hell that touched his heart, but the thought of
God's goodness and his own ingratitude. The more he considered his sins,
the greater they appeared to him. Their malice increased in his meditation
and he always found a laver of them in the gift of tears which God had
given him.
The second thing on which he meditated with the greatest profit was the
Passion of Our Divine Lord, a subject of love and gratitude for souls that
have been truly converted. He never tired of it and he experienced with a
keen consolation what was expressed by St. Augustine: "Nothing is more
salutary than the daily consideration of the Passion of the Saviour" (Sermo
33). Hence poverty, humiliation, sorrow, contempt, labour and martyrdom
itself, had nothing in them that could frighten this man who bore Jesus
crucified in his heart.

The third thing which formed the subject of his most consoling meditations
was the Blessed Sacrament of the Altar. The love of his God sensibly
permeated him at such times and prompted him to surrender unreservedly
to Him who so entirely gave Himself to him. From this sprang his eagerness
to unite himself to his God in Holy Communion, which we will consider
somewhat more in detail after finishing the matter of his meditations. One
can readily see by all that has been said, that if Claude's meditations were
so fruitful, it was because he made them with so much care and attended to
them with such perfect dispositions. He had courageously embraced external
mortification and self-abnegation. He refused to his senses the most legitimate
satisfactions. He no longer cared about the opinion of the world, or about what
the world might say of him. He despised it fully and was glad to be despised
by it. He was occupied solely with what was able to unite him to God. He
strove to walk always in God's presence and in fact almost never thought of
anything

else.

it was impossible that God, who is
do us good than we are to receive His gifts, would not
have conversed with him and would not have taken pleasure in enriching him
with graces and favours. His heart was empty of creatures, so God naturally
communicated Himself most specially to it, freeing him, during the beginning
of his conversion, from the distraction, boredom, and the dryness of which
imperfect souls complain and which God permits to punish them for their
attachment to the vanities of this world and to that self-love of which they
refuse to make a generous sacrifice.
Moreover, His servant asked Him only what could contribute to His greater

In the presence of such dispositions

infinitely

glory. 34
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more eager

to

Before going on to review the gifts given Claude in his inner prayer life at this
period we turn instead to the story of the work which the Spirit led him to undertake
in order to contribute to the greater Glory of God.

Pastoral

We

Work

have seen that the second objective of the Aa was to foster a pastoral outlook
by getting the students actively involved in work for their neighbours in need. This
was considered a normal consequence of their striving to model their lives on the
life of Christ. This outlook was actually spelt out in the special book of meditations
composed for the members of the Sodality of Our Lady and published in book form
in Paris in 1654. Here are some extracts from this book entitled: Practice ofDevotion
and Christian virtues according to the Rules of the Congregations of Our Lady.

Love

passes from the heart to the hands, from
not love. (p. 90). There is no greater proof
of the love we have for God than that which we have for our neighbour, who,
by a glorious substitution of the dying Jesus, has taken his place on earth in
order to be the nearest and most immediate object of our affections, (p. 92).
And as among our brothers the most destitute are the dearest to our father
and good mother, it is they also who will be the objects of our affection: the
poor, the sick, the afflicted, to whom I would add the sinners, (p.93). 35
for Jesus

cannot be

affection to action

idle;

- otherwise

it

it is

The sodality for the students in rhetoric and philosophy was conducted principally
by Fr. Langeois well known for his publications on church history. The chosen
members of his sodality could be seen regularly going in pairs accompanied by a
professed member of the society from the neighbouring community of St. Anthony
as they visited the poor bringing with them gifts of food and clothing from the
Jesuits. The students also contributed to these alms from their own pocket money.
The more senior among them were taken to the hospital for incurables where they
learned to care for the sick. 36
Theology students had also their own sodality under different direction. It
was normally only at this level that the Aa cells were fostered and among the
sodalities for past students and other outside members. The prayer meetings and
the apostolic and social work would be a continuation of what the students had
already been accustomed to in the previous groupings but with the addition of
undertakings that called for more maturity. The director of this group was in a
highly responsible position as he was part of the formation team initiating these
young men into aspects of pastoral life in view of the priesthood. Some of the
outdoor activities were in fact part of the pastoral work of the local parish of St.

Benedict to which the past student members belonged.

We

which Claude is on record as having been
with what called for the greatest heroism at times, namely
the visitation of the sick, especially those in hospital where the Aa members in
particular were committed to perform the most menial chores, emptying out the
slops, scrubbing the floors, dressing the beds, caring for the personal needs of
the patients at a time when standards in hygiene, sanitation etc left so much to be
desired in many hospitals. Then there was the apostolate of trying to cope with
the ever prevalent pauperism, not in any sense as crusaders for social justice,
nor in the allocation of sizeable material aid, which they did not possess, but
single out three activities in

involved.

We

start

in the care for the individual, the stress

on evangelisation and

sanctification; in

short by a genuine display of solidarity at personal level with the marginalised
in society. 37 This brought the better-off students into contact with real poverty
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first time and influenced them to adopt a more simple
themselves. The more heroic among them shared what they had
with the poor. Finally there was the work of catechising the uninstructed masses.
There was a great lack in this matter of teaching the poorer classes in the cities
and in the country the elements of the faith. Members of the Aa were encouraged
to get involved in teaching catechism at the special centres set up in the suburbs
and in country towns and to help at the retreats and special courses for training

at close

range for the

life-style for

catechists. 38

When Fr. Thomas recounts briefly Claude's various pastoral activities he would
have looked upon them as the natural flowering of what he had learned from l'Abbe
Bellier and his associates in Rennes; he may have been unaware of the special
guidance, motivation and support received through membership of the Aa. But
we are glad to have the few details Fr. Thomas has preserved for his readers:
a special love for the most obscure and most
neglected works. From time to time he gathered the young Savoyards and
taught them catechism on every occasion. He felt sure that their souls were
no less dear to Jesus Christ than those of the most powerful noblemen and that
he could count as much or even more on the fruitfulness of the instructions he
gave them. 39

At that time he had already

Fr.

Thomas cannot resist

Claude's

first

the opportunity to moralise

on

pastoral involvement, but before following

delay on the 'y° un g Savoyards'

whom

this

engaging incident in

him on

his lofty flight

we

Claude had learned from meditation on his
Divine Master to value as highly as the noble folk who were intended by his parents
to be his own associates in the type of career planned for him since his baptism.
These young boys were from the mountain areas of Savoy, then an independent
duchy in the south east of France. They had come to Paris in search of a profitable
occupation, principally as chimney sweeps. Sheer economic necessity had driven
them from home. They were welcomed by the people of Paris both for their vital
services and for their good humour and songs as they went about their suffocating
chores. They were featured in several literary works being presented in a romantic
light, but the cruel fact was that they were the victims of neglect and exploitation
because of their poverty, their youth, and the fact that they were removed so far
from their native habitats. 40 Because they moved from place to place as their
services were required, they were no one's pastoral responsibility. There were,
however, some people

who made

a special effort to cater for their needs, spiritual

Benedict where a special centre
was set up at the Ursuline convent with catechism classes arranged for Sundays
and Tuesday evenings. Students from the various clerical colleges were invited to
help in the catechising of these unfortunates. It was in this context that Claude
as well as temporal, particularly in the parish of St

got involved with the little Savoyards very early on. One can well imagine that his
experience at Saint Yves' hospital and orphanage must have prepared him for this
task being undertaken once again under the auspices of the Sodality of Our Lady.
It would appear that he was commissioned to undertake this task singlehanded and
on a regular basis - probably till they were ready for confirmation at Pentecost
1702. What a contrast these grimy youths must have presented for Claude with
his own home circumstances when he grew up dressed in white in honour of his
consecration to Our Lady. But now as a member of the Sodality of Our Lady he was
living out to the full the logical consequences of that consecration as was insisted
on with such clarity in the meditations printed in the manual for the members of
the sodality.
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Claude in this exercise in catechising was learning to adapt the intellectual
approach to theology as taught in the lecture room to the needs of his youthful
listeners, a training in how to bring the Good News to the poor and the unwashed.
How successful was he at this level of catechising which was so far removed from
his performance during Le Grand Acte (Grand Act) at Rennes? Fr. Thomas, who
knew Claude personally, simply but eloquently answers our query when he wrote:
"One could not but admire the easy and kind manner with which he drew them
to goodness". Earlier he had remarked that he had attended to their spiritual and
their bodily needs. And in all this work he was activated by no mere humanist or
socialist ideology but, as Fr. Thomas has reminded us, he was guided and inspired
by the conviction that the souls of these little waifs were as precious to the good
Lord as the souls of the mighty on their thrones.
Expanding on this succinct insight Fr. Thomas wrote as follows:
Besides, in this he also followed the example of his beloved Master who had
come to preach the gospel to the poor. In order to repay God, for he believed

he had served

Him so badly until then, he was ready to do anything to give Him

And since our Saviour came to redeem sinners, Claude's
ardent zeal was prepared to undertake anything that might help in bringing
them back to God. Nothing, he tells us, would have seemed beneath him if
it could serve as a means of winning them. This shows the marvellous power
of grace which seemed to have given him a new heart, not by removing the
obstacles that were posed by his natural inclinations, but by encouraging him
in generously overcoming them. 41
faithful servants.

The Poor Students
Claude did not have

to

go outside the precincts of Louis

contact with real and particularly humiliating poverty.

le

Grand

to

come

in

Some

of the students
availing of the gratuitousness of the lectures in philosophy and theology as they
had set their hearts on the priesthood, showed obvious signs of their poverty in
their dress and lack of sufficient nourishment or suitable lodgings. One recalls
Grignion de Montfort coming across such a poor scholar at St Thomas' College
in Rennes who was the butt of the jokes of the other students because of the rags he
was wearing. 42 Grignion began on that occasion by organising a collection among
the students to help clothe that impoverished aspirant to the priesthood. Claude,
on seeing a very young student in similar straits at Louis le Grand, came to his
aid secretly from his own limited pocket money. We are fortunate that this first
clerical student befriended by Claude, J.B. Faulconnier, left a testimony to this
spontaneous act of charity. Writing later in life, when he was pastor in a small
parish in the diocese of Orleans, he testified:

know that about a year before he founded his community he paid for the cost
of my board in a private house for some three or four months from where I was
able to attend class at the Jesuits. After these three or four months he arranged
that I be accommodated at a community belonging to these religious. During
all that time he sent me to different addresses to bring alms to people who
would be embarrassed if it were known that they were in such need.. And I
know that before he established his community and while he was still boarding
with the Jesuits, whether he used have to collect his own rations or had them
brought to his apartments I am not sure, but I know for certain that he used
to give these to people who were in dire want and fend for himself from the
scraps left over from the Jesuits' meals... 43
I
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The Toulouse Letter
Faulconnier's letter is a valuable document in that it is from a contemporary, the
first student in fact of the seminary Claude was soon to found though as yet he
had not even dreamt of the like. But this document, valuable though it be, was
written years after the event, probably at the request of Fr. Thomas when he was
in the process of composing his biography of Claude. No actual contemporary
document referring to Claude's life at this period had come to light till 1968
when Yves Poutet, specialist in documents concerning St. John Baptist De La
Salle, spotted references in the Toulouse Aa archives which he recognised as
referring clearly to Claude. Poutet's discovery was a milestone in the study of
the life and work of Claude not because of the amount of the new material it
provided. In fact it was because much of the material was already known that it
was possible to state beyond doubt that the subject referred to was Claude. The
value of the identification was that for the first time it was revealed that Claude had
been an active member of the Aa. This discovery immediately opened, up a new
perspective and threw a revealing light on the meagre facts already known about
this period of Claude's life leading to his launching into his work on behalf of the
poor students for the priesthood. There were, of course, some valuable new details
in these Toulouse papers beyond what was already known about Claude. 44
First let us clear up briefly the matter about how details on Claude's activities
should have turned up in far away Toulouse. As part of the revival within the Aa
at Louis le Grand from 1700 on, the custom was resumed of sending a circular
letter about their activities to the other Aa groups which had in fact been founded
from Paris. This letter dated March 1703 was in fact the first of its type since
1699. After volunteering some excuses for this long lapse the writer proceeds
to give extracts from their secret register of the good deeds done by members
of their group and which had been submitted anonymously to the secretary at
the two special reunions held each year, one at Pentecost and the other on 27
December, Feast of St. John the Evangelist. Two of the extracts, Nos. Ill and
IX are incontestably referring to Claude and a third, No. VIII, is almost certainly
referring to him also as we shall see later. The fact that three such extracts from
Claude's submissions have been included in this digest from the group's records
show clearly the importance attached to his contributions.
From internal evidence Pere Michel has been able to put the entries about
Claude in their proper chronological sequence - No. VIII coming from the
Christmas reunion 1701, No. Ill from the following Pentecost meeting and No. IX
from Christmas 1702. 45 We transcribe here entry no. Ill, dated Pentecost 1702:

Another (confrere) pays

upkeep and lodgings of a poor scholar; he buys
same confrere makes eight visits
the Blessed Sacrament daily and receives Holy Communion three times a
for the

old clothes to clothe other poor people; the
to

week; he often visits the hospitals; twice a week he gives instruction to twenty
poor chimneysweeps and also helps them materially; he charitably admonishes
the confreres who neglect their duties; he drinks only water and eats very little,
never what is to his own taste. 46

A comment on some of the points raised in this Aa report is in order. First it will
be of interest to know the amount of pocket money at Claude's disposal at this time
once he had paid his fees and other costs at Louis le Grand. The annual fee at the
college was 368 litres (pounds) which included 36 for the use of a private room.
There were other 'extras' not included in the basic fee. 47 For a fuller comment
on this aspect of Claude's life we turn to Fr. Thomas who, as is his wont, gives
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minimum of fact on which he builds quite
doubt for his principal audience, the seminarians:

us the

A

a sizeable

sermon intended no

heart that was so generous and so sensitive to the love of

its

God made

would not fail to show proper gratitude to Him who had held out
a saving hand, and this sentiment found expression on every occasion. He
found great comfort in being able to console the Lord in the persons of the
poor who are members of His Mystical Body. For them he stripped himself
of all that he could, even of necessary things. His thrifty father accorded him
an allowance of a mere 800 livres - a moderate allowance for a young man of
his age. Nevertheless, he found it possible to give a great part of that amount
to the poor. He liberally helped the self-conscious poor and had a wonderful
way of sparing them all embarrassment. Among other things, for this work of
charity he used the services of a young student whose board he paid until a
Jesuit house took him in. But since he had to use most of the money given
him by his father for his own board and lodging, he took, as we have seen,
the best of what the college furnished him for his own sustenance and sent
sure

it

to the sick or the reticent poor, thus treating himself less well than the least
of them.
Before his conversion, Claude used to feel that the allowance accorded him
by his father was insufficient for his needs. After his conversion, he found
it ample and even had something left over to be devoted to the needs of
many others. This shows how charity coupled with mortification makes one
ingeniously see in what is necessary for himself a sort of superfluity which
ought to be bestowed on the poor. He desired to be entirely destitute some
day after he had given everything away and live on nothing but alms. 48
it

Fr.

Besnard devotes

transcribe

it

just one brief paragraph to this aspect of Claude's story.
here for the sake of completing the record:

We

From this time on he consecrated his savings and part of what he himself
needed to make it possible for some poor students to continue their studies.
He went so far as to give half of his own food to one of them who lived at the
entrance of the college. In this way he foreshadowed what he was soon to do
with such great zeal that

its fruits

continue to exist

at present. 49

Returning to the Aa report, we find that it adds a detail about Claude's activities
not found elsewhere namely: "He charitably admonishes the confreres who
neglect their duties". At first hand this disclosure might leave the reader with
the impression that Claude had by now taken on airs and roles which would
leave him open to the charge of acting as a self appointed reformer with a
'better than thou' outlook on his peers. He was after all just a student and
not a 'prefect' in any sense. But once it is realised that he was by now coopted
into the Aa this 'charitable admonishing' of those who neglected their duties was
exactly what would be expected from him. One of the main purposes in having
a cell of the Aa established at Louis le Grand was to provide such a salutary
influence among the loosely governed student body who lived apart from the Jesuit
aspirants. The members of the Aa were specifically counselled that their methods
were to be tempered by moderation and to avoid all abrasiveness in dealing with
unapproved behaviour among the students and to practice tolerance in combating
unorthodox views. Hence the significance of the inclusion of the word 'charitably'

admonished. Indeed this tolerant and humane approach to the defaulter was to be
the singular trait of Claude in his direction of the seminarians under his care in the
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community he was soon

to found,

and

it is

to

be sensed in the rule he drew up for

their guidance.

But Claude's efforts in "charitably exhorting the confreres who neglect their
must have been directed in a special way towards his fellow members in
the'Aa, all of whom he would have known from the meetings. The ideals being
set before them were high indeed and ordinary mortals do not scale the heights
without encouragement. It could well be that it was in no small measure due to
Claude's efforts that the writer of the 1703 letter to Toulouse could give such a
duties"

progress report:
...Our ordinary meetings are being attended in good numbers this year and
our renewal sessions have been held strictiy according to the rules and with
fervour; our pilgrimages have been a source of edification. As we returned
from our latest one to Montmartre held on Shrove Tuesday, where at least
31 took part, everyone returned full of sorrow to see how the good God is
so offended during this time of debauchery and full of desire to counteract
each in his own way this unbridled behaviour and to make reparation for the
outrages against Jesus Christ by their own good example and good works. ...

Later when Claude was going through a spiritual crisis one of the matters
he confessed to have neglected as time went on was this duty of charitably
admonishing the confreres!
Finally, the 'edifying note', included in the 1703 report by the secretary of the
Aa, has this detail about Claude's much changed life style: "He drinks only water,
eats very little and never what is to his own taste." One can see that already the
other members of the Assemblee have noted Claude as being exceptional in his
austere style of living. This abstemiousness and mortification in the matter of food
and drink is confirmed from other sources including Claude's own personal notes.
Writing a few years later he added euphemistically: "I began to do some violence
to my likings and to impose small mortifications". J.B Faulconnier when dealing
with Claude's mortification in the matter of feeding himself after parting with his
rations, adds a detail which sounds positively shocking to squeamish tastes: "He
used eat what was thrown aside after the Jesuits' meals, in particular haricot
beans which had already been covered in two inches of mould". And Fr. Thomas
confirms these accounts of the extremes to which Claude had gone at this period
in this matter of mortification of his appetites. 50 Just a year earlier in 1701 Claude
had written in his retreat notes at Rennes that he feared his tendency to "a soft
and cowardly life" and that he looked forward to entering a seminary "where piety
reigned" so that he could change his easygoing habits. Within that twelve months
he seems to have already undergone an extraordinary change indeed, not merely
in his external way of life but in his inner self and in his outlook. Fr. Thomas just
refers to this phenomenon as his 'conversion' as if that explained all. Later we shall
examine in what this conversion consisted and see in more detail how it affected
his life. But first we shall see how Claude was led by events to discover his true
vocation.
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