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TO THE MEMORY OF


MY FATHER AND MOTHER




We were about one year in Paris when, O my God, with those eyes of infinite and extraordinary mercy, you looked at me; for which, my Lord, I am exceedingly grateful to you. I do not know what day or month it was. But well I do know, that all of a sudden I felt a great desire for virtue and perfection.


Claudine Moine
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Preface


Claudine Moine is not totally unknown to readers in the English language. The New Catholic Encyclopedia, published in 1967, consecrated a short biographical note to her (vol. IX, p. 1006). The entire text of her writings, however, has only been available up to the present in the French language. But thanks to the great care with which Father Gerard Carroll has applied himself to this first translation into another language, English-speaking people will now be able to have direct access to this treasure.


It might be difficult to appreciate the remarkable value of the original text in translation. Despite some traces of the preclassical era in the use of the present participle, to give one example, the language of Claudine Moine carries with it all the characteristics of the great classical period in France: clarity, sobriety and exactitude of expression, without an overstudied style or affectation. However, the present translation succeeds admirably in capturing the style of expression. But it is not simply the style of the work that is striking; the content is even more exceptional. There are many authors who have described their spiritual journey from a life of sin or indifference to that state of union with God we normally refer to as ‘spiritual marriage’; but when Claudine takes up the pen in 1652 on the behest of her confessor, she has already spent four years in this last state. When she ceases writing she has spent seven years in it. For her the spiritual journey continues; changes manifest themselves. And the description of the later states is of the greatest interest.


Moreover, the visions she recounts are nearly all intellectual; to characterise them amounts in effect to an exposition of Christian doctrine. This already suggests that for her the essentials of the mystical life are to be found elsewhere, that is in living and acting under the movement of the spirit. She tries hard to describe the nature of this experience, which she seems to have discovered in herself suddenly, without reference to any other previous experiences of that kind. This explains the prudent course she adopts in writing: a certain fear of being wrong allows her to persist, despite everything, in the profound confidence she has of being on the right road.


One of the more frequent expressions in her writings is ‘the movement that drives me’ or ‘the instinct that directs me’. This concept is entirely biblical. Thus Simeon comes to the Temple ‘prompted by the Spirit’ (Luke 4:1-2; Matt. 4:1), and Paul on his way to Jerusalem is ‘a prisoner already in spirit’ (Acts 20:22). Another time the spirit prevented Paul and his companions from crossing the frontier into Bithynia (Acts 16:7-8).


The agent of spiritual progress for Claudine is the Eucharist, whose action is ‘transforming’. And when this word takes on its full force for her, her ‘soul acts hardly any more except from the motive of love’.


Briefly, the presentation which Claudine gives of her personal experience makes it possible for us to see in it a spiritual theology inspired by the Bible. Her spirituality is no longer taken from the experience of the great mystics of the sixteenth century, although she never disparages them in any way.


While Claudine Moine brings us back in her spirituality to the origins of Christianity, she is also very relevant for today. She found herself in the situation of having to earn her living by the work of her hands. She led a very normal existence (although celibate) in the world and lived out her exceptional experiences in the midst of the many domestics who worked for the important people of this world, without causing anyone to comment on her.


She also bore witness to the fact that the gifts of God can blossom and bear fruit well beyond our wildest imagination in the most humble of circumstances.


Despite the exceptional character of the favours she received, she never considered herself as commissioned with a message. Her writings, however, relating - as far as one can say this - the mystical life in its pure state, bear a testimony. They are edifying and stimulating, and they can help every one of us, without any risk of leading us astray, because they bring us back always to the essentials, so much so that one could entitle them: ‘If you only knew what God is offering’ (John 4:10).


Jean Guennou
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Introduction1



It is now, my dear and Reverend Father, that I can truly say I have put my heart into your hands and rendered my soul visible to your eyes


From behind the awnings of time, at last is revealed in these words a spiritual beauty curtained from history since the seventeenth century. Taken from MS 1409 of the archives of La Society des Missions Etrangeres in Paris, they spring from the pen of a young woman who arrived in Paris in 1642 as a refugee from her homeland, to lead a secluded life in the Marais quarter of that city, plying the needle and thread so as to earn a living as a dressmaker. Finally, reaching for the heights of spiritual perfection and in obedience to the behest of her confessor, she recorded her spiritual experience in writing. Unsigned, and with all proper and place names left blank (except for a few: Paris, Dijon, Annonciade, Ursulines), MS 1409 was found only in the past thirty years by the then archivist of the Missions Etrangeres, Father Jean Guennou; the relatively recent discovery of this hitherto unknown text determines the following way of introducing this, its first English translation: You Looked at Me: the Spiritual Testimony of Claudine Moine.


The imagination of those interested in the fabulous is easily excited by the discovery of an unknown manuscript without an author. They ask: ‘How old is the manuscript?’ and ‘Who wrote it?’ It is these questions that are discussed in this Introduction, for it is generally accepted that a story not vouched for by a principal participant defies belief. A certain contract, it would seem, is arrived at between the writer and the reading public; they take on the role of members of a jury who must hear what happened from the witness’s own lips and who will accept neither hearsay evidence nor inspired guesses. But the words of Claudine are no fable. It is true that God usually reserves for himself the knowledge of the high summits and profound depths of some privileged souls who will only be known to us in Heaven. For example, what do we know of St Joseph and the many saints devoted to the hidden life? But occasionally, a grille is unsealed, a gate broken open in front of us; and the time arrives for some Sleeping Beauty to come back to life among us, putting their heart into our hands and rendering their soul visible to our eyes. The author of the above words, who awakes for us at this moment in history, has slept for over 300 years and speaks the French of the mid-seventeenth century.


Anxious as we always are to identify ourselves with some form of life that is real and historical, that has a true heart and soul in it, the words of Claudine evoke in us something of the author’s own deep sense of identity and the unmitigated truthfulness of her soul’s experience as she writes about it. Writing with authority - for she evidently experiences in her person what her heart and soul had revealed to her confessor - she displays in these words to her confessor the fortunate, albeit uncommon, combination of a spiritual vision and a writer’s ability. She was as dexterous with the pen, it would seem, as she was with the needle and thread, and these words illustrate the dual characteristic of spiritual depth and literary ability reflected in her writings as a whole: a very special blend of spiritual vision and theological understanding - a rare fortune nowadays, which can only be something of a treat for the reader.2


Generally, in presenting to the public a work of a writer, it is customary to begin with a biography, trying to clarify the thought of the author through the circumstances of the author’s life and the historical influences of the times in which he or she lived; then to treat of the work in question in the context of the author’s general output, if any; and finally to move on to discuss the sources and leading ideas of the work. But in this present case we are forced to do the reverse: we must try to work out the biography from the content of the work itself. This means that, notwithstanding the fact that a cursory glance at the first few pages of the manuscript will tell us that the author was born in 1618, is a woman and is the eldest of three children in her family, that she lost her mother when she was 8 or 9 years of age and that her family had considerable private means, for all intents and purposes we are confronted here with an unknown work and an unknown author.


What air of authenticity, then, has this manuscript? How credible is the experience described in it? For in the above words the author is saying to her confessor that she has completed the work of recounting for him the great favours God granted her in her life. It was on one day in Paris - most likely sometime around the feast of All Saints 1642 - that she perceived in herself a presence, that is the experience of a force new to her. She will guard the impression forever after that her life consisted of two very distinct phases: the one before and the other after that moment when, as she says, ‘you looked at me’. This is how she describes it:


We were about one year in Paris when, O my God, with those eyes of infinite and extraordinary mercy, you looked at me; for which, my Lord, I am exceedingly grateful to you. I do not know what day or month it was. But well I do know, that all of a sudden I felt a great desire for virtue and perfection.


No Christian theologian has ever denied that the elect will have a vision of God in the state of final beatitude. Is it not the cherished yearning of every Christian believer to know and see God in himself, as he is? It is in fact a fundamental truth attested to by scripture: ‘My dear people, we are already the children of God but what we are to be in the future has not yet been revealed; all we know is, that when it is revealed we shall be like him because we shall see him as he really is’ (I John 3:2). But the same scriptures, the same Epistle of St John (4:12), affirms that ‘No one has ever seen God.’ And St Paul himself points out that God ‘alone is immortal, whose home is in in accessible light, whom no man has seen and no man is able to see’ (ITim.6:16). Is this vision of God as he is, then, reserved exclusively to the eternal life, or can it have its beginning here below, in this life? And moreover, the question that challenges us all today, is there a personal God who truly loves us and draws us to himself as to our final end? Not the projection of her own imagination, nor the result of the activity of her own mind, Claudine Moine’s awareness of a new presence and force within herself is a testimony to the fact that God really exists and that a true union with him is possible, even in this life. With her eyes open to vision beyond the range of normal sight, she testifies to the fact that she has seen God and that her word is true. But Dante in the first Canto of the Paradiso points out that the person who has been in Heaven and seen things has neither the knowledge nor the power to relate them when he descends from there, because, as Dante says, as it draws near to its desire, our intellect enters so deep that memory cannot go back upon the track (cf. Paradiso, Canto I, lines 6-9). And again in the Paradiso, Dante, confessing that his vision was greater than his speech could show (Canto XXXIII, lines 55-6), says that, through abounding grace, he presumed to fix his look through the Eternal Light so far that all his sight was used up, and that in its depth he saw gathered together there, bound by love in one single volume, that which is dispersed throughout the whole universe (ibid., lines 82-7). He was experiencing the Trinity, in which, as in a knot (line 91), he now saw the meaning of all existence. Speech is scant indeed, and how feeble is one’s conception when it is a question of relating such wonderful things. This is indeed Claudine’s task also.


To say whether her testimony is true or not we rely solely on the integrity of her own word; and, as in the case of our acceptance of the Apostles’ testimony to the risen Christ, its verisimilitude can only be attested to in the positive by those who find in her a kindred spirit by testifying with her, and with all the witnesses in the life of the Church down the ages, to having had the same experience in their own lives. We may be navigating on a stormy sea; but, ‘Behold, he who keeps Israel will never slumber or sleep’ (Ps.121:4). It is true, God has eyes; he looks at us, and everything is changed - all is calm. ‘How beautiful you are, my love,/ how beautiful you are! / Your eyes behind your veil,/are doves;/ your hair is like a flock of goats /frisking down the slopes of Gilead’ (S. of S.4:1). ‘Is the inventor of the ear unable to hear?/ The creator of the eye unable to see?’ (Ps. 94:9.) For God indeed looked at Claudine: ‘those eyes of infinite and extraordinary mercy’ gazed upon her, and she awoke spiritually to behold his form, Christ. Bearing testimony in these words to this real experience of God, Claudine also echoes the same sentiments of St John: ‘Something which has existed since the beginning,/ that we have heard,/and we have seen with our own eyes;/ that we have watched / and touched with our hands:/ the Word, who is life - / this is our subject./ That life was made visible:/we saw it and are giving testimony,/ telling you of the eternal life / which was with the Father and has been made visible to us’ (I John 1:1-2).‘We are writing this to you,’ says St John, ‘to make our own joy complete’ (I John 1:4). So intimately connected with her spiritual vision was Claudine’s need to bear testimony to it, that it would falsify it entirely if she could not speak about it. Speak about it she did, to her confessor; and, under obedience to him, she agreed to write about it.


This so far is the history, and this the life, of Claudine Moine; now perceiving within herself a presence on a day in Paris in 1642, looked at by those eyes of infinite and extraordinary mercy. This is the history, and this the life, of Claudine Moine, appearing from behind the awnings of time to put her heart into our hands and render her soul visible to our eyes. For the reader who has never entered the world of seventeenth-century France, it has to be a revelation; and for the reader who is familiar with this area, it can only be praised for its unique example of everything that was great in the spirituality of seventeenth-century France. Not a history, not a treatise in theology, not even the traditional spiritual autobiography or story of a soul, this work presents us with a word that depicts the most simple spiritual ideas with the utmost accuracy, to which the above words of her conversion testify. Perhaps her experience is too private, has too personal a value to be of much interest to a wider public. But this is a judgement readers must make for themselves if they will read Claudine’s fascinating testimony with an open mind. Some may feel that this text would have done better had it been written as a treatise rather than in its present form. But the author of this manuscript is speaking from the inside out, from her own experience, and reflecting in a very definite way upon this very special action of God in her life. Claudine in a sense becomes her own parent spiritually, in so far as, being reborn, it is this time a question of her own choice.3 She also becomes her own theologian in as much as she reflects upon her spiritual experience. This is its fascination, its invitation to us to bring us beyond language into the truth, beyond the story into the real, and finally beyond the self into God. Its content, then, is its true biography, a spiritual testimony: the Spiritual Testimony of Claudine Moine.


It is important therefore, as an attempt to answer the above questions, to point out the following characteristics of the text as a key but not a hindrance to the reading of this translation. For I believe that a close and informed reading of the text will reveal the author, and that the wise reader will find that the surest guide to Claudine Moine is her own words. But first, the history of the text; then some words on the possible sources behind it; and finally, I shall comment on the opening words of the manuscript as a key to the understanding of the author’s spirituality.


The dressmaker of Paris


There is scarcely a repository of ancient documents, above all in Paris, that does not contain some spiritual writings. Since their creation in 1658, the rich archives of La Soci6t6 des Missions Etrangferes in Paris have acquired a significant number, from many different provenances. Many of these writings are, of course, very commonplace and trivial, and would not merit publication. But MS 1409 is an entirely different matter.4 First, however, two important matters must be clarified: How old is the manuscript? Who wrote it?


The last page of the manuscript answers the first question. On this page is written:


This manuscript belongs to Abbe de Choisy, who lent it to Madame la Marquise on 14 July 1686; then to Madame la Presidente de Ndmod on 25 August 1696; then to Monseigneur 1 ’Eveque de Rosalie on 9 September 1706.


The handwriting of Abbe de Choisy can be authenticated from the many examples of it that are to be found in the archives of the Missions Etrangeres. Any mystery about the presence of this manuscript in the archives can be eliminated by pointing out that the Bishop of Rosalie, Monseigneur Artus de Lionne, returned to the Missions Etrangeres, where he died in 1706. Further, Abbe de Choisy had retained an apartment there from about 1686. One way or the other, the presence of the manuscript (which belonged to Abbd de Choisy) in the archives of the Missions Etrangeres does not pose any great problem; and the attendant information at least establishes the fact that it goes back to the seventeenth century, the century of the lost original.5 But who wrote it?


At the end of the first part of the manuscript two capital letters, ‘N. N.’, substitute for the Christian name and surname of the author. It appears, then, that this manuscript stems from a lost original and is, so far, the only manuscript available. All further research undertaken to find the original has been unsuccessful. But this should not deter us from considering the second question: Who wrote it?


In the Marais quarter of the busy city of Paris of the seventeenth century, somewhere between the Place des Vosges and the then newly-built baroque church of St Louis, in which she attended daily Mass and listened to the great sermons preached there, lived a dressmaker. Clothed in the simple dress her poverty limited her to, she plied the needle and thread to earn her living. Yet, this is the kind of person in whom is revealed to us the rich spiritual heritage of seventeenth-century Paris: Claudine Moine.6 As we looked at MS 1409 together, Father Guennou pointed out to me the following passage as the one that launched him on his research to find this Sleeping Beauty.7


Finally, not seeing our way of putting our affairs in order, we, that is my sister and myself, desired to leave home and work as domestics while waiting for a peaceful end to the war. With this in mind, I took theopportunity of writing to the Ursulines. For it happened that, some people from [Vesoul], who were sent as hostages to the Count of [Grancey] until such time as the amount of money which had been agreed upon with him was paid, had to pass through [Langres]. For on account of the war, and all communications having been destroyed accordingly, it was about four years, 1 believe, since I had last let the Ursulines have any news about me. I conveyed to them, then, the state of our affairs and the plan we have to work as domestics.


This passage matches up with an episode in seventeenth-century French history.8 ‘The year 1618’, writes C. V. Wedgwood, ‘was like many others in those uneasy decades of armed neutrality which occur from time to time in the history of the Empire.’9 On 17 January of that year, the author of this manuscript was born; and on 23 May of the same year the revolt in Prague took place, the date traditionally assigned to the outbreak of the Thirty Years War.10 During the Thirty Years War the city of Vesoul,11 already ruined by the demands and taxes of the war, was summoned by the Count of Grancey, in September 1641, to pay a thousand crowns (6cus) ransom under the penalty of being pillaged by the French troops. Vesoul capitulated; but not being able to get together the necessary amount of money, the city had to provide twelve hostages whom the Count of Grancey convoked at Scey-sur-Saone, on 30 September, before dispatching them to his castle, situated to the south-west of Langres. The author of this manuscript, then, wished to take advantage of this situation in order to have a letter sent to the Ursulines, where she had been a boarder at school. She had no idea when writing her letter to the Ursulines that it was going to lead eventually to her coming to Paris.


From these pieces of information, we come to two conclusions about the identity of the author: she lived in Scey-sur-Saone, where the Count of Grancey had summoned his hostages before conveying them to his castle at Langres - the only town on the route of the hostages where a convent of the Ursuline sisters is to be found; and her name was Claudine Moine - for it only remained to consult the parish register of Scey-sur-Saone to find out that she was the daughter of Mathias Moine and Jeanne la Brune. A thorough investigation revealed also that Claudine had a younger sister and a younger brother - all of which precise information corresponds exactly to the data given in the text. In the first page, in fact, she writes:


It pleased God to take my mother from this world when I was about 8or9 years of age and, even so, the eldest of three children she left behind.


The war and its severe consequences began to make themselves felt even among the well-to-do, and in the long run Mathias Moine and his family found themselves battling against great difficulties, possibly financial. Claudine, being the eldest, was sent by her father to Besangon (that, from a hypothesis based on the timetable of her return journey, was in all probability the town in question) to carry out some business transaction. Because of the insecurities the roads presented, the young Claudine was not able to return to Scey-sur-Saone until a period of three months had passed. Eventually a safe route home presented itself. But on her way home she had an accident that resulted in her losing consciousness, which she sustained because of a horse that leaped and knocked her to the ground on a pile of rocks. Regaining her consciousness, however, and resuming her journey, she finally arrived home, but she was confined to bed for fifteen days. She was not long recovered from this illness when she was stricken with another one; this one lasted almost fifteen months.


The material situation of the family was deteriorating more and more almost daily, and Claudine and her sister Nicole thought they should enter someone’s service as domestics until the war was over and peace was re-established. As stated above, the occasion for them to obtain such a position presented itself when a convoy of hostages from Vesoul passed through Scey-sur-Saone, making it possible for Claudine to have a letter sent to the Ursulines at Langres. The letter reached its destination, and the former mistress who was in charge of the boarders in Claudine’s time there, Sister Françoise d’Hemery (de la Nativite), later superior of the house (see Directoire pour les novices du Monastere Sainte-Ursule de Langres, Lyon, 1642, pp. 510-14), answered the letter and offered the young women from Scey-sur-Saone the hospitality of the convent. Acousin of theirs who was a religious had been in the convent and was, perhaps, still there. They set out on their journey on 12 February 1642 and arrived the next day at Langres, where they were received by the nuns with great demonstrations of friendship. The Ursulines envisaged keeping them hidden in the quarters of the nuns who were in charge of the door for as long as the circumstances of the war would have required it; out of discretion, however, Claudine and Nicole did not believe that it was possible for them to accept this generous proposition. Owing to the war it was impossible for them to find work at Langres, and therefore, come what may, they had to consider going to Paris.
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Franche-Comte at the time of the Thirty Years War





Another series of research brings us in the footsteps of Claudine to Paris, to find out where she lived from 23 April 1642, the date given for her arrival in Paris. On 17 April 1642, this young woman from the provinces, forced on account of the misfortunes of war to quit her homeland, set out for Paris after a short stay with the Ursulines at Langres. After an eventful journey, which lasted about six days, Claudine and her sister, Nicole, arrived in Paris. They found a room in the Marais quarter of the city; in which, as was customary in those times, there were already many other people lodging. They set out to look for domestic work, but in vain. Neither of them had any experience of this type of work, so not being able to find proper employment, they lived by the needle and thread, work that had been procured for them by the sisters of the Annonciade.12 However, the work was very badly paid and did not suffice to keep them. Consequently, Claudine, more out of concern for her sister than for herself, went to present herself to the house of the Jesuits, attached to the church of St Louis,13 to speak to them about her distressful position. So it was not for totally disinterested motives that Claudine, a few months after her arrival in Paris, took as a director of conscience Father Jarry,14 procurator of the house of profession of the Jesuits, situated not far from where she was staying. Obviously, she did not present herself to the residence of the Jesuits on her own initiative. It was undoubtedly the Annonciade sisters, themselves affiliated in some way to the Jesuit Order, who sent Claudine to the Jesuits to explain to them the terribly miserable and materially deprived condition she and her sister were in. Looking back on her life, Claudine will always recall this event as part of God’s plan for her - his providence, his constant watching over her. This is how she described the event:


After some months in Paris, and not having brought with us there very much money, we began to be in great need. Out of concern more for my sister than for myself, seeing that we were unable to earn enough from our work in order to feed and house ourselves, I resolved to find someone who could help us in our need. At last, beginning to put all my confidence in you, my God, with great affection I asked your help. I was directed hence to Father [Jarry], who listened to me with great patience and charity.


Such, then, was the providential guidance of God that was about to launch Claudine Moine on the path of an astonishing spiritual journey by putting her in contact with her first regular confessor. Father Jarry himself had been involved in the foundation of the convent of the Annonciades celestes, and, as procurator of the house of profession, he was also in charge of the charitable works of mercy. The young Claudine told him her whole story; then asked him if she could present herself regularly to him in his confessional, which he agreed to. That it was indeed the said Father Jarry is proved all the more by the fact that she herself gives some indication in her writings about the time of his death; for that corresponds more or less with the date engraved on the tomb of Father Jarry (and on his alone) in the crypt of the church of St Louis, where all the Jesuits who died at the adjoining residence were buried. The inscriptions on those vaults, or tombs, have been restored many times,15 and these permit us to identify even the second confessor of Claudine, Father Pierre de Sesmaisons.16 Finally, the rather distinguished career of her third confessor, such as it is described in the manuscript, seems to correspond to that of Father Andre Castillon, celebrated as a preacher at the beginning of the reign of Louis XIV:


All the repugnances and difficulties which I had with virtue were dispelled in an instant; and I well experienced that which I have since heard said by the greatest preacher of the century, that when it pleases you [God] to act according to your extraordinary power, your graces are infallible in their effect, without encroaching upon the freedom of man.


Castillon himself was regarded as one of the foremost preachers of his time. It was also to him that Claudine Moine addressed herself in October 1648. Furthermore, she gives more information about him in the following passage:


But another thing that will help one understand better this conduct (because, for once and for all, I would really like to state it openly), is that I was going to the confessor of whom I have spoken for only a short time, and to whom I believe it was our Lord himself who directed me in the manner in which I have explained, when, on the order of his superiors, he changed places and went to be superior very far from here.


And true enough, at the end of December 1648, Father Castillon was appointed rector of the Jesuit college at Orleans, where he remained until 1651. He exercised the same functions at Rennes for a year, and then he came back to Paris in September 1652. Three weeks after his return to the residence of St Louis, his old penitent, Claudine, made a general confession to him. As a result of this, it seems, Father Castillon believed it was his duty to ask Claudine to relate in writing the principal favours she had received from God since the time of her birth.


Claudine Moine: we have only to contemplate her life’s history to anticipate that what comes from her pen can only delight us and strike us with wonder as it clothes and exemplifies a meaning that transcends it. An historical document as well as a spiritual testimony, her manuscript commands the interest of historian and theologian alike. The ingenuousness of its appearance among us and the story it tells eschews all the frenzied claims to authenticity and the extraordinary lengths to which some authors go to make plausible not only the writing of a time confession, but also its subsequent discovery and publication: the yellowing manuscript discovered under lock and key in an old, empty house, or in a trunk abandoned in an inn by a traveller who never returns to reclaim it. The setting for Claudine’s story needs no such setting for authenticity. The historical climate in which she lived out her spiritual existence - between struggling with the vagaries of war and the religious thinking of seventeenth-century France - had just been shaken by the stormy onslaught of many philosophical and theological upheavals in the lives of people. Although we have very little biographical information about Claudine, apart from what she chooses to reveal to us and what can be gleaned from the historical evidence offered in the manuscript, the recorded events surrounding her life demonstrate at least the simple fact that Claudine is an historical character. But whether belief in the credibility of her story commands assent or not depends less on this than on the spiritual climate that sustains it. And if her written word is the progeny of her soul, we are invited by her, as by all writers of good spiritual literature, to transcend the historical - that is our own story-and transfer to our lives what she contemplates through the spiritual interpretation of the things spoken literally.


She is dignified and refulgent in her language as she puts her heart into our hands and renders her soul visible to our eyes, and that ranks her with Augustine, Teresa of Avila, Catherine of Genoa and Mary of the Incarnation, according her a rightful place in the history of Western spirituality. It is not overestimating her importance to place her among the writers identified with the history of Christian thought and renowned for their spirituality and sound doctrine. So this is the history, and this the life of Claudine Moine; recounting for Father Castillon on some day in the year 1652 the favours she received from God in her life, plying the needle and the thread, passing on to the church of St Louis, and flitting in at its open door some time around the end of 1653 to give to Father Castillon the finished first account of her spiritual experience. And indeed this history and this life of Claudine Moine furnish us with much that is fascinating in the political and religious history of seventeenth-century France in general and of Paris in particular.


The generation preceding the Thirty Years War was certainly more devout, although not necessarily more virtuous than those before it. As a reaction to the materialism of the Renaissance which was prevalent in the middle years of the previous century and had now reached its peak, a spiritual revival had now penetrated to the very roots of society and religion and was now a reality among those to whom politics were meaningless and public events unknown.17


Wedgwood goes on to say:


Theological controversy became the habitual reading of all classes, sermons directed their politics and moral tracts beguiled their leisure. Among the Catholics the cult of the Saints reached proportions unheard of for centuries and assumed a dominant part in the experience of the educated as well as of the masses; miracles once again made the life of everyday bright with hope. The changes of the material world, the breakdown of old tradition and the insufficiency of dying conventions drove men and women to the spiritual and the inexplicable …. Before Galileo’s discovery the antithesis between faith and science had been partly admitted. Luther had cried out against the ‘harlot’. Philosophy, science and the processes of reasoned thought were felt to be safe only so long as they were guided by revealed religion. Truth sprang from direct and divine revelation; scientific facts, for which man had no better evidence than that of his own faculties, might be merely the calculated deception of the devil. The natural conservatism of the human mind helped the churches in their opposition to the new outlook. Men wanted certainties, not more causes for doubt, and since the discoveries of science perplexed them with strange theories about the earth on which they walked and the bodies they inhabited, they turned with all the more zeal to the firm assurance of religion.18


The churches had never seemed as strong as during the opening decades of the seventeenth century. But one generation alone was to witness their fall from political dominance, and this fall was embryonically contained within the events of 1618. The fundamental issue was between revealed and rationalised belief,19 for the lesser issue between Catholic and Protestant had only obscured the greater and more crucial crisis of the seventeenth century.20 Born also in 1618 was Claudine Moine, and, since her accounts of her spiritual experience are bound to reflect something of the time in which they were written, the intellectual and spiritual crises of the century will undoubtedly feature in her history and life.


The religious history of France in the seventeenth century revolves around the progress of the Counter-Reformation. Almost every issue which came up during the century may be related to this central fact. Its influence is to be seen in the foundation of new religious orders and the expansion of old ones; in the growing influence of the Jesuits; in the movement of Jansenism; in the provision of seminaries for the secular clergy; and in particular in a whole renewal of the spiritual life that made of seventeenth-century France one of the high moments in the history of Christian mysticism.


Towards the end of the month of October 1642, around the feast of All Saints, Claudine was ‘touched’ by God. Thus began to unfold, under the shadow of the church of St Louis, a mystical experience of the most interesting kind in the history of the Church. In this church Claudine attended daily Eucharist. And here, too, she made her frequent confession. Also in this church, she would have been able to see many times, as she says, ‘the King, the Queen and all the Court’, if she had so wished. The King, the Queen, and all the Court used to go to this church of the Jesuits for the feast of the name of Jesus,21 and on 25 August for the feast of the patron of the church, St Louis.22


Moving into the quiet and calm of this church from a noisy and busy twentieth-century street, we enter as it were into a great theatre where the glorious theological dramas of the seventeenth century were presented. In the last transept, as you approach the high altar, lies the body of Bourdaloue (1632-1704), whose voice at one time confounded the congregations with great learning and oratory. We have only to evoke his sermons, from 1669, of which it is said, from 5 o’clock in the morning, the valets took themselves to St Louis and held places for their masters for the sermons at 3 o’clock in the afternoon. Or one can also recall Madame de Sevigne, a faithful listener to his sermons, who wrote to M.de Bussy-Rabutin about Bourdaloue’s funeral oration for the Grand Conde, in 1687: ‘I am charmed and transported by the funeral oration for the M.le Prince, given by Bourdaloue. He surpassed himself. This is saying a lot.’ In the same pulpit other illustrious people were heard, such as Jean-François de Gondi, the future Cardinal de Retz, who, in 1648, gave, in the presence of the King and the Queen, the panegyric for St Louis. Claudine was present, more than likely, at that sermon.
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Seventeenth-Century engraving of the Church of St Louis


Throughout the seventeenth century the preachers in St Louis were followed assiduously by the population. Accordingly, conceived very specially for preaching, this church is lit by vety large windows and has only one nave, which is capable of gathering together an attentive congregation. The zeal of the Jesuits would have attracted the crowds there. To facilitate preaching, then, the pulpit is well in view; the large nave and the important tribunes can hold a very substantial congregation; and the side aisles are reduced to simple passages consisting of various side chapels. This beautiful edifice plunges you into the heart of the Grand Siecle, again evoked by the Marais quarter of the city of Paris. Reaffirmed in its faith and its mission by the Council of Trent (1545-63), the Catholic Church of the Counter-Reformation, of which the Jesuits constituted one of the principal driving forces, desired an architecture full of grandeur and majesty. Right from the beginning of the seventeenth century, when the Counter-Reformation was blooming, the Jesuits of the house of profession attached to the church of St Louis proved themselves capable of carrying out their educational task. When they returned to Paris in 1606,23 they immediately instituted courses in the Catechism for children, which were very soon attended by adults; and this was imitated in the other parishes of the city. To their work as preachers was added that of directors of conscience and confessors; notably that of kings: Father Cotton was confessor to Henry IV, Father Caussin to Louis XIII, Father Annat and Father La Chaise to Louis XIV, and Father Perussault and Father Lignieres to Louis XV. Their success in this domain was so great that often the faithful were obliged, on account of the great number of penitents, to wait many days before having their confessions heard. This does not seem to have been the case with Claudine; for the dressmaker of Paris was immediately given the sacrament the first time she asked for it from Father Jarry.


And moreover, the Jesuits forced themselves, in every way, to develop the piety of the people. In this task, they were following the Council of Trent which declared that the nature of man being such that he cannot easily, and without some external help, raise himself to the meditation of divine things, on account of this, the Church, as a good mother, has established certain uses such as lights, incense, ornaments and many other such things according to the discipline and tradition of the Apostles. And this in order to render more commendable the majesty of such a great sacrifice as the Mass and to excite the minds of the faithful by those sensible signs of piety and religion to the contemplation of the great things which are hidden in that sacrifice. So, in order to permit the people to participate actively in the liturgy, there is no rood-loft in the church of St Louis; the choir, of one row, opens immediately on to the altar, and the apse is abundantly decorated in order to capture the eye. The lay people, who were more and more instructed, were obliged to follow the divine office in their missals; therefore the windows of the church were large and the panes reduced to simple frames so that the light, reflected by the naked stone, was abundant. The sculpted and painted decoration presents with great insistence the most controversial aspects of doctrine of the reformed religions: the Eucharist, the cult of the Virgin, the angels and the saints. The greater part of the original works there in Claudine’s time have since disappeared.


Very characteristic of the spirit of the Counter-Reformation and of the company of Jesus, this church was for Claudine a stage, as it were, upon which were acted out all the religious and theological dramas of the time, and in which she lived out her spiritual development. It vibrated with the many battle cries that accompanied the various theological controversies which prevailed at the time between the Jesuits and the Jansenists. The long line of Jesuit preachers was specially chosen from among the best quality of the Jesuit Order. Claudine would have been present in this church at some of the great sermons preached by them. And remember Claudine’s own words referring to her confessor, Father Castillon, as the fore most preacher of his day.


This was an age when religious eloquence flourished more than ever before; many of these preachers would have taken part personally in the theological controversies of the time, particularly the controversy between the Jesuits and the Jansenists over the Eucharist. So Claudine Moine, present at some of these sermons, would have been exposed to many of the theological issues that rattled the religious world of seventeenth-century France. In no part of Paris, as it existed then in the middle years of the seventeenth century, did French religious history wear a more spiritually rich and intellectually exciting garb than it displayed in the Marais quarter of the city; an area in which the Theatre Marais was the literary centre, and the church of St Louis might be considered the spiritual one. Indeed, as we have discovered earlier, it is this combination of theology and literary ability that characterises most of Claudine Moine’s writings.


Descartes had published his well-known Discourse on Method in 1637. In 1640, two years before Claudine’s arrival in Paris, Jansen24 published his Augustinus, a work that later became the controversial text which eventually launched the movement known as Jansenism, after the name of the author. The year after Claudine’s arrival, 1643, Louis XIII died and Louis XIV acceded to the throne. Antoine Amauld, a great champion of Jansenism, published that same year his treatise entitled De la frequente communion,25 which was an attack on the Jesuit attitude to the reception of Holy Communion and was in favour of the Jansenists, who recommended a less frequent reception. This work was to be the centre of conflict between the Jesuits and the Jansenists. And because one of Claudine’s Jesuit confessors, Father de Sesmaisons, was the target aimed at by Amauld in his work, it is not surprising that this conflict features also in the writings of Claudine. Indeed, perplexed at the whole affair, she will have some interesting things to say about it.


Not very far from where Claudine was staying, the atmosphere of Corneille’s plays was breathing heroic grandeur in the Theatre Marais. The plays were mainly concerned about the clashes between passion and duty and about self-mastery as the epitome of virtue. This included duty under all its forms: subservience to a high ideal, whether honour, loyalty or faith; to glory, or to feminine pride in chastity. Everything in Corneille’s plays works itself out in terms of the decisions of the soul. In Poleucte, in particular, which would have been playing in the Theatre Marais very shortly after Claudine’s arrival in Paris, we see acted out the war between attachment to a fellow human being and the exclusive claims of Heaven. And almost as a public testimony on stage to the lived, Christian reality of the hidden life of Claudine Moine, Poleucte points out how baptism liberates in us whatever idealistic urge there may be, and stimulates us to live nobly: ‘But to receive its [baptism] sacred character, which was hes our crimes in a salutary water, and which, purging our soul and opening our eyes, gives us back the first right we had in Heaven.’26 Indeed in her own life and work, her own spiritual awakening in which her eyes were opened to the sight of God, Claudine was living in reality what Corneille was writing about. For she was writing about something that did happen to her; God looked at her and changed her life - a change that can only be regarded as a spiritual rebirth as distinct from natural birth. This she alludes to in the opening words of her writings: ‘I was born, or baptised in any case’.


Immediately after October 1642, when she was ‘touched’ by God, there began for her, as she herself would see it, a season in Paradise, one that was characterised by intellectual visions, above all after receiving Holy Communion. But from 1643, she had to submit to the ‘great trials’, uniting the night of the senses with that of the spirit, which St John of the Cross talks about. In autumn of 1644, physical and moral sufferings that were due to sickness and false accusations were joined to this. The following year, her change of spiritual director coincided with the deliverance from these sufferings and her entry into what we can regard as the Illuminative Way. She was living alone then, her sister, Nicole, having left her to take up employment elsewhere; and she considered this period in this little room as a little Sinai, a little desert. After Nicole’s unwilling departure, Claudine had remained in the room she had shared with two or three other young women plying the needle and thread all day long, but never making enough money to earn her living. Despite her poverty, however, she rented a little room in 1645, not for herself, but in order to take in her sister who had been exposed to certain difficulties in her new employment and wanted to quit it for reasons which Claudine herself was in agreement with. Finally the conflict died down, and Nicole remained in her employment while Claudine remained alone in her little room, with poverty for company, as she says, in the way that St Francis lived.


Great lights on her own evil inclinations were then given to her, followed by perceptible consolations and infused visions; these removed her need for food. These consolations were, she says, ‘without form, image, or representation, as if unaware and without giving it any thought, one sees someone before their very eyes’. The visions concerned the Trinity and the Eucharist and prepared Claudine for the Unitive Way in which, as if in a mystical anaesthesia, the powers of the transformed soul expire, and in which a veritable divine possession is produced in their place. So, since the time when God ‘touched’ her, Claudine Moine experienced six months of consolations, two years of temptations and three years of great lights which finished in a transforming union. Even so, this was not the last state of her soul. There then followed the Great Darkness. However, experiencing the weight of divine action in her life, this left a profound peace in the soul.


It was under the direction of Father Castillon that Claudine Moine was introduced to the Great Darkness. In this darkness she was no longer conscious of her body or her soul. For, after the gifts of God there also follows ‘a way of faith stripped of sentiment if not, at intervals, of some little lights’. Looking into herself, Claudine does not know if this state is good or bad. And she can surely doubt it, all the more that her natural inclinations are awakened again. The only thing that remains to her now is union in the night through mortification, patience and resignation, for she puts her ‘sovereign contentment in doing in everything the will of God’. Her writing ends here; and, no external piece of information coming forth to complete it, we are ignorant after that of everything concerning the dressmaker of Paris, Claudine Moine. When, on the behest of her director, Father Castillon, she put down the needle and thread and took up the pen at the end of 1652, Claudine Moine had already been raised to that state which we normally refer to as the ‘spiritual marriage’. Towards the end of 1655, she finished her task. From that moment on we lose sight of her until, like some Sleeping Beauty, she awakes historically and spiritually for those who read this testimony from the seventeenth century; a testimony which would not have been written if she had not considered it an absolute law to comply with the wishes of her confessor.


It is through the wishes of her confessor that she adopts the particular plan she follows in her writing; she says in the Preliminary Oblation to her work:


And to you, my dear and Reverend Father, I give this report as the greatest witness of my submission to and respect for your desires and wishes, which indeed to me are orders, laws that are absolute.


In this Preliminary Oblation of her work, Claudine affirms that she writes her spiritual report, that is ‘describing the mercies of God in her life’, in order to fulfil the will of God manifested to her through her confessor. It was not rash or foolhardy on her part to think of the demands of her confessor in such a way, given the fact of her concern for total obedience to him. When she had finished this written account, she gave it to him, thinking that she had responded entirely to his wishes. But her confessor ordered her to continue writing and ‘bring to the light of day the most hidden graces she has received’. So she then writes again, and this time more amply, more fully (123 written pages this time, as against 90 the first time); and at the end of this second written account, she asks to be dispensed from writing any more. Father Castillon’s response was again the same: an order to continue writing. Claudine mentions this at the beginning of the third account. In terminating the second account, Claudine wrote that it remained for her to speak about how ‘union with our Lord Jesus Christ guided me, brought me into the mysteries of his life, and raised me to the knowledge of his divine attributes’, and the different ‘ways of prayer’ which it pleased him to communicate to her. All these were to be topics and subjects dealt with in the third and fourth accounts. What we see emerging here, then, is a kind of plan that Claudine was to follow in the course of writing the third and fourth accounts.


Either the order of Father Castillon confirmed the plan given by Claudine, or he had already given this plan to her and at the end of the second account she had asked him all the same to be dispensed from it in grace. But his order having been final after the second account, at the end of the third account there is no asking for exemption for the *ways of prayer’, the fourth account. One can conclude then, that in completing the third account, Claudine knew that it remained for her to write the fourth one, which, besides, is the summit of the four but presupposes the other three. So, to summarise, Claudine began writing her first account sometime in 1652. And in July 1653, forty-five paragraphs had already been written. At this pace, the first section of the work was undoubtedly finished before the end of the same year. But, as we explained above, it did not end there. She believed that she had completely satisfied what Father Castillon had asked her to do. He was not completely satisfied, however, and he encouraged her to take up the pen again in order to give a more thorough and detailed account of God’s action in her life, without referring back this time to the external, one might say the more biographical, events of her life. This explains the writing of the three remaining accounts: the second in 1654, the third in 1655 and, immediately after that, the fourth, entitled ‘De l’Oraison’ (On Prayer), the only one of the four with a title. Such, then, are the simple origins of this text and the plan the author followed in the writing of it. It remains for us now to say something of its content and general outline.


The first account, composed between the month of October 1652 and the end of December 1653, tells the story of Claudine’s life from her young age till the time she put herself under the direction of Father Castillon. This is where we find more or less all the information she gives of her childhood, her family, her homeland, her conversion, her arrival in Paris in 1642 and the material difficulties she had up to the time she went to live with her benefactors. But the interior events of her life, which occurred between 1642 and 1648, are also related here in this first account. In it she describes the infused lights she received concerning the grandeur of God, the nothingness of man and the enormity of sin. The visions happened, for the most part, between 1645 and 1648. She then retraces her spiritual itinerary from 1642 to 1653, characterising the successive states through which she passed, but focusing principally on the one in which she still found herself. She then goes on to speak about the Holy Sacrament. It would have been possible for her to do this earlier on in her writing when she was speaking about the lights received from God between 1645 and 1648, above all the effects produced in the soul by the clarifications from above. However, the author preferred to describe the different phases of her spiritual life before treating of the Eucharist, which she considered to be the reason for her sanctification. Finally, she ends this first account with details of the rule she followed throughout the days, weeks, months and years. So it is convenient to give to this first account the following title: ‘Autobiography’.


The second account was written in 1654, and its composition must have taken the greater part of the year. Avoiding for the most part a harping back, a reverting to the exterior, biographical events recounted in the first account, Claudine concentrates her attention now on the different phases of her interior evolution, from the day when she was ‘touched’ by God, right up to the moment she began to write. Beginning with a deepening reflection on her spiritual combat, she then moves on to consider the effects produced by the infused lights, the Eucharist again, and, finally, the Great Darkness. She ends this second account with a slightly developed conclusion, explaining the way she writes. The following passage, then, is an interesting description in her own words of her methodology - being led by the spirit in everything, she writes:


But I saw nothing distinctly, and almost did not know where to begin, having nothing ordered in my mind. Yet, resolved simply to obedience, I set about writing; and right from the beginning up to the end, our Lord gave me a ray of light that made me see clearly and distinctly not only the external and perceptible things, but also the interior affections which I have had to write about in many places, having no other ways of describing my sentiments and my disposition, all of which are expressed through the words I use. For I do not think that of all the words used in this writing, even twelve of them are changed (and never with any change in their meaning); and if they are confused, it is as they occurred to me in my mind, and because they occurred in the soul without doubt in this same confusion. One takes little care in arranging what one says, except to say it with respect and love. As I wrote it on the paper, it was accordingly erased from my mind, making no longer any impression; as if what it stood for did not happen to me, or I did not do it. And sometimes when I began writing, I myself would have difficulty in trying to remember things. But, not being able to do anything without the help of that ray, and doing nothing but fatiguing my mind and being unable to stir almost from my place, I was obliged to stop writing. And the other paper which I have already given to your Reverence has been done in the same way.


The third account would be dated very accurately by the expression, ‘since the twelve years that God touched me’, if Claudine recalled with precision the moment when the event she invokes happened; which is not so.27 For indeed, the above passage testifies to the fact that Claudine was not particularly conscious of external details. The second account having occupied more than likely the greater part of 1654, this third account must be dated 1655. In it the author speaks about the mysteries of the life of Jesus Christ and the mysteries of God. From a contemplation of Providence, she then passes to a consideration of the Trinity and the effects and value of the divine action in her life. Claudine retraces anew the spiritual itinerary she has followed, insisting on the lack of knowledge she found in herself with regard to the exceptional character of these states. She has only become aware of them quite recently, because of the effect the different changes brought about in her soul, in particular a slight reawakening of the passions.


The fourth and final account, entitled ‘De l’Oraison’ in the manuscript, seems to have followed closely on the preceding one; for the slight reawakening of the passions mentioned above is presented here as dating from about a year before, the same indications which were furnished in the third account. Consequently, it seems that one must equally date the fourth account from the year 1655. In it Claudine speaks of the three states of prayer; the familiarities and intimacies of Jesus Christ with the soul; how God speaks to the soul; what disposes one to prayer; the effects of prayer; and the excellence of the divine communications. She had already announced that she would treat in the last place ‘of the degrees of obedience in which the soul is tested’. So she speaks finally of ‘the communications of God with the soul and of the soul with God’. The last pages of the fourth account serve as a general conclusion to the ensemble of the four accounts.


Of the four separate accounts of her spiritual experience that constitute the full testimony of Claudine Moine, only the first one concerns her life. As we move on in our reading of the other three, we shall see that they are no longer a narrative continuation of the first, but are shot through with doctrinal passages of progressive difficulty in language and thought, each giving way to a continuous and ever deepening reflection on the events of the first account, especially the moment of ‘you looked at me’. This, of course, raises the question of whether or not there is an underlying plan to be found in these writings, a plan that is born in the intention of the author from the effort involved in trying to put into language the various levels of personal awareness and spiritual growth. Apart from the basic plan outlined above as coming possibly from her confessor, it is difficult to say whether or not Claudine herself had any plan in her head before setting down to write. She wrote under obedience. However, a very obvious progression in thought is clearly detectable from one account of her writings to another, a development that corresponds respectively to four different levels of meaning. This gives the text its exceptional quality; and of course is not too far removed from the great medieval composition of a work that started off with the historical, or literal account, and then went on through the various stages of the spiritual commentary on it. Hence, we give the following titles to the four accounts which go to make up the spiritual testimony of Claudine Moine: ‘Autobiography’; ‘Deepening’; ‘Light’; and ‘On Prayer’.


The question of the authenticity of the text merits attention indeed for anyone who reads it. It could be asked if the only known copy we have is in fact the same as the original. Could it have been touched up by Father Castillon or Abbe de Choisy? This is highly unlikely. For if we look at the various corrected mistakes of the copyist, we see that the document does not carry any trace of having been tampered with. We find no correction written in any other ink or handwriting. Everything gives the impression of a copyist who was attentive and faithful in reproducing the text he had under his eyes. Despite her talent as a writer, Claudine made many syntactical and grammatical errors; she shows herself little concerned about the arrangement of phrases. She cannot have ever re-read what she wrote! As she herself states, she loses immediately the memory of what she writes. She also repeats the same words at very short intervals; she often abuses the present participle; and it is difficult at times to distinguish the personage designated by the possessive pronoun.


A further indication that the manuscript has remained intact is that it is highly unlikely that either Abbe de Choisy, himself a member of the French Academy, or the Jesuits, representing one of the principal foyers of humanism in the seventeenth century, would have tolerated the like of such errors and negligence, if it were not for the fact that they wanted to keep the manuscript as it stood. Father Castillon himself, the addressee of Claudine’s writings, would at least have suppressed the passage in which he was referred to as the greatest preacher of the century. Another observation unfavourable to the hypothesis that corrections might have been made to the text would be the fact that the chronological data have not been unified. Claudine, as we shall see later on, lived in a sort of continuous present, and her propensity for exactness in describing her spiritual journey does not always coincide with historical detail. Even the description of her states of soul is at times very vague. The element of repetition may disconcert or irritate the modem reader. But this must be seen as a necessity not merely to put across with maximum impact the moral and doctrinal content, but in Claudine’s case to underline the subtle gradations in her spiritual ascent. All in all, the question of the authenticity of the text takes us beyond the obvious into the less obvious, and can only be judged ultimately by a personal savouring of the integrity of Claudine’s own word and an expeditious reading of it.


And the attitude of people like Abbe de Choisy and Father Castillon to this manuscript at least attests to the fact that these writings have a place in the canon of spiritual literature. Although not a treatise, this spiritual testimony still abounds in rich doctrinal analysis while at the same time satisfying the need for works of popular appeal. Given the dual nature of this work, that is, its spiritual and theological appeal, and in order to assign to it its exact place in the history of spirituality, measuring correctly the originality it contains, two questions must be asked. What were the author’s sources? How did she use them? The first question takes us on to ground as mysterious as the text itself. We shall tread warily, then, avoiding every unnecessary investigation of sources, and attempt to outline their presence as helpfully as the history of the text would allow and the reading of it warrant. The second question brings us into a contest with the author and the text, which I shall deal with in the last and final section of this Introduction, struggling with the question of Claudine’s spirituality; for, if we believe, like Clement of Alexandria, that the word is the progeny of the soul,28 then we shall realise that in discovering Claudine Moine we shall find the true source for her work. But first, what were the sources?


Admittedly, no one writes words of this kind on the spur of the moment. But if we want to understand Claudine Moine, it seems that the problem of sources does not present itself to her. For she writes:


I have not learned the mysteries of the faith and religion, and above all, the life of our Lord, from anyone except him alone.


I have not learned by human means nor by the intermediary of any creature the truths which are contained in my writings! Our Lord, in his infinite goodness, has taught them to me himself. That he may be blessed for this forever!


Despite the astonishing claim expressed in these words, one has to assume that Claudine’s mind had been formed and her spiritual vision fashioned by all sorts of external influences, some of which she will remember and disclose, and others which, because they are now part of her, she has forgotten. This is quite normal and does not detract whatsoever from the veracity of the above claims. These latter sources can be just as revealing, and patient and often detailed research will discover what they are. Consequently, we are able on occasion to point to particular sources that have contributed to the writings of Claudine Moine. At other times we are reduced virtually to guessing or determining similarities. But some sources are identifiable.


What we have already said concerning the plan suggested to her by her confessor, that she wrote out of obedience to his demands and believed that she was taught by God himself, does not resolve by any means the question of sources. But it does furnish at least the essential indications. Whatever the sources were, by the time she wrote she had so made them her own that they were redolent of her thinking, or she had in fact assimilated their teaching from the prevailing mystical heritage of her day. This brings us first of all to the question of writing through obedience to her confessor and not from dependence on her literary ability. This makes us wonder whether she was influenced by St Teresa of Avila in this: for there are striking parallels. On the question of the inability to write, and writing nevertheless under obedience, the following are some passages to be considered. Claudine disclaims her literary ability - which of course is not justified - and says:


If these writings were to fall into other hands than those of your Reverence, one could be scandalised that a person like me had written them.


More or less the same apprehension is expressed by St Teresa at the beginning of her Life:


May He who waited so long for me be blessed for ever. I beseech Him with my whole heart to give me the grace to write this account of my life, according to my confessor’s command, with complete clarity and truthfulness. The Lord Himself, I know, has long wished it to be written but I have not presumed to write it.29


Indeed, at various stages throughout the writing of her Life, Teresa refers often to the fact that she is a person of very little value intellectually and that the work she is doing is well beyond her ability. Of course, the implication is that it is God who is writing through her, once she places herself under obedience. On the task of writing under obedience, Teresa says:30


Few tasks which I have been commanded to undertake by obedience have been so difficult as this present one of writing about matters of prayer.


The same difficulties are expressed in the following words of Claudine:


These writings are the greatest proof of it, for I do not know if there has been anything more difficult for me than that, having no inclination for it, and moreover, having lost my memory for all things.


There is a very obvious parallel between Claudine’s Preliminary Oblation to her work and the sentiments expressed by Teresa in the first page of her Life. And there are two very striking passages from both Teresa and Claudine, displaying their fidelity to the teaching of the Church in their writings. Teresa writes in the Interior Castle:31


And if there is any error in it, this is due to my lack of understanding, for in all things I submit to what is held by the Holy Roman Catholic Church in which I live, and protest and promise that therein I will live and die. Praised and blessed for ever be God our Lord. Amen, Amen.


And Claudine:


That is all I can say about it [prayer]. I would never have undertaken to make a stroke of the pen on this subject, nor on all that which is contained in this present report if it had not been enjoined on me, because all this is infinitely beyond my reach. And if anything contrary to the faith and the great doctrine of the Church is found there, I disown it entirely, completely ready to retract and to take back what I said, because, through the mercy of God, I am a daughter of the Church and hope to live there and die. Amen.


Claudine mentions St Teresa twice in her work. This is one reason why there is all the probability in the world that she knew about the works of Teresa. This may also account for the striking parallels in methodology between the two writers. But the similarities stop there. For, although Claudine’s ‘transverberation’32 is almost a word-for-word repetition of that of Teresa’s, as we shall see later, Claudine’s spirituality is by no means that of the Carmel reformer. The similarities are no indication, either, that Claudine copied from Teresa. They merely point out that any authentic account of one’s own spiritual life must satisfy these two qualities: it must be written under obedience and must not say anything contrary to the teaching of the Church. In fact, these two qualities you find in almost all of the great mystics and their writings.


There is much to be gained from discussing the literary sources of Claudine. She was brought up and nourished in the Catholic religion, and was a boarder with the Ursuline sisters for two and a half years even, but we must first of all say that Claudine came to know about the mysteries of religion through the ordinary means and channels. And although we must marvel at the ingenuity of her words when she says ‘there is a great difference between that which men teach us and that which God teaches us’, indicating by that, of course, that she herself was taught by God, nevertheless we must not rule out the fact that personal contacts and books were not lacking in her life. They must have influenced her somewhat, providing her with themes and, more important still, a vocabulary with which she was able to describe her spiritual and personal experience although she herself was unaware of it. Further, she confesses to the fact that she read many romances and comedies when she was young. Corneille’s Le Cid (1636)33 was certainly not unknown to her. We have already noted in passing the Corneillean presence in the Marais quarter of Paris where Claudine lived. We shall not be surprised to find the accent of Corneille in her declarations on the spiritual combat she carried out, as she says, with much ‘heart’; that is probably a result of her having spent, as she says, a good part of her time reading Corneille’s romances and comedies during her younger days, or worldly life. At every instance one finds under her pen words such as honour, generosity, courage and glory, and also others which were in vogue under Louis XIII. In brief, you cannot separate Claudine from her cultural milieu. The text itself abounds in marvellous passages and prayers composed by herself, not the less remarkable for their style than for their strength of thought. It seems, then, contrary to Claudine’s own disclaimer of her literary ability, that one must attribute to the dressmaker not only the temperament of an exceptional writer, but also the mind of a thinker.


Towards 1653, she tells us that her daily routine consisted among other things of one or two periods of reading a day. It is legitimate, then, to seek out those authors who could have furnished her either with means of expression (vocabulary, images, etc.) or themes and ideas. The only title of a work mentioned in her writings is the Introduction to the Devout Life by St Francis de Sales. Claudine recounts in her writings how, while convalescing after her accident, a Jesuit priest gave her this book to read. Inspired, no doubt, from having read the preface to that work, Claudine will come up in her own writings with the following: ‘And if it is true what is said, that veins of sweet water flow through the salted water of the sea without being spoiled’. Following Pliny, Francis de Sales writes: ‘Towards the Celandine Isles, there are indeed fountains of sweet water in the midst of the sea.’34 The dressmaker is indeed less unaffected than the Bishop of Geneva in her use of this image. Another passage from the Introduction to the Devout Life which Claudine has possibly made use of is that which concerns the ‘retreats’. St Francis de Sales counselled that one should retreat into the wounds of our Lord in order to be safe from temptations.35 This was the constant practice of Claudine.


But her formation took place above all at church. In Paris, after her conversion, she went to Mass twice daily. It was the liturgy, then, that formed her. The Latin language does not seem to have presented any great obstacle to her participation in the liturgy, for she understood many Latin prayers, which she used to recite by heart. Of course this speaks very commendably for the excellent kind of liturgy presented by the Jesuits in the church of St Louis. On Sundays and feast days, she never missed attending Vespers and, with the 61ite of Parisian society, listening to the sermons preached at the church of St Louis by the foremost preachers of the day. Ten years of regular listening to the greateast preachers and conferences of the classical period are bound to have left their traces.


Her culture is essentially biblical. The liturgy itself would have provided her with a constant reference to the Bible. Assuredly Claudine would have had a very profound biblical sense, for she had perfectly assimilated the essential elements of the holy books. She names Adam, Moses, Jacob, Job, Tobit, Melchizedek and Isaiah. She uses Genesis, Exodus, Numbers, Deuteronomy, Kings, Tobit, Job, the Psalms, Ecclesiastes, the Song of Songs, Wisdom and Isaiah; and four times she applies to herself the response of Samuel: ‘Speak, Yahweh, your servant is listening’ (I Sam. 3:10). But the greater part of Claudine’s biblical sense goes back to the New Testament, as it should: the Acts of the Apostles, St Paul, sometimes St James and the First Epistle of St John; but above all, the Gospels. One half of her third account is consecrated to the mysteries of Christ. Did Claudine read the Bible directly? There is nothing to prove this one way or the other. A simple missal would have contained these biblical texts, all of which, besides, would have been found in any catechism of the time. And of course we must not forget that Claudine would have been a keen listener to every sermon she heard during Mass on Sundays or feast days.


Would a spiritual person of such calibre as Claudine have totally escaped the attention of her contemporaries, or at least of those who came in contact with her personally? Certainly not that of her confessors! And this brings us to a very definite source in her spirituality. The direction she found with the Jesuits corresponded with the grace she had received, seeing that it was through the Eucharist she says that God had drawn her. Father Castillon had asked her to put in writing the great mercies the Lord had shown her. But even the other confessors were fully aware, as he was, that they found themselves confronted with a privileged soul, a person full of the grace of God. One has only to read Claudine’s own words:


My confessors used to say to me that this state was extraordinary and very particular … It seemed to me that my state was common and ordinary, like that of everyone else in the world … I noticed that my confessors, when I would speak to them of it, would make a case of it, esteeming it very much, and say to me that this state was supernatural and that God gives it whenever he wishes and how he wishes.


There are many indications that this young woman went regularly to the sacrament of confession, although it is not possible to determine with what frequency she did so; that, of course, could vary considerably, depending on what her spiritual need was. All the spiritual directors at the church of St Louis to whom she addressed herself showed themselves to be very understanding and clear about Claudine’s need. Their direction of Claudine corresponded exactly to the grace she had received. Her good fortune was to meet a disciple of the famous Father Louis Lallement (1587-1635)36 when, having arrived at the abstract phase37 in her spiritual evolution, she began to be troubled about not being able to apply herself any more to the mysteries of Christ. Father Castillon, the disciple in question, did not have to form her, she had already reached a high state of sanctity. But straight away he recognised in her the guidance of the Holy Spirit, about which his master, Louis Lallement, would have spoken to him a great deal during his second novitiate. Lallement was well known by everyone as a great spiritual director.


It was in their knowledge of spiritual matters that Claudine’s confessors must have rendered the greatest service to her. And Claudine praises all her confessors for having approved of the way in which she behaved in this regard. For example, immediately after her conversion, which she described so simply in the words ‘you looked at me’, and finding herself as she says ‘constrained by an interior voice to accomplish all her actions through obedience’, she wrote a short account which she gave to Father Jarry in order to let him see the state of her soul. She does not mention explicitly any other writings; but as she assures us that she proceeded in this way every time she changed confessor, it is very unlikely that she would have acted differently, for the simple reason that, if one can judge from her own words, the response of her confessors was the same in each instant:


With regard more particularly to the guidance of the heart and the spirit, they [her confessors] only said to me to follow simply the appeal of God.


So, in the guidance of this soul ‘touched’ by God, a soul simply following the appeal of God, the question must be raised here as to the spiritual sources these confessors of Claudine would have drawn from. She herself writes:


With these feelings, so sweet, so loving, it seems to me that for the first six months I was hardly able to speak, even say vocal prayers without doing great violence to myself. I was ordered to omit such prayers and not to worry about them.


It had to be Father Jarry, her first confessor, who gave her this advice, and who took the responsibility for such a clement and wise solution in a domain that was indeed very delicate. It is not unreasonable to assume that Father Jarry, whose special function in the house of profession attached to the church of St Louis was the responsibility for the material running of the house (this is why Claudine was advised by the sisters of the Annonciade to go and see him when she first arrived in Paris), would have consulted some confreres beforehand. On the assumption that Father Jarry did consult someone, and not just give the advice on his own accord, a reasonable hypothesis would be for him to choose Father de Saint-Jure,38 one of the principal specialists in these matters in Paris at that time. Conjecture and not certitude seems to be the only basis for this but there are good reasons for believing that Father de Saint-Jure knew of Claudine’s case.


In 1642, the year Claudine arrived in Paris, de Saint-Jure was the master of novices for the first year in Paris, after having directed for sixteen years the colleges of Alengon, Amiens and Orleans. Eight years previously he had published his most elaborate work: De la connaissance et de 1’amour du Fils de Dieu, Notre Seigneur Jisus-Christ. A number of spiritual writings followed that first work: Le livre des Eluz and Meditations in 1643; L' Exercise de la mort et les Conduits pour les principales actions de la vie Chretienne in 1644. The following year, 1645, Father Jarry died and Claudine went to Father de Sesmaisons as her confessor. By then Father de Saint-Jure had become the spiritual prefect of the college of the Jesuits in Paris, which might well have facilitated consultations between him and his confreres resident in the house of profession. If Father Jarry in 1642 and Father de Sesmaisons in 1645 had recourse to this specialist in spiritual questions and possibly submitted Claudine’s report to him, it is not inconceivable, in fact it is a probable and attractive hypothesis, that he, de Saint-Jure, would have incorporated it into his writings. For Father de Saint-Jure published in Paris, in 1646, a book entitled L’Homme spirituel, in which he introduced a report which had been communicated to him, and whose every line and expression have an echo in the writings of Claudine Moine. The account runs as follows:


A pious soul, according to what I have been told, used to practise exactly what follows on this subject. The first thing I perform every day, she says in the report she gave of her behaviour, is an interior act of honour and adoration towards Jesus Christ, whom I recognise to be true God and true man. Then, illumined through faith, and with a profound respect, I look at him with the eyes of the soul, as my sovereign Lord, as my Saviour, my Redeemer and the source of all my good. Afterwards, I fall down before him and I humble myself, lowering myself into the bottom and abyss of my own nothingness. I then abandon myself absolutely to his love, to his wisdom and his power, so that he may accomplish in me and through me whatever he wishes for his glory, remaining in a state of indifference and independence towards all things in the universe, be they in the order of nature or in that of grace, so that I may put myself in a state of being able to receive freely his directions and not be subject to anyone but him. I keep myself as best 1 can in a naked and pure readiness for all his designs, binding myself through submissions and consent to everything he would wish to bring about in me, be that of joy or privation, repose or pain, light or darkness, riches or poverty, honour or disdain, and yielding to him on that account all the rights I have on my life and my freedom. I declare to him, and I protest from the bottom of my heart that I belong to him and wish to be his, and in all my actions I only act with regard to his purpose; and I do not pretend to have any other will apart from his. Finally, I ask him that I may participate in his spirit, appealing to him to put me into the necessary disposition to accomplish perfectly in me and through me everything he had resolved to do.39


Obviously written some time prior to 1646, when de Saint-Jure inserted this report into his book, this short note compares favourably with the writings of Claudine, which were handed over to Father Castillon some years later. Whether it is a question in either case of exercises of piety or ardent love, one will find not only the same ideas but also the same way of expressing them. There is no passage in Claudine’s writings that corresponds exactly with this short note, written by a woman, in de Saint-Jure’s L’ Homme spirituel. However, be that as it may, Claudine is certainly included in an allusion in a contemporary text, even if it is not an exclusive reference to her sister or herself. The passage inquestion is found in La Vie de la Vinirable Mire Marie-Agnes Dauvaine (edited in Paris in 1675 under the direction of the Annonciade nuns, who asked Father de la Barre, a Jesuit priest, to revise the work written by them).


Born in 1602, Agnes Dauvaine spent three years at Court in Lorraine before entering, in 1618 - the year Claudine was born and the year in which the Thirty Years War began - the convent of the Annonciades celestes at Nancy, which had been recently founded. Designated four years later for the new foundation in Paris, at the age of 21 she was the first mistress of novices there and in 1635 she became the prioress. When the daughters of Mathias Moine, Claudine and Nicole, settled in the Marais quarter of Paris in 1642, where the house of the Annonciades celestes was situated, she held the office of sub-prioress; two years later, she found herself again elected superior of the community.


This good mother, her biographers say, did not limit her great charity to within the confines of the convent, that is to the refugee nuns [see above for reference to the Annonciades de Champlitte] who were staying there, but extended it outside beyond its walls to succour those many other people of standing who were reduced to begging because of the social havoc wars bring with them. And so as not to miss out on the principal assistance she wished to give them, she brought them through her exhortations to make a holy use of their afflictions in taking these afflictions from the hands of the Lord who wished to guide them to their salvation through the sure way of the Cross. This is what she taught them in word, while in deed she devoted herself to relieving them in their distress and making their burden that bit lighter. (See La Vie de la Vinirable Mere Marie-Agnes Dauvaine, Paris, 1675, p.160.)


All this corresponds with what we know of Claudine and her sister, young women ‘of standing’, as testified to in Claudine’s text, and reduced in effect to having to beg. Every month Claudine and her sister would come to this house, where the Ursulines at Langres had recommended them to go when they arrived in Paris, to receive some help and alms. When Claudine was eventually alone, Nicole no longer with her, instead of entering the house as she did before, she would wait her turn and willingly receive this charity before the eyes of everyone. She would often go to this Annonciade convent to bring back her finished dressmaking work and procure some more assignments to complete. Regularly she would go to fetch water at the fountain in the grounds of the convent. The nuns in charge of the door, who had taken a great affection for her, helped her in whatever way they could. But were there in the vicinity of this convent other refugees answering completely to this description given in La Vie of Mother Agnfes? We cannot be sure about that. The influence on Claudine of this notable mystic, as Mother Agnfes herself was, seems indisputable. And this brings us directly to the problem of sources. As stated above, conversations and books were not without their influence on Claudine; they furnished her with themes and, still more, the vocabulary which she used to describe her personal experience. Apart from the Lord who ‘looked at’ her and who alone, according to her, taught her, her principal teachers seem to have been, through conversation, Mother Agnfes and her confessors, particularly Father Castillon; and through books. Father de Saint-Jure and Catherine of Genoa. The other influences are minor ones, except for the Bible and the liturgy (her daily attendance at Mass and her listening to the sermons preached in the church of St Louis).


Whatever Mother Agnes was able to say to Claudine is the secret of God. But the parallel between the two lives is astonishing. They both followed the same spiritual journey, from the first favours received from God up to the Great Darkness; they both considered the Eucharist as the centre of the whole Christian life; and they both loved the hidden life and prayed especially for the intentions of prelates as well as for the ministers of the word. In the biography of Mother Agnfes, there are innumerable passages which could be applied equally as well to Claudine: for example, ‘Her maxim was that the whole science of the soul that wishes to please God alone must be to hide oneself entirely from the world; for all that which manifests itself externally in the life of the saints is not what makes them saints’ (see above, La Vie, p. 3; also, see below, at the end of this Introduction, for the same sentiments expressed in a quotation from Claudine). This influence of Mother Agnes was probably the first spiritual one for Claudine in Paris, perhaps even the most decisive, for it was only at the end of a certain amount of time that Claudine had recourse to a definite confessor. Her confessors’ direction of her merely fitted in with the grace she had received, for she states that it was by means of the Eucharist that the Lord guided her. In this respect, it must be remembered that Father Pierre de Sesmaisons, who directed her from 1645 to 1648, served as the target of criticism for the principal doctor of Jansenism, Antoine Amauld, who criticised de Sesmaisons for admitting the faithful too easily to communion (see below for reference to Antoine Amauld’s treatise De la frequente communion and how it features in the writings of Claudine). And Father Andre Castillon, the addressee of Claudine’s writings, has left us two works on the Eucharist. His knowledge of spiritual matters did indeed render a great service to Claudine. But like his predecessors, he merely directed the path followed by Claudine more than orientating it in any one way. The initiatives in Claudine’s case always came back to the spirit.


With regard to books, however, there is some evidence to suggest that it is more than possible that L’ Homme spirituel of Father de Saint-Jure was one of the greatest influences on the language of Claudine Moine. In saying this, we are stating that Claudine Moine, when writing the account of her own spiritual journey, was at least acquainted with the leading ideas of de Saint-Jure if not in fact fully conversant with the contents of his book. She may even have read it. In the following passage from Claudine’s writings it is easy to give for every expression of hers references in de Saint-Jure’s book:


O my Jesus, because you are my prototype,40 and my model,41 I wish to enter into the same affections of love, of respect, of dependence,42 which your very great soul and holy humanity had in letting themselves be led to your divinity43… Govern me as my head, use me as the cause does its instrument.44


The parentage of certain texts is even more obvious from the following:














	De Saint-Jure


	Claudine







	
As it is said, the tyrant Mezentius used to put dead bodies to lie with living men whom he wanted to die.45




	My spirit restrained and enclosed in my body was suffering something of that form of torture which, it seems, they used to make certain people endure, attaching them while alive to a dead body.46







	All the people of the world with all their pomp, with all their grandeur and all that which renders them commendable, are before God only a droplet of water which remains


	Finally, I saw, in an ineffable way, the truth of that word which God said to Moses: ‘I am who I am’ (Exod. 3:14) and also knew, through the same light, how it is true what







	at the bottom of a bucket after it has been drained, or as a small grain of dust on scales which is not seen on account of its smallness, and does not weigh anything because of its lightness. They are even in his presence as if they were not there at all, and disappear as mere nothings. (Isa. 40:15.)47


	Isaiah said, that all the things of the world are, in his presence, only like a small drop of water left in a bucket after it has been purified or, better still, as if they were not really there at all.48








In reproducing this gloss of de Saint-Jure, we are able to indentify one of Claudine’s principal sources. Moreover, there are in L’ Homme spirituel many other expressions which Claudine also uses in her writings; too many to point out here. How can one account for this source in Claudine? A possible explanation is to be found in her confessor, Father Castillon. His piety, his knowledge of spiritual matters and his talent as a preacher all contributed to make him Claudine’s choice as confessor. And he himself seems to have had, to put it in her own words, ‘a very special affection’ for directing her. He most certainly directed her reading. Before 1647, the dress maker was too poor to buy any books. But from the day when her benefactors began to give her her daily meals, she would have been able to put by a little bit of money; and from the time she went to live with them, her modest earnings would have been entirely at her disposal to do with as she wished. Did she buy books? One can never be certain of this.


But in the Grand Siecle, in the great houses of that time, works of devotion would have filled the shelves of the libraries. Claudine would have found some of them in her benefactors’ house, perhaps the very ones that were recommended to her. As her director, Father Castillon must have broached the question of what she should read right from the first days of his guidance of her. It is highly probable, then, that Father Castillon would have recommended to Claudine a work that was very much in vogue at the time, and also written by one of his own confreres who had assimilated the best elements of French spirituality of the seventeenth centuiy. This then probably accounts for the dozen or more times that Claudine puts into her writings the ideas and expressions of this Jesuit, dispersed in about fifty different passages or more.


Another possible source is St Catherine of Genoa.49 We mentioned earlier that Catherine’s spirituality was a common source for the Annonciade sisters and the Jesuits. So it would not be at all out of the question that the writings of this great mystic influenced Claudine also. The experience of Claudine and of Catherine have many points in common: union and transformation, mystical anaesthesia, sufferings comparable to those of Purgatory, desire for death, divine possession, etc. One cannot avoid the impression that Claudine must have been impregnated with the work of Catherine, to the point perhaps of making unconscious expressions which appear to be reminiscences of her readings, or at least quotes from some of her spiritual directors who themselves, maybe, had read the works of St Catherine.50 If we were to compare all the expressions of St Catherine of Genoa that correspond to those of Claudine, we would need many pages. Now and then we come across in both writings, as if a refrain, the two words ‘union’ and ‘transformation’, used instead of the more usual expression among mystics, ‘spiritual marriage’. The parallelism is at times very evident, as for example the following indicates:














	Catherine


	Claudine







	I was so immersed and sunk in the furnace of love, so great and surpassing all measurement that, as if I was in the sea, right at the bottom of the water, I was not able, from any side, to touch, see, or feel anything but water.51


	Thus, the soul, plunging into God, drowns itself and is immersed there all the more. And as that person who would have thrown himself thus into the water, so the soul sees nothing but God; and in him, through him, and no longer through the medium of creatures, as it used to do beforehand, touches and feels nothing but him.52
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