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Foreword



The history of the missions aroused great interest amongst French Catholics in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, but that interest has now faded. In the current context of secularisation and religious indifference, the objectives and methods of the Missions are criticised and the missionary identity itself is unclear. The missionary, often likened to the coloniser and formerly exalted as a paradigm of zeal, heroism and devotion, no longer attracts such admiration. In such a climate, the idea of publishing the biography of a missionary bishop of the seventeenth century, a man unknown to the general public, and one frequently criticized by mission authorities, seems to be rather pointless or a remarkable act of self-denial.


Seven years ago, I came close to sharing these sentiments with the officials of the Foreign Mission Society of Paris who entrusted me with the task of writing the life of Pierre Lambert de la Motte, Titular Bishop of Beirut and first Vicar Apostolic of Cochinchina. Considered a secondary founder and of far less importance than his colleague François Pallu, la Motte had within the Society a reputation for austerity, rigidity and intransigence that initially discouraged me. Moreover the research was difficult and wearisome due to the massive amount of documentation available and its contradictory nature. But then came a surprise from on high! In the course of my research I discovered not only a remarkable man but also a slice of Church history that had been concealed and it was a revelation. This historic ‘Apocalypse’ (in the etymological sense of the word—taken from the book of Revelation) at first overwhelmed me before absorbing all my attention and ‘sympathy’ (still in the etymological sense). Without claiming to have uncovered the whole truth about this important episode which deserves the attention of many researchers, I simply wish that the reader, without necessarily sharing my enthusiasm and attachment to a character who has become very dear to me, may find in these pages the opportunity to enrich and renew his understanding of the history of the Missions.


F. F. B.


Forty years after the publication of the Conciliar Decree Ad Gentes by Paul VI and fifteen years after the celebrated encyclical of John Paul II Redemptoris Missio, the Church of France was faced with ageing, the difficulty of taking responsibility for its missionary past and the projection of itself into a global future. It is at this time that Pierre Lambert de la Motte emerges as a figure currently relevant and therefore avant-garde for his time, a man who spreads a great breath of fresh air over missionary historiography and will most likely overturn many accepted ideas.


Because of the questions and challenges this research raised, it required an argumentation that was both rigorous and solidly based, but which the general reader might find somewhat tedious. This book, therefore, offers an abridged and slightly modified form of the full text published by the Paris Foreign Mission Society.





Introduction



The life of Pierre Lambert de la Motte took place in a context of conflict rather than peace and harmony: battles, mutual misunderstandings, a dialogue of the deaf who opposed one another in Asia, against the backdrop of colonial rivalries and religious competition, the Jesuits under Portuguese patronage with Spanish religious, then with the first French lay missionaries. Even if nowadays this conflict, in broad outline and therefore improperly described by the simplistic expression ‘the Rites Dispute,’ no longer affects in a personal way those involved in the Missions, it remains alive nevertheless in the collective consciousness of the congregations concerned. Whether it is acknowledged or not, in fact the wound opened within the missionary milieu through the control of the Missions by Rome effected from 1622 (the year of the creation of the Congregation of Propaganda Fide as well as the canonisation of Ignatius of Loyola and Francis Xavier) to 1773, the date of the suppression of the Jesuits by Clement XIV, this wound, not having been properly cleaned has never been completely healed. If this conflict had repercussions so passionate, and so long-lasting, it is because it goes beyond the scope of doctrinal differences and power rivalries within the Church.


It feeds on the great changes that affected the consciousness of Christian Europe between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries. It was born, in fact, on terrain freshly ploughed by the conquest of the New World (and therefore the institution of missionary ‘sponsorship’), by the Wars of Religion (and therefore the reform codified by the Council of Trent), and finally by the advent of humanism which the Jesuits, the spearhead and elite corps of the Catholic counter-reformation, made the focus of their pedagogy. This conflict ended, due to a lack of combatants, with the end in France of the rule by divine right of the monarchy, the material ruin of the Church, freedom of conscience and in the minds of a significant part of the population a solid anticlericalism based on the rights of reason as opposed to religious obscurantism. Thus the French Revolution signalled the collapse of the Constantinian style system on which the Society of Jesus had based its Asian missiology for a hundred and fifty years.


It was a missiology that aimed at conversion by argument based on reason. It targeted the elite and the ruling bodies of the most civilized countries in order to lead their people to the obedience of faith. In other words, at the end of the century of the Enlightenment, this same revolution sounded the death knell of the great missionary illusion of the Jesuits, meaning the creation in every human society throughout the world of a universal type of Christian man. He would be educated and formed, depending on his culture of origin on the Jesuit model and under the almost exclusive authority of the fathers, this model itself being conceived as the ideal humanist. Nothing could be more logical: when the humanist creed, supported by the Cartesian credo, takes precedence over Christian revelation, it is not the Gospel but the Declaration of the Rights of Man that becomes the charter for humanity.


If this matter had, and continues to have, such an impact in France, it is because it has been publicised, amplified and therefore automatically distorted by the media of the time, in this instance the writers, in the seventeenth and especially in the eighteenth centuries, It unfolded against the backdrop of the Jansenist crisis, it became a matter of opinion which distorted inextricably the true facts of the matter. In the list of people involved in this great politico-religious drama, alongside ecclesiastical actors are the greatest names in the literature of the period: Corneille and Pascal, Molière and Racine, to mention only the leading characters. It is through them that the debate has moved from the realm of the experts to the public at large, that is to say, the educated elite of the seventeenth century and the Age of Enlightenment. As these authors have never ceased to be read and studied in France, it is partly because of them that the debate retains its sharpness even today.


In this vast arena that was as much ideological as strictly religious, Pierre Lambert de la Motte is an unknown figure and a target. He is unknown, not only to the public, but to certain qualified people also. For example, it is surprising that some serious works, that focus on the Norman spiritual environment from which he came, scarcely mention his name, or omit it completely, whereas his confrere and friend, François de Montmorency-Laval, who inhabited the same world, always occupies a prominent place in these writings.


As far as the history of the Missions is concerned, it is clearly impossible to ignore the first French Vicar Apostolic, since this mystic who was passionate about solitude and prayer was a pitiless prosecutor who fiercely denounced what he considered to be missionary excesses or deviations. It was this vehemence that made him a target, to whom are directed the deep-seated resentment and anger engendered by the polemic. There was the resentment of the Jesuits, clearly enough: he was their bête noire, and they were the bane of his life. There was a sense of disquiet amongst the directors of the Paris Foreign Missions Society, who were closely linked to the French Jesuits. They expected a more favourable treatment from a prelate. Also there was concern felt by some of his confreres who, in spite of their attachment or admiration for him, could not agree wholeheartedly with what they regarded as his extremism. Finally there was a lack of enthusiasm, or at least hesitant acceptance of him throughout history among the priests of the Paris Foreign Missions Society who never succeeded in consciously integrating his legacy and have generally preferred the more attractive Bishop François Pallu whose extraordinary journeys boosted the image of the missionary adventurer.


And yet, for anyone who looks more closely into the history of the spirituality of the Paris Foreign Missions Society, this heritage is clear and undeniable, if not always obvious. It is there, at least in the secrecy of its charism and in its founding objective, that is, to plant indigenous churches and enable them to grow, regardless of the cost entailed, until they are autonomous, then to fade away or even disappear in order to let them live. Because of this principle, which is a complete contradiction of the concept of tutelage promoted by the patronage system, Pierre Lambert de la Motte is really the spiritual father of the institute he founded conjointly with François Pallu and their first companions. These men, Louis Laneau, François Deydier, Jacques de Bourges, also deserve to be better known and recognized. These men had no ambition to plant the cross in infidel lands, as the common practice was at that time, nor to dazzle the Asian leaders with the prestige of science and civilization and therefore European and Christian Truth.


Rome had entrusted them with a more obscure, but nevertheless essential mandate: that of forming a native clergy which would enable young Asian Christian communities to escape from dependence on the West, hoping thereby to limit persecution. However, long before being appointed Vicar Apostolic of Cochinchina, Pierre Lambert de la Motte had planted the cross, more deeply no doubt than any other in the centre of his soul, the centre of his heart and the centre of his life. And from this centre issued a strange radiation that was fascinating, disturbing and overpowering in its intensity. And yet it was essential, as it nourished his first companions, and carried the Society of Foreign Missions through the dangerous convulsions of its birth and beyond, into the painful mystical depth of its history.


The first Vicar Apostolic of Cochinchina was an eminent participant in a spiritual movement which renewed the French church in the seventeenth century. He resolutely chose to free the Mission from colonial stagnation, for example the methodological debates generated by humanism, in order to immerse it in the radical mystery of the Redemption. Also his fight bypassed in its deepest dimension, the framework of a simple conflict of jurisdiction or exotic episode, which is an anachronism today, the old quarrel about nature and grace. The mystical missiology of Pierre Lambert de la Motte, which makes the contemplation of the Cross the source of all authentic apostolic fruitfulness, takes on today a new resonance in a debate that appears to be just as crucial and equally passionate, a debate in which a Catholic orthodoxy proclaiming Christ as the only saviour is opposed to theologians advocating an approach that is less exclusive of mediation.


Lambert de la Motte was criticized during his lifetime for weakness in theology, even a certain illuminism. However, it would be interesting to study closely what his experience and spiritual insights can bring to contemporary missiological reflection. Is it altogether extravagant to wonder whether, well before the negative effects of the colonialism of the nineteenth century, an excessive confidence in human means and the power of reason extolled by the Jesuits did not result in certain deviations and render fruitless an approach based on spiritual experience at the very beginning of the Mission in Asia? Is this perhaps a possible prelude to a form of dialogue that appears as a priority today and that only authentic Christian mystics of the calibre of Lambert de la Motte could try? The answer cannot be given with certainty, but the question should be asked, because ultimately it underpins the history that follows.





Introduction to the Vietnamese edition 2015



Historian Francoise Fauconnet-Buzelin, PhD in history of art, curator of heritage preservation, and director of research in the Society of Foreign Missions of Paris, is the author of biographies of many missionaries, especially of two books about Bishop Pierre Lambert de la Motte:


The first book: Le père inconnu de la Mission modern, Pierre Lambert de la Motte, premier vicaire apostolique de Cochinchine, 1624–1679: The Forgotten Father of Modern Mission, Pierre Lambert de la Motte, The First Apostolic Vicar of Cochinchina, 1624–1679, Archives des Missions Étrangères, Paris 2006. This book is written for professionals in history.


The second book: Aux sources des Missions Étrangères, Pierre Lambert de la Motte (1624–1679): Finding the Origin of the Society of Foreign Missions, Pierre Lambert de la Motte (1624–1679), Perrin, Paris 2006. In this book, the author restates the contents of the first book, but more concisely and simply, for the general audience. In the words of the author, ‘this book is a compendium and a slight “adjustmentversion” (légèrementremaniée) of the full book published by the Society of Foreign Missions of Paris’.


Readers can see ‘slight adjustment’ most clearly in the title and in the last two chapters (IX and X) of the compendium book.


The title of the first book attracts readers’ attention to Bishop Lambert as ‘The Forgotten Father of Modern Mission’. It is a broad vision. Meanwhile, the title of the second book also focuses on that ‘Forgotten Father’, but this time she sees him specifically in relationship with ‘the Society of Foreign Missions’. The author writes in the Introduction: ‘Bishop Pierre Lambert de la Motte is the true spiritual father of the Society which he founded with Bishop Francois Pallu and his early companions such as missionary priests Louis Laneau, Francois Deydier, Jacques de Bourges . . .’. This sentence explains the meaning of the title: when ‘finding the origin of the Society of Foreign Missions’, we perceive Bishop ‘Pierre Lambert de la Motte’ as the main origin, and even more deeply, as ‘the true spiritual father’ but ‘forgotten’ of the Society.


The most interesting part of this book, in our opinion, lies in the last two chapters. Chapter IX: ‘Finding a Balanced Way for Missionary’ and Chapter X: ‘Rediscovering a Spiritual Heritage’, although it has regained the contents which were scattered throughout many chapters of the first book, now, however, the author reorganised more succinctly on the basis of subtle and profound theological and spiritual reflections. It can be said that these two chapters help readers directly grasp the charism and spirituality of Bishop Lambert and indirectly the charism and spirituality of his spiritual children, the most prominent of which are sisters of the Congregation of the Lovers of the Holy Cross and lay men and women belonging to the Association of the Male and Female Lovers of the Holy Cross of Our Lord Jesus Christ (now known as the Association of the Secular Lovers of the Holy Cross), that the author did not know have been re-founded in Vietnam since 1987.


Among the specific contents of the introduction written for the first book, we would like to repeat here only two things: first, ‘the unique feature of the historian Francoise Fauconnet-Buzelin is not only presenting the external events related to Bishop Pierre Lambert’s activities, especially his tense confrontation with Jesuit missionaries under the Portuguese Padroado regime, but also looking into the inner depths of the Bishop, whom she often called a great “mystic”, whose core is love for Jesus Christ Crucified, the foundation of spirituality of the Lovers of the Holy Cross.’ Second, ‘the historian has demonstrated her loyalty to the critical point of view to maintain objectivity, that is, she did not hesitate to point out some of the weaknesses that she considered to be mistakes of Bishop Pierre Lambert in his diplomatic activities with political organizations’.


We hope that the translation of these two books will be beneficial for the Family of the Lovers of the Holy Cross and for those who want to learn about Bishop Pierre Lambert de la Motte.


Fr Phi Khanh Vuong Dinh Khoi, OFM
Counselor of Study Group of Spirituality of Lovers of the Holy Cross


Sai Gon, Ash Wednesday 2015, 345th Anniversary of the Profession Mass of two first sisters of the Lovers of the Holy Cross, Ane and Paula, in Pho Hien on Ash Wednesday 1670, in the presence of their Founder, that marked the birth of the Congregation of the Lovers of the Holy Cross.





English Translator’s Introduction



This book was originally published in French under the title, Aux sources des Missions Étrangères, Pierre Lambert de la Motte (1624–1679), (Finding the Origin of the Society of Foreign Missions, Pierre Lambert de la Motte (1624–1679), Perrin, Paris 2006. It was written to make the contents of the author’s original scholarly research project, The Forgotten Father of Modern Mission, Pierre Lambert de la Motte, The First Apostolic Vicar of Cochinchina, 1624–1679, Perrin, Paris 2005, on La Motte accessible to a wider readership, and it includes perhaps the author’s most valuable contribution, a deep reflection contained in the final two chapters.


Simply translating the French title is problematic. French readers may read ‘Foreign Missions’ as intended to refer to the Paris Foreign Mission Society, readers of English do not. More importantly, the scope of the book goes far beyond the origins of the Paris Foreign Mission Society, dealing as it does with La Motte’s role, sent from Rome, at the cutting edge of the Roman challenge to the Portuguese Government monopoly on colonial Church control, and the dramatic tale of his life and death struggle with the endemic violations in Asia of a corrupt and broken system. He endured misunderstanding and disbelief in France, even among his own backers who were swayed by the reputation, power and influence of his opponents. No one could believe him, though no one was ever more careful of his facts. This led to him being practically written out of history until our day. Further, La Motte pioneered the formation and ordination of Vietnamese clergy and founded the “Lovers of the Holy Cross” Vietnamese religious sisters, destined in times of persecution to become the backbone of the Church in Vietnam, and who now number over nine thousand.


La Motte stands as a towering figure in the history of missions, a saintly mystic of unparalleled vision, courage, faith and integrity, who surely merits a place among the saints.


In view of all this, the English translation is offered under the title, ‘The Unknown Father of the Modern Mission, Pierre Lambert de la Motte, first Vicar Apostolic of Cochinchina, 1624–1679’.


I can never pay worthy tribute to my editor, in fact, co-translator, Marist Brother Bill McCarthy FMS for his tireless work in assuring accuracy, readability and appropriate style throughout. Thanks also to Fr Tom McDonough, CP, Passionist Provincial Superior, who encouraged me in this ‘hobby’, this labour of love, and guaranteed the cost of publication. Thanks also to Sister Anna Le Van Nga MTG for her encouragement and patience.


Jefferies Foale CP


Saigon September 2023




Chapter 1


Heir to the Great Century



A man of his time



Although he is almost unnoticed in the eyes of French religious history, Pierre Lambert de la Motte belongs, with every fibre of his being, to that ‘great century of souls’, the seventeenth century. It has been referred to as a ‘Century of Saints’, during which the heights of mysticism merged with an outpouring of charity. It was an innovative age when clergy and laity, men and women, scholars and humble united their passion and zeal in an extraordinary religious effervescence. It was a century illuminated by great men and women: François de Sales, Cardinal de Bérulle, Madame Acarie, Vincent de Paul, John Eudes, Jean-Jacques Olier, Gaston de Renty, Bossuet, Fénelon, and so many others. They were carried along, inspired, imitated and served by a multitude of simpler but no less ardent souls, favoured at times by remarkable mystical graces: humble religious women, shepherds and cowherds, entertainers, servants, seamstresses.


The Spirit blows where it will, sometimes disconcertingly, as in the years of religious euphoria which followed the bloody trauma of the Wars of Religion in France. After decades of ruthless fratricidal struggles, the leaders of the Catholic reconstruction were men and women animated by the most sublime aspirations just as others had been driven by the most murderous impulses in the preceding century. Because they strove to transform the violence of their predecessors into service of others and sacrifice of themselves, everything about them was extreme: heroism, mortification, conflict, renunciation and generosity. Mothers abandoned their children for the love of God (like Jeanne de Chantal and Marie of the Incarnation), young spouses separated after a few years of marriage to embrace religious life (like the Duke and Duchess of Ventadour), ten-year-old children and uneducated women had spiritual experiences that totally changed their lives.


Pierre Lambert de la Motte was a member of this world; he was one of those ‘extremists’ whose attitudes might surprise, shock or even disgust us today. Let us beware, however, of stopping at the superficial reactions of our ‘modern’ sensitivity—which is perhaps, only a sign of spiritual desensitization—if we want even the slightest understanding of this story.’ Something has been lost that will not return. Historiography is a contemporary way of practising mourning,’ wrote Michel de Certeau in La Fable mystique.1 Spiritually, many of the people we are about to meet will be for us beings from ‘another world.’ Like Mary Magdalene in the garden of the tomb, we will have to accept our inability, given this inevitable separation, to comprehend them, Our task will be all the more challenging, since we have only a few specific sources with which to trace the French career of Pierre Lambert de la Motte: a genealogy constructed in the 1950s by a descendant of the family, Henry de Frondeville, and the biography written in 1685 by Jean-Charles de Brisacier, the superior of the seminary of the Paris Foreign Missions Society. This biography written with the help of live testimonies and a diary of the future Bishop of Beirut, which has disappeared unfortunately, is of great value, but it must be used with some caution because it is not free of the hagiographic or at least apologetic style of this literary genre. Indeed, because the biography focuses on the religious aspect, and hence La Motte’s edifying characteristics, Brisacier leaves in the shadows not only his human and psychological traits, but especially the political and social context in which he lived.


However, with the passing of time, after three and a half centuries, it is possible to see how influential this context was in the development of a personality gifted from childhood with an exceptional character, but also how influential were particularly significant historical circumstances. Only a deep, unprejudiced immersion in the troubled political climate and the heightened religious atmosphere of seventeenth century France can facilitate the rediscovery of the personal and social coherence of a man too often presented as excessive or even abnormal, whereas he merely shared the spiritual radicalism of the most zealous of his contemporaries. The detailed portrait of Brisacier is almost too remarkable because it isolates La Motte from his historical background. To better define this character, it will be necessary to place him in a broader context while trying to determine from the small amount of evidence available, the place of Pierre Lambert de la Motte in the different milieux through which he passed in succession. We will be able to make a better judgment then, about the way this mystic, prayerful man, faithful to his Ignatian formation, was an outstanding man of action who worked tirelessly for ‘the greater glory of God’, first of all in his own country, then ‘as far away as the ends of the earth’.



The rise of an ambitious family in troubled times



Pierre Lambert was born in January 1624 into a family of the judicial nobility that had been established in Normandy since the fifteenth century. In 1461, his ancestor, William Lambert, formerly the wine steward in the court of Charlotte of Savoy,2 was made Viscount d’Auge by King Louis XI who gave him a house in Lisieux. In five generations, his descendants climbed all the rungs that allowed Pierre entry to the highest rank of officials, namely magistrates of the sovereign courts. At the same time, they considerably increased their heritage by well-planned marriages with wealthy daughters of the bourgeoisie of Lisieux. At the beginning of the sixteenth century great-grandfather, William II, took the title of Sieur de La Motte3 from the name of a property he acquired in the vicinity of Lisieux.


This was the first step toward ennoblement, which occurred two generations later. His grandson Pierre, born in 1575, exercised judicial functions as lieutenant of the short dress,4 a distinctive sign of nobility.


The Lambert family, however, experienced a difficult time when, between 1589 and 1593, Normandy became the stronghold of the pretender to the throne of France, Henry of Navarre, who had not yet renounced Protestantism. Committed Catholics, they took part in a conspiracy designed to deliver Lisieux to the supporters of King Philip II of Spain. During the unrest, one of them, John, was arrested and their most beautiful house, Mauduit, was burned down. Meanwhile, in Rouen, Nicolas Heudey of Pommainville, adviser to the Parlement5 and maternal grandfather of Pierre Lambert, voted in 1591 in favour of the bull of excommunication of the future King Henry IV. The political choices of the future Bishop of Beirut were marked out in advance, well before his birth. From his father, Pierre Lambert, vice-bailiff of Evreux, and from his mother, Catherine de Heudey of Pommainville, daughter of a Rouen councillor, he inherited an ultra-Catholic, pro-Spanish and anti-Protestant conviction. He was thus predestined to find himself later in the ranks of the last militants of the devout party that gathered around Marie de Medicis6 and Cardinal de Bérulle7 upon the death of Henry IV, and that tasted defeat from the repeated attacks of Richelieu8 and Mazarin.9 From the outset he found himself on the side of the adversaries, who were also the losers.


Yet when, on the morning of 16 January 1624, the infant, a few days old, was carried to the baptismal font of the church of Saint-Jacques in Lisieux, a bright future seemed to open before him. His ancestry destined him for a brilliant administrative career, favoured by a whole network of family relationships that opened the door to the most influential milieu of Normandy, that of the parliamentarians. He could also count on the support of one of his cousins, the famous Capuchin preacher Zacharie de Lisieux, who was at one time chaplain to Queen Henriette of England.


Pierre was only a few months old when his father abandoned his duties as vice-bailiff of Evreux and moved to Lisieux to the house of his mother Marie Mauduit, a widow for thirty years. With him were his wife, his eldest daughter Marie, born in 1623, and the newborn child. Five more children were born there of whom only two survived: Marie, the fourth born in 1627, and Nicolas, the last in 1631. But after a few years, Pierre’s father quarrelled with his mother and left the Mauduit house for the Lambert house, the cradle of the family, located at the other end of the town. Periodically, parents and children would enjoy the fresh air in their country houses, la Motte and la Boissière, beautiful timber-framed houses, that can be seen even today at the western exit of Lisieux. The early education of little Pierre was ensured, as in all noble families, by an ecclesiastical tutor. The child was serious, reserved and showed a surprising maturity from a young age. ‘Those who had the advantage of being responsible for his education attest that there was almost nothing childish in his childhood’, said his biographer Jean-Charles de Brisacier. ‘From the age of eight, he showed the seriousness of a mature man. He handled his advantages over other children without haughtiness or ostentation. A liveliness of spirit was joined to a soundness of judgment, a love of study to a retentive memory, and the strength of genius to the beauty of a naturalness that was as gentle as it was firm.’10



A precocious child in search of his vocation



A calm and disciplined boy, Pierre took little part in the games of his peers, preferring to meditate alone. At the time of his first communion, attracted by religious life and no doubt affected by his reading of the Imitation of Jesus Christ, he had a moving spiritual experience that he recalled thirty years later, at the beginning of his missionary life.




I remembered an idea that had preoccupied me for a long time when I was about nine years old in the town of my birth. I asked myself this question: would I like to become a member of a religious congregation? I realized that I definitely had no desire to enter any of the local religious congregations, since their members did not seem to lead a life of great perfection. But then I thought of a different kind of religious group of people very much to my liking, to whom I felt strongly attracted. They were called the Lovers of the Cross. Their life seemed so admirable to me that if I had known where I might find such people, I would have made every effort, at whatever cost, to belong to their Company. But not having found any such group in the world, I have never since been attracted to enter any religious house, even though I have always held in high esteem those houses which are faithful to the aims of their Institute, and which I have regarded as nurseries of heaven.11





From then on, he redoubled his piety and charity. He distributed all his pocket money to the poor and, as his biographer tells us, became ‘so charitable towards the poor that, through repeatedly asking the household manager for bread for them, he sometimes put her in a bad mood, and in order to obtain from her what he desired, he tried to soften her up and win her over by all sorts of means.’12 Thus, the missionary zeal that would later carry him to the ends of the earth was already manifested in a naive and childlike form. ‘He often formulated questions or answers of a pious nature that surprised everyone, and when he was in the country, instead of attaching himself to companions nearby, he chose to walk alone, so as to be able to approach the little peasant children he met without being seen; for then, he would ask them about their catechism, and by his willingness to listen he would encourage them to understand and to remember what he was saying to them.’13


At the age of nine, this extraordinarily precocious child showed a radical religious commitment but did not find, in the effervescence that was then sweeping the Church of France, a place that corresponded to his aspirations. Everywhere, however, new or reformed orders were flourishing. The Jesuits educated the finest French youth, soon to be rivalled by the Oratorians. Among the contemplatives, Jean de Saint-Samson gave the Carmelites of Brittany a new mystical impetus. Even the most austere orders were able to offer the most brilliant of their members excellent careers in the world: Father Joseph de Paris, a Capuchin, wove the fabric of French diplomacy throughout Europe, and Father Mersenne’s scientific knowledge attracted the most eminent members of Parisian God-fearing society to the convent of the Minims14 in the Place Royale. There was no lack of choice for an intelligent boy, brought up in material ease and awareness of his social superiority.


But Pierre, always haunted by his desire for the absolute, dreamed of a model that did not exist. So he submitted to the family tradition and entered the Jesuit college in Caen, a very reputable establishment that gave the best human, intellectual and religious training to the young elite of Lower Normandy. Caen was then a rapidly growing city with a population of nearly 20,000 inhabitants. Renowned for the quality of its intellectual and cultural life, it was nicknamed the Athens of Normandy.15 It was the university capital of Normandy, attracting students from all over western France, also from England and Holland. The college taught arts, civil law, canon law, medicine and theology. Pierre Lambert would be formed in a cosmopolitan and refined environment, although provincial, which was characterized by the excellence of its humanist teaching. His rhetoric teacher at the Jesuit school was Father Jacques le Faure, who later became provincial of the Chinese mission. Pierre was an excellent student who distinguished himself by the brilliance of his intellect and the depth of his piety. His membership in the Marian society of the college, which brought together the elite of the students for a more demanding formation, nourished his devotion to the Blessed Virgin while developing his sense of spiritual rigour and commitment to the world.



The misfortunes of war



Pierre Lambert’s college years were marked by a series of family and social crises that profoundly affected his sensibility. In 1635, after several years of latent conflict, France solemnly declared war on Spain. Serious unrest broke out in Lorraine. Louis XIII decided to restore order himself and called the vassals and the free men of Normandy to his side. Despite his advanced age and pro-Spanish convictions, Pierre Lambert, the father, had to go and fight for the king. The military campaign, however, turned out to be short-lived for the former vice-bailiff of Evreux who, at the age of sixty, returned to service after more than ten years of retirement. He died of illness after a few months, and was buried in the church of Saint-Etienne in Nancy. He left in Lisieux a widow with four children aged from four to twelve years, a substantial patrimony and several lawsuits pending against his mother and brothers. His succession was not simple.


In Caen, Pierre, his eldest son, although affected by the loss of his father, continued his studies brilliantly. He did not know that his misfortunes were only beginning. In 1635, the capture of Corbie by the Spaniards made Normandy a frontier province. Refugees flocked there. It was a rich region that the State tended to consider as the breadbasket of France, so it was heavily taxed for men, food and money. The Normans alone paid one-fifth of the total tax and new taxes were created to support the war effort. The population, pressured and frustrated, weakened by endemic famines, decimated by the plague which affected the country for fifteen years, reacted with violence. The revolt of the va-nu-pieds (bare-footed ones), one of the most serious popular uprisings of the century, broke out in May 1639 in Rouen. In July, it reached Caen. On August 26, a crowd of 2,000 people, many of them women, led by a leader named Bras-nu (Bare-arm), looted the house of a tax collector, and then, in the following days, those of a tax clerk, a middle class citizen and two wealthy merchants. Riots, ransackings and assassinations of officers followed one another in Avranches, Bayeux, Coutances, Mortain and Carentan. At Lisieux, on his properties of La Motte and La Boissière, the young Pierre Lambert had acquired the habit of relieving the misery of the peasants as far as he could. He was now the witness to suffering which he was unable to alleviate, and to the revolt of the poor against the members of his own social class whom they held responsible for their misfortunes. Perhaps he did not see the riots that took place in the summer, during the vacation period, but he was in Caen when the terrible repression of the revolts began.


Richelieu, indeed, was not satisfied with the actions of the lieutenant general of Normandy, the Duke of Matignon, who arrested Bras-nu and other rioters. He sent from Paris a young colonel renowned for his bravery in battle, Jean de Gassion, nicknamed ‘War’, at the head of a troop of 5,000 foreign mercenaries. On November 29, Gassion entered Caen and, after a successful tour of the southern part of the province, returned on December 22. His methods were traditional and effective: rape, pillage, defenestration, public executions. Neither women nor children were spared. The population was terrorized, and everything was done to keep it that way. Bras-nu, arrested, was ‘broken alive,’ and what remained of his body was exposed at the gates of the city.


The military action was soon followed by judicial action. It was the chancellor, Séguier, who was in charge. His justice was as swift as Gassion’s military methods. In Caen, on 16 January 1640, he suspended all the officers and replaced them with commissioners. The prisons were overcrowded, mostly with people who were unable to pay their taxes, their only crime. In the midst of the general distress, the religious of the Jesuit college were quick to come to the aid of the most disadvantaged.


These dramatic events must have been particularly painful for Pierre Lambert because he had just suffered two successive bereavements with the death of his paternal grandmother, Marie Mauduit in 1638, then that of his mother, Catherine Heudey in 1640. The orphans were placed under the guardianship of Pierre Fermanel, a wealthy shipowner from Rouen who disappeared four years later. Pierre, the eldest son, suddenly the breadwinner of the family, had to give up his plans, still latent, of religious commitment. He continued his studies in law at the University of Caen and, at the age of 22, briefly held a position as a lawyer in the Parlement of Paris before buying a position as a councillor at the Court of Aids in Rouen where he took up his duties in 1646. In addition to his official activities, he also had to settle the complex business of inheritance left to him by his parents. In spite of the procedural customs of the time, his clarity of judgment, his fundamental honesty and his benevolence allowed him to reconcile all parties and to restore peace in his family.



A devout councillor in search of a role model



Rouen, the second largest city in the kingdom, did not escape the general crisis that had affected French society since the death of Louis XIII. Behind the prosperous facade of its business community, a restlessness of the people transformed the Norman capital into a veritable social powder keg. For years, the city had to deal with the influx of a horde of miserable peasants who were ruined by the burden of taxes or who were fleeing the famine and epidemics that ravaged the surrounding countryside. The plague, which in 1637 killed more than one and a half thousand patients of the hospital, did not stop this galloping over-population. Between 1600 and 1640, the number of inhabitants of the city increased from 60,000 to 89,000. The streets, squares and forecourts were invaded by idle and destitute crowds, aggravating the problems of supply, the risks of contagion, the dangers of riots and the feeling of insecurity. The municipal authorities and the sovereign courts tried to manage this explosive situation as best they could, but their task was a delicate one, for their stance in favour of the people during the revolts of 1639 had earned them the distrust of the central government.


From 1640, as commissioner ‘for income tax and the levying of the land tax’, Etienne Pascal, a former adviser to the Court of Aids16 of Clermont-Ferrand, oversaw the collection of the many taxes imposed on the province. A widower, he settled in rue des Murs-Saint-Ouen with his three children: Gilberte, the eldest, aged 20, Blaise aged 16, already a mathematician of note, and Jacqueline aged 14, who was successful in the world of theatre and literature. It was the young girl’s precocious talent that earned the Pascal family, upon their arrival in Rouen, the friendship of Pierre Corneille, the king’s adviser to the administration of Waters and Forests and the Table of Marble,17 and also a successful playwright whose last play, Le Cid, performed two years earlier, was a triumph that revolutionized the Parisian theatre scene.


It was thus in a very sensitive political and social context, and in the most delicate professional sector, that of taxation and finance, that Pierre Lambert, at the age of twenty-two, took his first steps as king’s adviser. He was too devout to seek the friendship of a man of the theatre like Corneille, and too well trained by the Jesuits to compromise himself with the Jansenist sympathies of an Étienne Pascal. The former member of the college of Caen adhered, as he should, to the Congregation of the Assumption, also called Congregation of the Gentlemen, which brought together more than a thousand members who, like him, came from the seven hundred most famous and wealthy families of Rouen: bourgeois, merchants and members of the sovereign courts. From this group was also recruited the main body of the recently formed Company of the Blessed Sacrament created in 1645. All of them were active in the service of the city’s many charitable endeavours: visits to the sick of the Hôtel-Dieu, to the galley slaves and to the prisoners; the Foundlings’ Work; the Assistance of Lorraine created in 1640 to help the victims of war; the project to create a general hospice for the able-bodied poor, which took shape in 1651.


In his private life, this handsome, rich young man of just over twenty years of age, with a noble bearing, who ‘naturally liked to be well-dressed’ and was an excellent catch, imposed on himself an almost monastic chastity. He did so in a society where gallant conquests were not regarded as forbidden to married men, nor even to certain worldly members of the clergy. ‘Having lodged in private, he did not want any women in his household; he did not even allow any to enter his house under the pretext of rendering some service, and he had his valets available to serve him in everything as a rule. Thus his house, whether in the city or in the country, was more like a seminary than the home of a man of the world, and when his friends came to see him, he spoke to them about salvation with such fervour that they always departed better men than when they had come.’18


Faithful to the teachings of his Jesuit masters, he received spiritual direction from Father Julien Hayneuve, instructor of the third year at the novitiate in Rouen and disciple of the greatest formator of missionaries in Canada, Louis Lallemant. Through this contact, the young magistrate became familiar with a new form of missionary spirituality marked by the example of the first martyrs of New France19 who became his models: Isaac Jogues, Jean de Brébeuf, Gabriel Lallemant20 and their companions, all of whom were imbued with the same demand for asceticism, abnegation, sacrifice and love of the Cross. To profit the more from the instruction of his teachers, he moved to a house near the Jesuit chapel, the usual setting for his devotions.



The rebel



But soon the outbreak of the wars of the Fronde21 upset the functioning of Rouen’s institutions and dragged Pierre Lambert into a political battle he had not foreseen. Indeed, the social situation, worrying for several years, suddenly worsened in 1648. The exceptional rains of spring and summer spoiled the harvests, and famine threatened again. Moreover, while in Paris the first confrontations between the Parlement and the Court had just occurred, a prelude to the Fronde, and the plague reappeared in the vicinity of Rouen. In addition to these natural disasters, there were calamities caused by men: the troops of the Duke of Orléans came to establish their winter quarters in the suburbs of the city at the expense of the inhabitants, who had to ensure their accommodation and subsistence. This burden proved to be unbearable for the people who rose up again. In November and December the crowd, galvanized by the women, invaded the town hall and the courthouse. Councillors, and even the first president of the Parlement, were insulted. As ten years before in Caen, on the side of the privileged, Pierre Lambert witnessed this misery, this revolt, and the class egoism of his peers who sought only to safeguard their privileges.


At the same time, while the peace of Westphalia finally put an end to the conflict with the Habsburgs on the northern front, the political situation deteriorated in Paris where the Parlement, supported by the people and the archbishop’s coadjutor, Jean-François de Gondi, the future Cardinal de Retz, hardened its opposition to Mazarin’s government. Factions were formed, plots were hatched, which for five years, as alliances changed, maintained the civil war and destruction throughout the country. On one side were the queen, the prime minister and the court, supported by the Great Condé, a prince of royal blood. On the other side were several great men of the kingdom led by Condé’s brother, Armand de Bourbon, Prince of Conti, and his sister Anne-Geneviève, Duchess of Longueville, wife of the governor of Normandy. Events came to a head on the night of 5–6 January 1649 when, after celebrating the Epiphany, the queen, her sons and her followers fled to Saint-Germain while Condé organized the siege of Paris. On January 10, the Duke of Longueville followed his wife in the rebellion, broke with Mazarin and dragged the Parlement of Rouen in his wake. On the 18th the city refused to accept the new governor appointed by the king, the Count of Harcourt, and warmly welcomed its insurgent leader who, arriving clandestinely on a boat, took possession of the old palace. Deputies of the different sovereign courts then formed a council destined to assist the duke who, in his fight against the central power, was declared a rebel and guilty of treason. On January 30, the council, composed of heterogeneous elements who acted outside the law, decided to seize the money of the State and appointed three delegates to divert the revenue of taxes on behalf of Longueville: Duval de Bonneval, a councillor of requests; Carré, a master of the accounts; and Lambert de la Motte, a councillor at the court of grants. It is clear, therefore, that the young magistrate took the side of the rebellion and, at twenty-five years of age, already enjoyed sufficient esteem to be given this mission of trust.


The delegates were sent to Alençon and Caen to organize the movement of funds in co-operation with the treasurers of France. On this occasion, Pierre Lambert had to deal, for strictly professional reasons, with one of his future spiritual directors, Jean de Bernières, the treasurer of France in Caen. This was the only political mission of the Fronde councillor, because the Parlement of Paris, facing the threat of Spanish interference engineered by Conti, wasted no time in negotiating with Mazarin. On March 11, the peace of Rueil put an end to this first episode of the Fronde. In Rouen too, the parties were reconciled and on April 9, patricians and people gathered in the cathedral to sing a Te Deum and celebrate peace.


The arrest of the Duke of Longueville, a few months later, did not rekindle the revolt because the patricians of Rouen, exasperated by their governor’s appetite for power, played the loyalty card this time, and above all, that of their self-interest. On February 1, the city gave an enthusiastic welcome to the king, the queen and the prime minister who came to assure themselves of the province’s loyalty. In the ranks of the patricians, Pierre Lambert attended the sumptuous receptions given in honour of the royal visitors. On February 6, he was presented, like all his colleagues of the sovereign courts, to the king and queen and the next day to the prime minister. From then on, Normandy did not change and was one of the few provinces spared the civil war that lasted until 1653.



‘Vanitas vanitatum’



By this date, Pierre Lambert, too, had learned a lesson from the events and from the role he had played in them. At twenty-nine years of age he was able to take advantage of the return to favour of the Duke of Longueville and have his services appreciated and thereby gain new favours. But, disillusioned by the opportunism of the dignitaries who were mainly concerned with preserving their privileges, he no longer believed in political action as a means of putting into practice true Christian values and of improving the situation of the underprivileged. For some time now, he had been experiencing a disgust for the world, which turned him away from creatures, and an attraction for God alone. While continuing to fulfil his civil and charitable duties, he felt more and more attracted to people devoted to the Church and he often left Rouen to devote himself to the works of piety of his connections in Lower Normandy. In 1649, while vacationing at La Boissière, he met the new parish priest of Pré d’Auge, Dominique Georges, a friend of Bourdoise and former formator at the seminary of Saint-Nicolas du Chardonnet. Together they founded an ecclesiastical conference, the Cambremer Conference, for the training of priests according to the model initiated in Paris by Vincent de Paul. Shortly after, he made important donations to John Eudes for the construction of the seminary in Coutances, and in October 1653, he financed a Eudist mission in Lisieux. Moreover, as the marriage of his second sister to Jacques de Grieu, Sieur of Estimauville and of Paperottes in January of the same year put an end to the heaviest of his family obligations, he felt free to devote himself fully to the spiritual attraction he had always felt.


A simple incident was sufficient to precipitate his decision.’ He naturally liked to be well dressed,’ narrates Brisacier, ‘but it pleased God to detach him from this vanity through an unexpected accident from which, fortunately, he benefited by the victory he gained over himself. One day, being invited to a gathering for the signing of the marriage articles of one of his relatives who was settling in Rouen, he went there on horseback, very attractively attired; suddenly his horse took fright—I don’t know why—and all of a sudden it threw him into a stream which left him in a real mess. At that moment, he remembered the fall of St. Paul, and so he said to himself: ‘There you are! Such vanity gets its just reward!’ So saying, he had the courage to present himself in this state to the company. After being humbled in this way, he had little difficulty with most external practices of virtue. ‘Moved with gratitude to God for the grace he had just received, he resolved anew to give himself to God with an undivided heart and without reserve.’22


This fall, which he interpreted as a sign from heaven, provoked a true inner conversion in the young magistrate who was disappointed by the vanities of this world but still attached to it by the bonds of social proprieties and civil responsibilities.’ Engaged in the world and in public affairs at the urging of my relatives, and having lived for some years in this state of ingratitude to God,’ he wrote later, ‘when I was experiencing my greatest prosperity, it pleased God in His boundless mercy to give me a disgust for creatures and to call me to Himself. I was so deeply involved in the world and in business matters that, however diligent I was, it took me five years to free myself from it’. Knowing that he still had to travel a long way to achieve the absolute detachment to which he aspired, Pierre Lambert decided to change his life radically and, ignoring the objections of his colleagues, he took leave of his responsibilities. At the end of the year 1654—when in Paris, on the night of November 23, Blaise Pascal had an indelible experience, the ‘certainty of God’23—he left for the Hermitage in Caen.



Conversion and reconversion



In the middle of the seventeenth century, Caen was undoubtedly one of the most religious cities in France, the centre of influence of a spiritual movement that historians call the ‘Norman mystical milieu.’ In 1643 Jean Eudes founded the Congregation of Jesus and Mary there. With the help of his two lay friends, Baron Gaston de Renty and the treasurer of France, Jean de Bernières, Pierre Lambert multiplied his charitable initiatives and the reorganization of rural missions. The centre of all these initiatives was the Hermitage, a sort of spiritual cenacle ‘neither convent nor desert,’ which ‘welcomed for a temporary stay those who wished to prepare for the integration of the Christian into social life by assiduous personal prayer’.24 It was in this environment where religious people sought to combine the demands of worldly commitment with those of mystical experience that the young magistrate tried to find a way to transition between his old and his new life. Through its particular purpose, the Hermitage kept him in contact with the former while enabling him to be initiated gradually into the latter.


To all outward appearances the Hermitage of Caen was the headquarters of the local branch of the Company of the Blessed Sacrament and, according to Chantal Quillet, probably constituted the Norman sodality originating from the Marian congregation of the college of Caen. Pierre Lambert found there both confreres and former colleagues, clerics and lay people, all animated by the same ideal. He continued to engage with them in charitable works and shared their missionary concerns which were mainly focused on Canada. However, unknown to the general public, the Hermitage was also a cenacle for about ten people who, under the direction of Jean de Bernières, sought ‘a pathway to an inner experience of the divine’.25


Now, to be precise, the crisis that Pierre Lambert experienced also had a twofold aspect, the one exterior and the other interior. Externally, it was comparable to the general disillusionment which struck the last militants of the party involved in the Tissue of the Fronde. After Mazarin’s victory, which was also a victory for reason of State,26 no one in France could still entertain the hope of restoring a society based entirely on Catholic values. An emblematic figure of the devout ideal, Gaston de Renty, one of the pillars of the Hermitage, died of exhaustion on 24 April 1649, as he spent the last of his strength helping the victims of the siege of Paris. With him disappeared the most authentic and accomplished model of the ‘Christian gentleman’. Henceforth, the figure of the devout man, increasingly less evident in society, tended to be characterised by formal behaviour that Molière caricatured with success in the character of Tartuffe.27


Pierre Lambert was aware of the risk of spiralling downward; he had already perceived it in the egocentric and self-interested behaviour of his peers during the disturbances in Rouen and this is precisely what caused the second phase, the inner phase of his crisis. From this time on, he travelled along a double lane in the course of his spiritual journey, comparable to the one described by Saint Paul in his Second Letter to the Corinthians: ‘Even though our outer nature is wasting away, our inner nature is being renewed day by day’ (2 Cor 4:16). The first way, that of the outer nature wasting away, was the automatic consequence of his act of social renunciation. It was accompanied by suffering and psychological questioning that was only natural. ‘Those who had seen him in Rouen, a few months earlier, carrying out his duties and earning the esteem of everybody in his department, which had appointed him to attend to important matters several times, in the fulfilment of which he had acquired a great reputation, at first regarded his retirement to Caen as a ridiculous indiscretion,’ Brisacier reported. ‘Even spiritually enlightened people told him that they could not approve of his action. Moreover, his servants, bored by not seeing him return home, came to ask him for their leave. He knew the way they had behaved since his departure and this made him consider himself from then on to be like those dead or dying ecclesiastics whose furniture was easily stolen. This he recorded in his own words in a small diary written in his own hand.’28


Loneliness, incomprehension, abandonment, even betrayal were the first legitimate feelings which generated another more serious one: doubt.




All of this, together with the experience that he soon had of being stripped of his judicial office, which he had resolved to sell, was a serious temptation for him. The devil represented to him that he was about to commit an act of absolute madness, that he would remain without authority, without credit and without esteem. Moreover, in a few days time, if he wished to continue to follow the attraction he felt, he might be without friends and without assets, reduced to a poverty, which was indeed voluntary, but real. He would be universally condemned by everyone for having left a job where he was of service to the public in order to follow a little-used road whose end he himself did not know.29
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