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This book makes available in English the results of our research for the doctorate in theology at the University of Berne (Switzerland), for the Series Dominique Marie Varlet at the Bibliothèque et Archives Nationales du Québec, for a university course called Productions québécoises des origines, for articles published in the Revue d’histoire de l’Amérique française, the International Kirchlische Zeitschrift and elsewhere, and for the book Dominique-Marie Varlet, Lettres du Canada et de la Louisiane published by Quebec University Press. Contributions that have all been made in the French language.

It may interest the scholars and theologians, as well as individuals, groups and churches who claim Bishop Varlet for the apostolic lineage of their ministry.

May all find here a useful presentation of the life and work of this great churchman who is at the origin of the Old Catholic Church.


…




 

 

 

 

 

INTRODUCTION


 

 

 

 

 

 

Bishop Dominique M. Varlet has entered history for having transmitted the Apostolic Succession to the Dutch opponents to the papal bull Unigenitus,1 consuming the rupture of the Chapter of Utrecht with the See of Rome and facilitating the formation of the Old Catholic Church.2

We have on him two sets of testimonies: (1) those of his opponents, who present him as a naive and reckless adventurer, who threw off the mask in Europe, after having masquaraded a few years in the Church of Quebec as a pious and devoted missionary; (2) those of his friends and supporters who see in him a providential figure, led by God to preserve from error a small group of Catholics, gathered around the Appellant3 clergy of Utrecht. The first interpretation, widely disseminated by Ultramontane4 historiographers, makes him a fatal character after his excommunication by Pope Benedict XIII in 1725.

There is no doubt that Bishop Varlet was at the same time the providential man of Old Catholicism and the troublemaker of Roman Catholicism because, by helping the dissenting Chapter of Utrecht to become a parallel church, he directly challenged the ecclesiastical system that he ironically called “papal court.” Also, it is futile to try to defend the legitimacy of either interpretation. We must study the man and his work apart from the partisanship that has characterized so far the various interpretations of his life. It is the goal that this book wants to pursue.

 

Organization of the Book

To achieve the objective, we organized our book in three parts.

The first part is a biographical sketch. We will place Varlet in his family context; characterize the formative years that led to his priestly ordination and will follow his ecclesiastical career since entering the Société des Missions Étrangéres and his missionary activity in New France, to his episcopal consecration, his suspension, his excommunication and his involvement with the Oud-Bisschoppelijke Clerezij5 (O.B.C.) of Holland.

In the second part we will describe the change sought by the reformer, from what he saw as an egocentric and domineering church to a church called to be servant of the kingdom of God and sacrament of salvation. Thus, taking into account his millenariarist convictions, the relationship between his activities and his writings, and the change he recommended in matters of doctrine, ecclesiology, morals and ministry.

In the third part we will demonstrate how instrumental to the formation of the Old Catholic Church was the episcopal succession that he transmitted to the O.B.C. We will also analyze the rapport between the doctrine behind the alternative Church he helped to put in place in the Netherlands and the present day Old Catholics.
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Bishop Varlet’s Coat of Arms

As prescribed by canon law to the new bishops, Msgr. Varlet took a coat of arms. He used the oval shield that his father had registered in the Armorial Général de France: d’azur au rocher d’or posé sur unde onde d’argent et au chef d’or chargé d’un rameau d’olivier et d’une palme de sinople posés en sautoir (in azure, a gold rock laid on a wave of silver and above, a gold chief charged with an olive branch and a green palm branch laid crosswise and bound with gules). The shield, topped with a miter and a crosier, is stamped with a prelatice hat with 10 tassels on each side, which is nowadays that of archbishops.

 

 

 



1 Unigenitus (named for its Latin opening words Unigenitus dei filius, or "Only-begotten son of God"), is an apostolic constitution promulgated by Pope Clement XI in 1713, which opened the final phase of the Jansenit controversy in France. Unigenitus condemned 101 propositions of Pasquier Quesnei’s Réflexions morales sur le Nouveau Testament as suspected of heresies, especially those contained in the book Augustinus by Cornelius Janse (1585-1638). The propositions can be found in Appendix 2. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Bull_Unigenitus.

2 The Old Catholic Church in this book means a federation of several independent national Churches united in the Union of Utrecht on the basis of the faith of the undivided Church of the first ten centuries. They are Catholic in faith, order and worship but reject the Papal claims of infallibility and supremacy. Since the Bonn Agreement of 1931, they have been in full communion with the Churches of the Anglican Communion. They have participated in the World Council of Churches since its beginning and are in formal dialogue with both the Orthodox Churches and the Roman Catholic Church. Among them the Archbishop of Utrecht holds a primacy of honour not dissimilar to that accorded in the Anglican Communion to the Archbishop of Canterbury. http://www.willibrord.org/who_en.html

    We are aware that since the defence of our thesis, the Union of Utrecht has undergone major changes and that since the Polish National Catholic Church (P.N.C.C.) ceased to be a member in 2003, it has been “exclusively a European body.” Laurence J. Orzell, Disunion of Utrecht..., Touchstone, The Fellowship of St. James, Chicago, 2004.

    There are other Old Catholic groups in North America, some with real churches and membership. Unlike the P.N.C.C., they have never been affiliated or recognized by the Union of Utrecht. The Old Roman Catholic Church, founded in England by Bishop Arnold H. Mathew and no longer part of the Union of Utrecht, has a good presence in the United States.

    Terminology. The term of “Old Catholic” is often used by groups ranging from “Continuing” to “Traditionalist” to “New Age.” The Bishops of many groups trace lines of Apostolic Succession to Bishop Varlet and the Old Catholic Church. They are regarded as Episcopi Vagantes (Wandering Bishops) by the churches of the Utrecht Union. http://en.allexperts.com/e/o/ol/old_catholic_church.htm

3 Appelant is the name given to those of Jansenist and Gallican sentiments who rejected the condemnation by Unigenitus (1703) of Pasquier Quesnei’s book. In 1717 four bishops appealed against the Bull to the next General Council. They were soon joined by other bishops, the Sorbonne, and some clergy. In 1718 pope Clement XI formally condemned and excommunicated them. Oxford Concise Dictionary of the Christian Church, Oxford University Press, 2006, p. 34.

4 From Latin ultra and mons, beyond the mountain, the Alps (from France), Ultramontanism places strong emphasis on the prerogatives and powers of the Pope. In particular, it asserts the superiority of Papal authority over the authority of local or national hierarchies.

5 The Dutch church was recognized by the state under the name “Kerk Genootchap der Oud-Bisshoppelijke Clerejiz” in 1912

 

 


…




 

 

 

 

 

I

BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH


 

 

 

 

 

 

Dominique Marie Varlet was born in Paris on March 5, 1678. The Church of France was grappling with the Jansenist controversy. The authorities were shaken by the supporters of the new doctrine and opinion movements appeared, favoring the emergence of militant spiritual centers such as the Abbey of Port Royal, that rallied important personalities such as Jean Duvergier de Hauranne, Abbot of Saint-Cyran, Antoine Arnauld and Blaise Pascal. We must also mention the founding of the Prêtres du Calvaire (Priests of Calvary) on Mont-Valérien near Paris, by Hubert Charpentier, a disciple of Saint-Cyran. These different environments, under the impetus of the book Augustinus (1640) by Cornelis Jansen,1 taught a purity of faith and morals which, because of all sorts of intrigues, seemed possible only by distancing oneself from the official church.
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Alongside the efforts of these reform movements, the Church of France in the wake of Charles Borromeo, Archbishop of Milan, experienced a renewed enthusiasm in the service of God called for by the Council of Trent (1545-1563).2 So, reducing everything to the Jansenist controversy would distort the perspective. The French religious world was complex. Many Christian communities had a real fervor. The problem was not due to a lack of faith but rather to aging institutions.

The Jansenists preached a greater rigor of life3 based on the Bible and the Church Fathers. The more they led their contemporaries to reflect on the meaning of their Christian life, the more they provoked confrontation of ideas. This gave rise to a literature of controversy in the 17th and 18th centuries. The dispute got polarized around the book Réflexions morales sur le Nouveau-Testament (1671) published by Oratorian4 priest Pasquier Quesnel. It was in line with the Gallican theses of Edmond Richer.5 From that moment, the French Catholicism would be divided into Ultramontane and Jansenist factions. Unable to restore order in his church, King Louis XIV made an appeal to Pope Clement XI who in 1713, issued the Bull Unigenitus condemning Father Quesnel’s book.
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A group of bishops opposed the bull, invoking the secular freedoms of the Church of France (Gallican Articles)6 and the sacred rights of its episcopate. They were followed in their protest by many theologians and pastors who saw in the condemnation an abuse of authority and a disregard for the jurisdiction of the pastors, and (new phenomenon at the time) for the right of the faithful to confirm doctrinal decisions. In the midst of this ideological germinal appeared the figure of Dominique M. Varlet. He was to become one of the most illustrious representatives of the resistance to the Bull Unigenitus and of the Appeal to the General Council. He was to prepare himself for that during some forty years.

 

 



1 Cornelis Jansen, known by his Latinized name Jansenius, was Bishop of Ypres in Belgium. He became the father of the theological movement known as Jansenism, which is characterized by moral rigor and derived its position on grace from Saint Augustine. See note 57 on Augustinism. Other characteristics include the idea of the sinfulness of humanity and predestination (God determined the fate of the universe throughout all of time and space). Although they were condemned by the pope, the Jansenists continued to have a following among those who tended to reject papal authority. The archdiocese of Utrecht, Holland, was influenced by the Jansenists and it separated from the Roman Catholic Church in the 18th century, leading to the development of the Old Catholic Church.

2 The spread of Protestantism and the need for moral and administrative reforms had let to widespread demands for a council. Summoned by Pope Paul III, the Council of Trent embodied the ideas of the Counter-reformation and established a base for the renewal of discipline and spiritual life in the Roman Catholic Church. Oxford Concise Dictionary..., 2006, p. 597. The counter-reformation included the foundation of seminaries for the proper training of priests and new spiritual movements focusing on the devotional life and a personal relationship with Christ, including the Spanish mystics and the French school of spirituality.

3 The main feature of Jansenism was the concept of a Christianity deeply demanding, lived without compromises or concessions. Louis Cognet, Le Jansénisme, Presses Universitaire de France (P.U.F.), Parism 1961, p. 124.

4 The Oratorians are a congregation of priests and lay-brothers founded by St. Philip Neri (1515-1595) in Rome. Pierre de Bérulle (1575-1629) in 1611 founded the French branch of the Congregation of the Oratory destined to propagate educational institutions. It did not submit to the formulary condemning Jansenism until 1749.

5 Gallicanism (originating among the French clergy) favored the restriction of papal control and the achievement by each nation of individual administrative autonomy of the church. It is in opposition to Ultramontanism. Edmond Richer (1559-1631) is the author of De ecclesiastica et politica potestate (1611), a short but influential brochure which summarizes his positive Gallicanism. It also expresses his ‘democratic’ view of authority in the Church as something that is shared by all members, This ‘richérisme’ strongly influenced 18th-c. Jansenism. http://www.answers.com/topic/edmond-richer

6 Under the name Gallican Articles, four claims were made by an Assembly of the French clergy in 1682. They denied that the Pope had dominion over things temporal and affirmed that kings are not subject to the Church in civil matters. They reaffirmed the authority of a General Council over the Pope; insisted that the ancient liberties of the French Church were inviolable; and asserted that the judgement of the Pope was not irreformable. http://www.encyclopedia.com/doc/1O95-GallicanArticlestheFour.html




 

 

 

 

1

THE YEARS OF PREPARATION

 

We know the life of Bishop Varlet after 1719 because it pervades the history of the conflict of the Chapter of Utrecht with Rome. It is reported by the historians of Old Catholicism and fragments of it are found in the works on Jansenism in the 18th century. We also have a good idea of his missionary activity in New France from 1713 to 1718. But we lack information about his youth, his years as a seminarian and the period when he did parish ministry before becoming a missionary. It is important to know the phase between 1678 and 1713 to understand the meaning of his action in favor of the O.B.C. of Holland. This is the goal we will persue in the following pages.

Two books give us much of our data. The first, written by Emile Jacques, is entitled Les années d’exil d’Antoine d’Arnauld (1976). It covers the years 1679 to 1694, a period that corresponds to the childhood and the adolescence of Varlet, in the context of the first Jansenism (controversy on grace). The second book, by Edmond Préclin, is called Les Jansénistes au 18e siècle et la Constitution civile du clergé (1929). It is a comprehensive study covering the development and spread of the Gallican doctrine of Edmond Richer. Adopted by the second Jansenists, who wanted to win the support of priests and laity in their struggle with the pope and the bishops, this doctrine gives the framework and tools of the resistance to the Bull Unigenitus. This is the context into which Varlet has evolved from childhood until his departure for New France.

 

Childhood and Adolescence
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Dominique was the son of Achille Varlet and Marie Vallée, two actors of the Troupe de Molière1 who lived on Nevers Street, near the Pont Neuf in Paris. They were married on November 25, 1673, ten years after Marie had joined the Troupe and met Achille who was playing along-side his brother Charles, the famous La Grange.2 The daughter of a cloth merchant in Normandy, Marie was playing Amalasonte3 in Rouen when she was discovered by Pierre Corneille4 in the sixties.

We know little about the youth of Madame Varlet, except that she attended drama school and belonged to the middle class. On the other hand, we have a comprehensive documentation on the Varlet family.5 Achille was the son of Hector Varlet, who was steward of Marshal Schomberg,6 a lieutenant general for the King in the government of Languedoc. Qualified as a noble man in the parish register of St. Germain l’Auxerrois in Paris, when he married Marie Lagrange on May 9, 1634, he had the titles of Squire and Captain of the Castle of Nanteuil at the baptism of his children Charles and Marie-Justine on February 12, 1642.7 The term squire in the Ancien Régime,8 designated a person who belonged to nobility.9 There is no doubt that Hector Varlet had ties to the ruling class.

At the baptism of Achille, it is Msgr. Achille de Harlay, Counselor of the King and Bishop of Saint-Malo, and the widow of the Marquis de Maignelay, Claude-Marguerite de Gondi, who were godparents. Also, in the parish register of St. Nicolas-des-Champs in Paris, Marshal Schomberg and his wife Marie Helluin are indicated as godparents at the baptism of Charles and Marie-Justine. However, the Varlet sons did not maintain the social position of their father. This is confirmed in official documents such as the marriage certificate of Charles, Sieur de La Grange, and Marie Ragueneau in 1672. He is identified as bourgeois de Paris.10 Their two daughters also had for godparents two bourgeois de Paris, Molière and Armande Béjart.11
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It is obvious that in the seventies, the Varlet family no more had the aristocratic connections it had before. This is perhaps ascribable to the fact that Achille and Charles chose to be actors. This trade was badly seen by the Church and the discredit of the actors was so great in the public that it became impossible for a noble to play theatre.

But although they did not have the privileges of the nobility, the Varlet brothers lived on a grand scale. Charles inhabited, on rue Royale, a house rented from the Marquis de Bellefond.12 Achille, in 1679, had in addition to his residence on Nevers street, a country house he had bought from Armande Béjart, Molière’s widow.13 It was located in Rueil, a suburb west of Paris, on the high road leading to the Mont-Valérien that would would become, in 1696, a major reference point in the direction Dominique would give his life.

 



The Mont-Valérian lies to the West of Paris, on the other side of the Bois de Boulogne. In 1633, a graduate of the Sorbonne, Hubert Charpentier, obtained from the king the permission to plant on the top of the mountain three crosses representing Mount Calvary, to erect a church dedicated to the Holy Cross, and to build a house for the priests in charge of the site.14
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The family often went to Rueil. They could even stay for weeks when the Comedy had no performance. During the long stays, relatives and friends came to visit and the conversation would focus on the topics of the hour: the affair of the régale15 and its politico-religious implications, the exile of Antoine Arnauld and the persecution of the Jansenists, the revocation of the Edict of Nantes and the exodus of the Protestants, the rise of Cartesianism…16

Most often, the visitors belonged to the milieu of theatre and most of them evolved in the entourage of Molière. But this did not prevent them from alluding to Jean Racine.17 Though still young, his tragedies had taken precedence over those of Pierre Corneille. He captured the audience and critics were full of praise for him. The dramatist who had been in bad terms with the religious of Port-Royal, who had raised him in their school,18 had just reconciliated with them and there was a great to-do about it.19 At his marriage with Catherine de Romanet in 1677, it is Father Pasquier Quesnel who officiated.20

All this might have been puzzling for the followers of Molière, whose principles were more aligned with the Epicurean ideal of philosopher Pierre Gassendi21 than with the rigorism of the Port-royalists.22 It is likely that the name of Jean Racine was evoked in the conversations at Rueil. The residence of the Varlets was at a short distance from the Jansenist shrine of the Mont-Valérien and certain of the priests might have been frequent visitors of the Varlets.23

The Jansenist party, motivated by the desire to provide a strong spiritual background to the man who was to become the Originator of the Old Catholic Episcopate, gave a version for the less moving of that period of his life. His father touched by God, supposedly built a small house on Mont-Valérien and ended his days there, seclused with his family, in prayer and penance.24

But let’s set the facts straight. Achille Varlet was 37 years old when he purchased the house in Rueil. He still played theatre and was probably more attracted to the luxuriant receptions organized by his brother Charles than to the austere disciples of Hubert Charpentier. Besides, if he came to be touched by grace as mentioned in the Nouvelles Ecclésiastiques,25 this did not happen before he attained the age of retirement, which was around 1700.

It is doubtful that the father had that sort of spiritual influence on his son. Achille Varlet was not a man to get involved with the Jansenists. He could, as other free thinkers of his time, have taken an interest in their movement because it favoured individual rights and personal thought.26

His mother is more likely to have played a key role. It is more she who frequented the Mont-Valérien. And this, not for ideological reasons, but in response to an inner desire to ensure her salvation. In the correspondance that Dominique had with her she appears as a deeply religious woman, vertuous27 and manifestly pious.28 But although she attended church at Mont-Valérien when the family was in Rueil, it is in all probabilities at Saint-André-des-Arts, the church of the artists and actors, of which she knew the clergy,29 that she was involved during the childhood of Dominique. It skirted famous Jansenists, such as the notary Philippe Galois, in front of whom Antoine Arnauld deposited, in 1661, his protest against the attitude adopted towards him by the Faculty of Theology of Paris.30 They transported there, in 1710, the remains of Jansenist historian Sébastien LeNain de Tillemont that were at Port Royal Abbey.
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Dominique was attached to that parish.31 It is possible that he received there the rudiments of the catechism; that he served Mass and that it is through his contact with the clergy in charge that was awaken his priestly vocation. Perhaps it is there that he was confirmed and attended his sister’s marriage with the attorney Antoine Olivier. In any case, it is certain that the funeral of his father took place there on August 26, 170932 and that he administered in that church the sacrament of confirmation on March 17, 1719.33

The biographers have not made any link between Saint-André-des-Arts and the pastoral vocation of Dominique, preferring to focus on his relationships with the Priests of Calvary. It is true that his affection for the work of the Holy Cross of Mont-Valérien became so strong that he solicited from the Priests an aggregation that was granted on October 6, 1699.34 But should we see there an exceptional event? Is it not rather the result of a gradual spiritual evolution already begun in childhood?

To sum up, Dominique was raised in a time when Western thought and sensitivity “were taking a tragic turn.”35 He grew up with a father who had a mind rather independent (possibly interested in Jansenism because it challenged absolutist authoritarianism) and a devout mother who, in her quest for salvation, exposed him early to the influence of the Jansenists, transmitting him a taste of God’s things that was never to cease.

The child was not different from other kids when he was in primary school. However, he should have kept in his heart what he saw and heard with a precocious intensity, until came the time when the meaning of all this was going to be revealed. It is in the period from 1691 to 1697, when he was doing his humanities, that the revelation began. In 1688, there was an event in Paris which was not without causing a stir in intellectual circles. This is the famous meeting of the Académie Française, when Charles Perrault read in front of Nicolas Boileau36 his poem Le Siècle de Louis le Grand. This poem, which took a stand for contemporary writers, revived the Quarrel of the Ancients and the Moderns. Boileau, a supporter of the Ancients, was quick to give the reply. His response, directed against Perreault,37 was inserted in a new edition of his works which appeared in 1694. Varlet could not ignore this publication that was mentioned in class. It was known that Boileau had the support of Arnauld and a common sympathy for Port Royal had brought them together.38 This could have encouraged Dominique to read Boileau and other works presenting the opposite view such as Digression des Anciens et des Modernes by Fontenelle.39

It is not impossible that his passion for reading began at that time, as well as his interest for the Ancients. The love of books, was one of his worldly passions, the only likely, and also, perhaps, the object of his spending. When he died in Holland, his library, made with care and equipped with an engraved ex-libris, was the best part of his estate. Jacob van Bosveld took stock of the library and published in 1743, the list of the books it contained, under the title Bibliotheca Varletiana (Kribb & Weyde). In a section called Polygraph, Poetae and Orators, there are 103 books listed, of which only 4 are from contemporary authors: La Bruyère’s Caractéres, La Fontaine’s Fables, Boileau’s Works and Voltaire’s Henriade. His favor went to: Xenophon, Hesiod, Pindar, Sophocles, Euripid, Aristophanes, Homer, Virgil, Terence, Horace, Ovid, Esope, Lucretia, Aristotle, Cicero, Pliny. This shows his predilection for the ancient authors. We know that he was interested in the quarrel between the ancients and the moderns because he had read the Histoire de la querelle des Anciens et des Modernes (no. 496 of the list).

When he studied philosophy, his teachers certainly mentioned René Descartes, whose doctrine (cartesianism) disturbed the Church, and Nicolas Malebranche, who inspired Oratorian priest Michel Le Vessor to develop the course of positive theology that he was giving at Saint-Magloire. Arnauld, admirer of Descartes, criticized the philosophy of Malebranche,40 and in his frequent interaction with the Priests of Calvary, Dominique surely has addressed these questions.41 His rapports with the Mont-Valérien intensified especially in 1696-1697, which corresponds to the period when he studied philosophy.

If we believe the proverb tell me who you frequent and I will tell you who you are, there is no doubt that Varlet belonged to the Jansenist party when he entered the diocesan seminary of Saint Magloire in the fall of 1898. To suggest, as did Auguste Gosselin42 and others before him, that until 1719, that is to say until his episcopal ordination, he had concealed his Jansenist tendencies and was not known as such in his circles, is the highest fantasy.43

 

Saint Magloire Seminary and the École de Sorbonne

Dominique was twenty when he began, at the École de Sorbonne,44 his theological studies as a student of Saint Magloire seminary. Aware of his positions and rich of what he had learned from the Priests of Calvary and those of Saint-André, he entered seminary with a relative confidence. He knew he was to find teachers and classmates45 with whom to share his religious convictions while having no illusions about the difficulties he was to face.

It was not easy to be a Jansenist in France in the early 18th century. The heyday of the movement had passed.46 There were sympathizers and militants in the dioceses, rectories, religious communities and schools of theology,47 and it was still possible to frequent spiritual centers such as the Mont-Valérien. However, their influence was becoming more discreet.

Leaders like Arnauld and Quesnel had taken the road to exile to avoid persecution. Cases of intimidation, arrest and even imprisonment were numerous.48 Religious communities were being dissolved and Port Royal was not safe49 since the death of the Duchesse de Longueville, protector of the nuns.
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With the affair of the régale, who opposed him to the pope, about the administration of the bishoprics of Alet and Pamiers, prompting the adoption, in 1682, of the Gallican Articles,50 Louis XIV was fighting the Jansenists he held responsible for the failure of his negotiations with Rome.51 He had as an ally Bishop François de Harlay, the Archbishop of Paris, who put as much zeal to persecute the followers of Cornelis Jansen as he did with those of John Calvin after the revocation of the Edict of Nantes (1685).52 So, it is not at Saint-Magloire in the nineties, that one could expect to receive teaching on grace and predestination according to the treaty Augustinus. Bishop de Harlay had seen that the faculty of his seminary be purged of all its suspicious elements. The balance that the seminary had maintained in the past between Jansenist and Anti-jansenist trends had been broken since 1678. Father Abel-Louis de Sainte-Marthe, the superior, had been defeated at a meeting held in the Oratoire de France, and at the request of the archishop, he was relegated to Saint-Paul-aux-Bois in the forest of Saint-Gobain near Loan, in 1682.53 Two years later, on December 25, the Oratorians were forced to sign a formulary affirming their compliance with the resolutions of the Assembly of 1678. It was forbidden to teach the doctrines condemned by the Church or suspected of the sentiments of Jansen and Baius54 for theology, and of Descartes for philosophy. Father Quesnel, who was then at Saint-Magloire, did not want to sign without explanation and had to flee to Brussels on February 23, 1685.55

Although Saint Magloire was recognized as a center for the dissemination of Jansenist ideas in Paris,56 it is not there that Dominique developed his Augustinian57 convictions. In the years he was there (1698-1706) the dominant ideas were those of Richerist Gallicanism,58 and he certainly spent more time studying the positions of Quesnel, Duguet, Juénin and Habert, transferring to the clergy and the faithful the authority previously vested in a council of bishops, than the theses of Arnauld and the Port-royalists. At the time he received the doctor’s cap in 1706,59 he had endorsed the teaching of Father Quesnel. In his Première Apologie published in 1724 to justify his conduct in the consecration of Archbishop Steenoven, he wrote that the right to elect the bishop belongs to the cathedral chapter which represents the clergy and the people.60 If he joined the movement of the Appelants, it is because Rome had used the pretext of the Bull Unigenitus to suspend him from the episcopate. But his argumentation is more Gallican than Jansenist, invoking the superiority of the council over that of the pope61 and the discipline formulated in the ancient church canons. And when he discussed the doctrine of the bull, he used arguments that were more pastoral than theological as shown in this passage: Such a strange censure could only diminish the faith of the Christians of the Levant,62 loosen the knots that tie them more closely to Jesus Christ and disarm them in the midst of temptations. Because in the violent temptation where they are of losing faith, the bull is only fit to make several of them fall into apostasy, by fomenting the hope of making their salvation outside the Church.63

He did not study the authors of the first Jansenism thoroughly in the seminary. This is what suggests the Varlet Collection kept at the Royal Archives (Rijksaachief) in Utrecht. In his papers are the notes, summaries and reviews of the books he had to read, after his excommunication (1725), to acquire the arguments used in his later works, such as the Lettre aux missionaries du Tonkin (1734), which incorporates the controversy initiated by the first Jansenists. He took his inspiration from Arnauld and followed his approach: presentation of the Augustinian conception of grace, rejection of the moral theology of Jesuit64 priest Luis de Molina,65 criticism of the biblical exegesis of the Protestants and of their theology of the sacraments, particularly of the Holy Eucharist.66

There is a marked contrast between the apologies and his later works. He seemed more comfortable when he wrote Gallican minded texts than when he worked at refuting the Bull Unigenitus on substantive issues. The first writings are clear and limpid, the others laborious and weighed. Clearly, having associated his destiny to that of the Dutch dissenters after 1725, he had to master a church culture of which he had acquired only the rudiments around 1700. This “ecclesiastical culture” consisted mainly of the First Jansenist ideology because of the influence of Arnauld and other Port-royalists who had found refuge in Holland, including Pontchâteau and Nicole. Quesnel also had influence, but his richerism was affirmed only after the arrival of the Benedictine Thierry de Viaixnes after 1722. He played the key role in the affair of the election and the consecration of Archbishop Steenoven.67

The energetic and stirring monk made sure that two of Richer’s work got printed: Demonstratio Libelli and Libellus de Ecclesia. De Viaixnes became secretary of Bishop Varlet after his establishment in Amsterdam (1722). It is he who urged the prelate to proceed with the consecration and who planned the ceremony in all details.68

The Jansenism of Bishop Varlet was spiritual and pastoral,69 in line with the Case of conscience,70 not with the theories of the Port-royalists. Besides, how could it be otherwise? The masters of the first Jansenism had left France and enjoying the protection of Bishop J.B. van Neercassel, were gaining a following in Holland.71 It is there in the early 18th century, that was the best expertise on the questions of grace and predestination. The tolerant attitude of the Dutch Government doubled with the resistance of the clergy of Utrecht72 had contributed to the immigration of many French dissidents. Some were based in Amsterdam, but the largest concentration was in Utrecht and the surrounding areas. Neercassel, an Oratorian, had studied and taught in Paris around 1645. This made him familiar with the French theological circles in the days when Cornelis Jansen had better press.
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The Treaty of Nijmegen, on August 10, 1678,73 encouraged the dissemination of Jansenist ideas after the resumption of the relations between the Oratories of Malines and Paris. Several Belgian and Dutch students were sent to do their theology at Saint-Magloire. Among them were Peter Codde, the successor of van Neercassel (removed from office by Rome),74 and Cornelis Steenoven and Cornelis Barchman Wuytiers, the two Archbishops of Utrecht Varlet would consecrate in 1724 and 1725. Soon was to appear the conflict of trends mentioned earlier, that led to the defeat of Father de Sainte-Marthe and the Formulary of 1684. However, despite the ban on teaching the “sentiments of Jansenius”, the conflict would stop. It would resurface in 1717 in the Appeal to a general council of the Bull Unigenitus by Bishops Soanen, Colbert, De la Broue and De Langle.75

We felt it necessary to present the ideological context in which Varlet has evolved during his years in the seminary. This was desirable because in most cases, the analysts have inserted him in the milieu of Saint-Magloire without the necessary nuances. For a seminarian in the jurisdiction of the Archbishop of Paris, it was natural to go there because it was the diocesan seminary. However he did not go there as someone who opts for a party. Surely he was a Jansenist, but of a spiritual sort, that was no stranger to the ideal proposed by Pierre de Berulle, the founder of the Oratoire de France.

It is not easy to separate what was Berullian from what was Jansenist.76 There were similarities between the two. An example is their shared view on the sacrament of penance. The Oratorians were as rigorous as the Jansenists regarding priestly absolution of penitents.77 They shared the view that one cannot be validly absolved unless one has the love of God (contrition) as a motive for one’s repentance, and that fear of punishment (attrition) is not a sufficient motive.

This question was one of the warhorses of the Counter-reformation, a revival which began with the Council of Trent. It included focusing on a personal relationship with God in Christ. Archbishop Charles Borromeo of Milan made contrition a requirement in his Instructions to Confessors (1657). Bishop van Neercassel, suspected of being Jansenist,78 wrote Amor Poenitens (1683) for his clergy who, seduced by attritionism, sulked the Instructions of Archbishop Borromeo.

The sacrament of penance was important for Bishop Varlet. In the following explanation, we can see that he made in application the Berullian lessons learnt at Saint-Magloire: We could expose the Catholic religion to the reproaches and insults of the schismatics if they heard that fear without the love of God has so much virtue that with its help, the heart is freed from sin without having to be led by the love of justice, and that we are not guilty before God, though we refrain from evil only by fear of punishment.79

This is not the only similitude between him and the Oratory. There was at the heart of the Oratorian spirituality a christocentricity recommended by Bérulle, that profoundly nourished Varlet. Indeed, when he challenges the validity of imposing the Bull Unigenitus in his apology, or comments on the Acts of the Apostles, or another book of the New Testament such as the Epistle to the Romans, there is always, at the center of his discourse, the same chistological articulation. “My title are the words: habebis thesaurum in coelo. Can you offer me something better? But to enjoy my title, I must satisfy the prescribed condition: veni, sequere me.”80 This trait which is dominant in his writings, is as Berullian as Jansenist.

We have now assembled enough data to be able to draw the major traits Varlet had when he became priest. He was, we will remember, particularly concerned with his salvation. Awakened early in childhood, under the influence of a devout mother, his quest was to find at Mont-Valérien, the anchor for his passionate and generous soul. Having become a candidate for Holy Orders, he entered seminary and took courses at the École de Sorbonne, more specifically at the Collège de Navarre.81

For eight years, his generosity was sollicited at two complementary levels: that of a rigorous exploration of the revealed truth (bible exegesis and patristics)82 and ecclesiology (conciliarism, richerism and canon law)83 with the doctors of the Faculté de Paris. He internalized Christ the Savior with what it entailed for the service of the Church, inspired by Jansenist and Oratorian spirituality. This is what, in our view, would determine his attitude and actions in the Netherlands.

 

Parish Ministry

It is failing to leave France and go to work as a missionary abroad that brougth Father Varlet to the parish ministry after his priestly ordination in 1706. It seems that this dream “haunted him for some time and it is reasonable to think that he received the call to be missionary in his early years in the seminary.”84 We have mentioned the Berullian christocentrism and the urgent calls to serve the Church, and we showed how Jansenism had been an anchor point for his adolescent enthusiasm. Two factors must be added to that. The first is the interest shown in the Collège de Navarre, in the early 18th century, for the fabulous discoveries supposedly made in Louisiana and the Illinois country, by the men of the expedition of Cavallier de la Salle.85 The second is the dispute over the Chinese Rites, which opposed the Jesuits to the Priests of the Missions Étrangères.86 Msgr. Artus of Lionne, Bishop of Rosalie (whom the Jesuits had done much publicity by attacking him when he returned from China in 1702) went to meet Navarre College students in 1706 to talk about the distant missions and to give them his views on the Chinese Rites. We know that this contact Varlet had with the Bishop of Rosalie in 1706 contributed to his determination to devote himself to abandoned works.87 However, he would not reach the goal before 1712. Is it because of his mother? It is possible. Madame Varlet, once a widow, went to live with him. Jean-Achille and Anne-Marie, both married and absorbed by their responsibilities, had left to Dominique to care for her.88 Moreover, the affection that he had for her would have rendered difficult to consider a possible separation.

From 1706 to 1708, he was assistant priest in several Parisian parishes.89 He was busy on Sunday but had free time during the week. So, he took advantage of the situation to renew contact with former colleagues. One of them was Jacques Jubé (1674-1745), with whom he had, in 1699, taken the course of Hebrew, Arabic and Syriac taught at the Collège Royal by Brother Fétix de la Croix.90

Jubé had six years of experience as parish priest and this gave him credit in the eyes of the newly ordained Varlet, whose goal was to be a good curé in default of being a missionary. He had just left Vaugrigneuse, where he had been curé since his ordination (1700),91 to start a new parish at Asnières, two miles from Paris. This offered him the opportunity to implement the liturgy he had been working on at Vaugrigneuse.

Inspired by Father Quesnel, that liturgy92 had for objective to provide the faithful with the knowledge they needed in the truths of religion to exercise their power of authority (that was restricted to a council of bishops in old traditional Gallicanism). Father Quesnel saw the faithful exercize that authority in three circumstances: to excommunicate bad Christians, the elect pastors and to confirm doctrinal definitions.93 There was in this position a laicist (synodal) bias similar to the one foreseen in 1700 by the Assembly of the clergy of France when it labeled as “reckless and outrageous Presbyterian audacity” the proposals contained in the request presented to their bishop, on May 15 of that year, by the members of the Cathedral Chapter of Chartres.94 Edmond Préclin believes that Richerist ideas taught at the time by Calvinist Pastor David Blondel were not foreign to this request. The first two propositions, inspired by Chapter 20 of the Acts of the Apostles (St. Paul’s speech to the elders of the Ephesus) denied, as did Edmond Richer, that there is a difference between the bishops and the priests: It is only because of a use, which was generalized into a rule, that we distinguish the priests from the bishop, establishing one over the others, with the name of Bishop.95

We get an idea of Jubé’s objectives by examining the accusations made against the Cérémonial d’Asnières: (1) priestly prerogatives extended to the faithful; (2) the priest at the altar acting as delegate of the parish community; (3) believers made real priests.96 Nicolas Petitpied, who made several visits to Asnières, denied that there were Protestant elements in the liturgical reform of his future refuge companion.97 But when we examine closely the Cérémonial, it is difficult not to see Reformed connotations.

The liturgy was celebrated in a “temple” (term preferable to that of church), where paintings depicting the lives of saints were replaced by gravures representing scenes from the Bible. The eucharistic table, imitating the form of a tomb, was covered with a linen only during the celebration of the Mass. Finally, no cross nor candles were seen on the altar during the actualization of the Sacrifice. As for the structure of the liturgy, it included the following changes: (1) the celebrant was going to his seat after having said the Confiteor and stayed there throughout the first part of the Mass (until the offertory); (2) the laity gave the reply to the celebrant, answering “amen” to the prayers of the sacrifice, including the Secret;98 (3) after the Gospel, the celebrant read only the little prone of the ritual, leaving the long instruction (homily) to the deacon; (4) there was no singing during the anaphora.99
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We know from the content of his library, what type of reference material Varlet might have used during his working sessions on liturgy with Jubé. Were found, beside the 1664 edition of the Roman Pontifical and that of 1685 of the Liturgie Gallicane by Marbillon: the De Antiquis Ecclesiae Ritibus by Edmond Martene (1700), the Discipline des Églises Réformées de France and the Book of Common Prayer of the Church of England.100 Jubé’s intention to “restore the ancient discipline of primitive Christianity” was coupled with an interest in the Reformation.101 He was representative of a tendency that was current in France and the United Provinces. The spokesmen were: Guy Drappier (Du Government en commun par les évêques et les curés 1707) and Vivien de la Borde (Le Témoignage de la vérité, 1714). The latter, who became Superior of Saint Magloire in 1708, is said to have gone so far in the direction of Calvinism (Non-Sacerdotalism) that he won the praise of Pastor Jacques Basnage. In his book L’Unité, la visibilité, l’autorité de l’Église… published 1715, he spoke of the work of De la Bord as being “tout protestant.”102

Varlet and Jubé did not go as far, in their reform, as to recognize the multitude of the Christians as superior to the Ecumenical Council.103 But did they dissociate themselves from extreme positions, like that of Aegidius de Witte of Malines (Belgium), who merged the episcopate and the priesthood? This is not clear.104 In any case, they advocated the election of the pastors by the people.105

In 1708, Msgr. de Noailles, the Archbishop of Paris, entrusted to Father Varlet the Parish of Conflans, a north-western suburb of Paris, 15 miles from the center. Wanting to evangelize his flock the way Jubé did, he tried to establish in his parish the Cérémonial d’Asnieres.106 But the Parish of Conflans was close to a Benedictine monastery107 and he was soon opposed by the monks, who tried to stop him.
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“Frustrated by the behavior of the Benedictines, perhaps also by the indifference of his parishioners,108 he taught the time had come to realize his dream of going overseas to dedicate himself to the abandoned works.109 In 1711, he went to see the directors of the Séminaire des Missions Étrangères (S.M.É.); offered his services and requested to be admitted to their congregation. He was appointed as successor of Father Marc Bergier, missionary to the Tamaroa indians at Cahokia (near St. Louis East, Illinois) as well as Vicar General of the Bishop of Quebec for the Mississippi Valley and Superior of the priests of the S.M.É. in that region. The mission had been without a pastor since the passing of Father Bergier on November 9, 1707.110

Because of certain technicalities, he could not depart before the fall of 1712 and continued his parish ministry. Finally, he took leave of his mother in December and went to Port-Louis,111 in southern Brittany, the place of his boarding. He left on February 7 but because of bad weather, he had to call at La Rochelle two days later, leaving from there on March 8. He had to call again after two days, this time at Brest, also because of bad weather. Finally, he left for good on March 28, arriving in New France on June 6, after a stop at Cap-Haîtien, then called Cap-Français (April 30-May 3) and another one at Havana (May 12-13).112

 

Missionary in New France

Contrary to what some historians113 have said, he did not land in Quebec City but at Mobile, Alabama, then called Fort Louis de la Louisiane.114 From there, he was supposed to go directly to the Mission of the Holy Family in Cahokia, to minister to the Tamaroas.115 But he was prevented from leaving because of a bloody flux (dysentery) that almost killed him116 and forced him to stay at Mobile longer than expected. It is only on April 7, 1715 that he would leave for Cahokia, taking advantage of an expedition organized by the Governor of Louisiana, La Mothe Cadillac,117 to search for silver mines118 in Upper Louisiana via the Mississippi.
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