










2016 INTRODUCTION

     The canonization of Brother Solomon (Guillaume Nicolas Louis Le Clercq) on Octo-
ber 16, 2016, in Vatican City completes an unanticipated spiritual journey for someone 
who would have been very content to simply be known as a good Brother. “Had the 
Revolution not occurred to make a martyr of him, who would know anything about him? 
Nobody. That he was a good man it is impossible to deny, and we must concede also that 
he was an exemplary religious. But that he was in any way remarkable or outstanding 
among hundreds even in his own Congregation is impossible to maintain. Yet for this 
very reason his life is worth telling and holds a lesson for us” (p. 176). He was killed 
because of his convictions and his integrity. He could have easily saved his life by signing 
a piece of paper. But he didn’t because doing so would deny everything that he believed 
in and held important. And so he became a martyr, someone who would rather die than 
betray his conscience.
     This book by Brother Claire (William J.) Battersby, FSC, is as relevant today as when it 
was first published in 1960. The story of Brother Solomon is a story of France during its 
most difficult times. While the French revolution is a historical event often painted with 
large brushstrokes, here it is seen through the real experiences of one who lived during 
its build-up and ultimate horrors, especially in the Paris of 1789-1792. The contrast in 
his life could hardly be more dramatic. Born to a fairly prosperous wine merchant in the 
small peaceful country town of Boulogne in 1745, forty-seven years later as Secretary 
General he is the Brother managing the details of the dissolution of the Institute to which 
he had dedicated his life.
     Battersby does a masterful job of weaving together the threads of the story by way of 
detailed citations from journals of survivors of the massacres and especially through 
excerpts from Brother Solomon’s own letters to his family, of which 130 still exist. The 
book brings together historical stirrings throughout France that brewed ever more men-
acingly towards the worst kind of resolution. He highlights key decisions by the king and 
by others that led directly to the very dangers that they were trying to avoid.  The book is 
an excellent introduction to France before and during the revolution, especially for those 
who normally would not be interested in historical works. By reading it, one is transport-
ed into Brother Solomon’s world through his own eyes and words and experiences, with 
the benefit of the author providing the historical context in order to fully appreciate the 
depth and nuances of his journey.
     It is certainly impossible for anyone today to know what it was really like in Paris in 
the years leading up to 1792. A rigorous class system that perpetuated different ways 
of looking at the world and society was inflamed because of a severe economic crisis, 
the ongoing wars in Europe, great disparity between the rich and the poor, and the 
long-standing power of the aristocracy and its many religious leaders. The political and 
societal divisions in France became more and more acute, with society controlled by 
different factions, brotherhoods, political parties, and powerful speakers or popular 
leaders and movements, with different military groups gaining control, and with all the 
volatility engendered by rumors, mob justice, the up-and-down moods of crowds, and 
all that destabilizes a society. Fear and uncertainty had come to walk the streets. “As 
events followed their implacable course, it was easy to see that they were set in a definite 
direction, and that nothing could stop them. The persecution of priests and religious had 
become a mania on the part of the people in power; the wind of irreligion and skepti-
cism was reaching gale force, and would soon become a hurricane blowing everything to 
destruction” (p. 124). 
     In the midst of all this, the Brothers throughout France tried to keeping running the 
schools that they had set up over the previous century. By the time of the revolution, they 
ran fully half of all of the schools in France, still living very simply and just doing what 



they could for the 36,000 students throughout France who showed up every day at school. 
Brother Solomon was one of those Brothers, but he found himself caught up in the whirl-
wind, along with many of the 1,000 Brothers who were spread throughout France. 
     Once the French revolution had started in 1789, the French monarchy was quickly 
overthrown by the wave of grievance that swept through the country, led by politically 
savvy leaders and populist speakers. The next target after the monarchy was the Church. 
In 1790 the Civil Constitution of the Clergy was passed, giving the state complete control 
over the Catholic Church in France, along with its possessions. If priests and religious 
wanted to remain, they were forced to take an oath to support this new Civil Constitu-
tion. As the revolution spread throughout the country, and schools were taken over or 
disbanded, Brothers left for other jobs, or returned to their families, or signed the oath 
and became teachers who kept teaching, but without any direct religious dimension. 
Most of the Brothers refused to sign and were forced to abandon their schools and com-
munities. Eventually, any and all legal status for the Brothers as a group was taken away, 
the Institute disbanded, and the Brothers dispensed from their vows or working very 
much in secret.
     Some of the Brothers, along with many other religious and priests, ended up paying 
the ultimate price of their religious commitment with their lives. One case in point are 
the seven Brothers who in 1794 were confined at the harbor of Rochefort, near the city 
of La Rochelle, thrust into the rotting hulks of ships that served as a makeshift prison for 
priests and religious rounded up from other parts of France because of their refusal to 
take the oath. Three of these were to become martyrs themselves. “When Brother Roger 
(Faverge), who had been Director of the school in Moulins, succumbed to typhus he was 
moved to an island in the harbor where he died at the age of 49. Brother Léon (Mopinot), 
68 years-old, also from the school at Moulins, had taught most of the people in the city. 
He died after two months on the hulks. Brother Uldaric (Guillaume) continued teaching 
secretly after his school in Nancy had been closed. He died after fifteen months of im-
prisonment and was buried with other prisoners in an unmarked grave on the island in 
the harbor” (Lasallian Liturgies, pp. 131-132). These three Brothers, along with 60 others 
who died for their faith in the hulks at Rochefort, were beatified on October 1, 1995. Oth-
er Brothers in France were also killed for their faith during the French Revolution, but so 
far these are the ones that have been recognized as martyrs by the Church.
     After spending time training in the world of business and finding himself more and 
more drawn towards a radically different vocation, the young Brother Solomon joined 
the Institute to be a humble teacher and over the years became an educator, administra-
tor, novice master, and secretary to the Superior General. In 1792, with society collapsing 
and the Brothers dispersed, Solomon ended up living alone in Paris in great secrecy, 
quietly refusing to take the oath. Among his many letters to his family, the last of which 
was written on August 15, 1792, the Feast of the Assumption and also the day on which 
he was arrested and imprisoned, he wrote to his sister.
     “I wish you a joyful feast. I pray that you may spend it in good health with your dear 
family, and in peace and quiet, so rare in our day. May our perfect submission to the will 
of God satisfy for every other consolation. Let us suffer all it may please him to permit, 
and let us remain faithful to him.”
     Just a short while later, Brother Solomon was brutally killed by a mob on September 2, 
1792, in the gardens of the Carmelite convent, where he had been held since writing that 
letter. He was one of 166 priests and religious who were massacred that day without trial, 
their bodies thrown into a well in the garden or buried in mass graves. And it happened 
for the simple reason that he refused to take the oath to the Civil Constitution on the 
Clergy. And there is a reason why he made the choice that he did, absolutely knowing 
what the consequences would be. All who died that day looked at the reality of their 
times, saw their personal circumstances, and chose to stay with the deepest convictions in 



their hearts. They chose the path of integrity, holding to who they knew themselves to be. 
We can hope and pray that given the same circumstances we would make the right choice, 
but that’s all. The choice finally depends on where our character has been best fed.
     Parts of the world in 2016 are not all that different than they were in the time of Broth-
er Solomon. People still respond strongly to a certain set of historical circumstances, 
perhaps with a different way of looking at the world and society, with a severe economic 
crisis, ongoing wars, great disparity between rich and poor, and the long-standing power 
of those in power along with the sway of religious leaders. It doesn’t mean that such 
a strong personal response is bad; only that in a time when extremes abound, careful 
reflection is often rare.
     Brother Solomon’s story invites us to think about what we hold most important and 
about our own integrity. Why should we care about this story? We should care because 
modern revolutions are happening around the world and they involve students, parents, 
teachers, Brothers, young people and old, who are just like us. They have families, they 
have friends, they have pets, they have favorite foods, and they have feelings. When we 
see them, we see another version of ourselves. And if that is true, then we might begin to 
see others as God sees us, how Jesus would like us to see one another, as people who are 
finally and basically brothers and sisters to one another. Brother Solomon and the others 
died so that such a vision of the world, based on mutual recognition – treating our neigh-
bor as we would want to be treated – that such a vision of the world is one that is worth 
living for, worth working for, and even worth dying for. 
     The “Martyrs of the Carmelite Convent” of whom Brother Solomon was but one, were 
brought forward for the process of canonization in 1901 and were beatified on October 
17, 1926. The process for Brother Solomon awaited a confirmed miracle for canonization. 
This occurred in 2007, when a five-year-old Venezuelan girl was miraculously cured of 
complications from a very venomous snake bite through the prayers offered by Sisters, 
children, and parishioners before their church’s statue of Blessed Brother Solomon, who 
was venerated in the area. Against all odds, the girl survived for two days after the bite 
with no medical intervention of any kind. When she was taken to the hospital to have her 
leg amputated in order to save her life, she regained her health and the use of her leg sud-
denly and without explanation as if nothing had happened in the first place. The miracle 
was confirmed in 2016 by the diocese of Caracas at the end of a five-year process, and on 
May 10 Pope Francis proclaimed the decree of canonization.
     On October 16, 2016, Brother Solomon was declared a saint, along with four other 
exemplary individuals in the life of the Church: Manuel González García, bishop of 
Palencia, founder of the Unión Eucarística Reparadora and of the Congregation of the 
Missionaries Eucharistic Sisters of Nazareth; the priests Lodovico Pavoni, founder of the 
Congregation of the Sons of Mary Immaculate, and Alfonso Maria Fusco, founder of the 
Congregation of the Sisters of Saint John-Baptist; and the religious Elizabeth of the Most 
Holy Trinity, of the Order of the Discalced Carmelites.
     Now is therefore a good time to renew acquaintance with the more comprehensive 
spiritual life journey of Brother Solomon by way of a book that eloquently and in detail 
gives testimony to Brother Solomon’s dedication to the Lasallian mission entrusted to his 
care. In reading the book, it is good to remember a quotation from St. John Baptist de La 
Salle that Brother Solomon surely would have known, and one that now aptly represents 
how his own quiet, dedicated, religious life and conscientious exercise of his responsib
ilities has come to be an example and inspiration for us all: “Virtue cannot hide. When it 
is seen it is attractive, and the example it gives makes such a strong impression on those 
who witness it practiced or who hear it talked about that most people are led to imitate 
it.” (St. John Baptist de La Salle – Meditation on Saint Bernard, Abbot)

- Brother George Van Grieken, FSC
October 2016
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