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Christopher Lane’s Callings and Consequences: The Making of Catholic Vocational Culture in 

Early Modern France is an important work that fills a gap in the historiography of the 

seventeenth-century. After the Reformation, writing about discernment became more common in 

France as theologians saw it as a way to define Catholicism against reformed ideas of vocation 

and as some grew increasingly anxious about the cost of poor vocational choices made by young 

adults. The author focuses on the evolution of these texts because they shaped the way youth and 

their families thought about religious vocations and family life, the building blocks of Catholic 

communities. 

 

Lane examines advice literature produced by Catholic clerics in sixteenth- and seventeenth-

century France telling young adults how to discern and follow the call of God. Readers were to 

choose marriage, religious life as monks or nuns, or the priesthood. Lane explains that there was 

a significant change in the way experts addressed vocations, and that “life in the world demanded 

a calling no less than life in the cloister” (p. 3). This volume sheds new light on the culture of 

Catholic reform in France. 

 

The author includes a variety of source materials including records of marriages and ordinations. 

He primarily relies upon French-language prescriptive texts written largely by clerics in the form 

of published sermons, spiritual handbooks, catechisms, and less formal writings offering 

guidance to parishioners. The audience for these works were families who were well-off and 

whose children had access to education and vocational options, a point that Lane does not 

develop. The literature would have had limited impact on the majority of Catholics in France. 

 

The book is divided into five chapters which focus on the fundamental elements of vocational 

discernment: urgency, inclusiveness, method, and liberty, which provides readers with a 

chronological structure that is easy to follow. Lane begins with an assessment of the doctrines of 

the Council of Trent and concludes by analyzing literature from the late seventeenth century. 
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After an engaging introduction, Lane uses the first chapter to examine the late Middle Ages and 

the Catholic Reformation and their impacts on vocations in the sixteenth century. Before the 

Reformation, discernment was not always central to the writing of Catholic theologians. Lane 

points to Jean Gerson, Chancellor of the University of Paris who downplayed the importance of 

religious vocation in the late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries by arguing that entering 

religious life did not endow those who took vows with a state of perfection, but that it helped 

them to “acquire” perfection (p. 21). For Gerson, Christ was the model of perfection, and he took 

no religious vows meaning that all people, lay and religious, could strive for perfection and that 

it was not available only to those with a calling to a monastic or priestly life. 

 

A century later, Martin Luther argued that all Christians were “equally priests” and his and other 

Protestant churches dismantled religious vocations. Jean Calvin said all men could equally attain 

perfection. For Protestants there was no sacramental nature in marriage or the priesthood. The 

Council of Trent, a church council that met from 1545 to 1563 to reassert Catholic theology and 

rectify problematic behavior, reiterated that ordination was a sacrament as was marriage. For 

Catholic thinkers, the individual needed to freely make a choice about their life pathway, and 

entering into spiritual or sacred union did not require parental permission. This was important in 

an age when parents placed their children, especially their daughters, into religious life without 

their consent. Historian Craig Monson in Nuns Behaving Badly argues that in seventeenth-

century Milan “no fewer than 75 percent of genteel women lived behind convent walls.”[1] 

Family strategies trumped individual callings when children were married or sent into religious 

life for reasons often associated with allowing certain offspring the most advantageous futures. 

For some young women this meant sizable dowries for marriage and for others, sometimes 

referred to as “surplus daughters,” it meant life in a convent.[2] Lane does not point to the dowry 

inflation of sixteenth-century Italy as part of this equation, which could have provided useful 

context. He does point out that the clerics at Trent defined the punishment for forcing a woman 

into a convent as excommunication. 

 

Lane considers the works of Ignatius Loyola and François de Sales who exemplify the pre-

Rigorist thinkers writing about vocational choice and argues that there was not a “fully 

systematized vocational discernment process” in place in the sixteenth century (p. 17). They did 

not advocate one path for understanding God’s calling. Loyola and De Sales believed that the 

right motives should guide the choice of religious or secular life. De Sales considered excessive 

discerning and overthinking dangerous, and after a reasonable period of time one needed to make 

a decision and stick with it. If one made a wrong choice, one could still find grace and salvation, 

argued de Sales, by living their best lives in that situation.  

 

Discernment was important for the individual, but also for society at large because communities, 

be they religious or secular, needed to be inhabited by people living their lives intentionally and 

in alignment with God’s desires. De Sales believed that a “calling was fundamentally about 

conforming oneself to something greater, rather than striking out as an individual,” whether 

choosing family or religious life (p. 32).  

 

Lane introduces Jeanne de Chantal as the person “whose work most directly incarnated his [de 

Sales’] vision” in the creation of the Visitandine community because she created a “Salesian 

culture of vocation” (p. 35). When de Sales and de Chantal created the Order of the Visitation, it 
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was a company of women religious who pursued active vocations and did not undertake the 

rigors and discipline of stricter orders. It was open to women who were not suitable for life in 

many convents. Moreover, the founders had a sense of a fluidity in religious life: Chantal was a 

widow as were others in the community, and the founders recognized that vocations could be 

different at different times of life.  When the company expanded into Lyons in 1615, the bishop 

insisted upon enclosure and restricted the Visitandines from their active vocation in the world.[3]  

It would have been interesting for Lane to consider more fully the flexibility of de Sales and 

Chantal in understanding that vocation was not a one and done decision, and that people could 

inhabit different vocations over their lifetimes. The changing nature of the community is also 

worthy of reflection since an outsider redefined its structure and mission when he insisted upon 

clausura. Lane’s focus on prescriptive literature leads to a sharper distinction about life choices 

than contemporaries, who did not necessarily see one vocational path as always cutting off 

others, might have experienced. The seventeenth century also saw a blossoming of active 

communities of women religious who defied the directives of Trent when they educated, healed, 

and otherwise served members of their communities.[4] Lane’s book is carefully focused, but 

would have been richer had it considered the broader range of options for religious life. 

 

In the second chapter on urgency, Lane introduces the term “vocational rigorism” and defines it 

as the individual’s salvation being conditional on choosing the vocation intended by God. It was 

dangerous to make the wrong decision (p. 11). As the seventeenth century progressed, authors 

argued that the choice of vocation was very serious business, and that poor choices would lead to 

ruined lives and eternal damnation. In essence, God had determined one path for each person and 

the individual had to correctly discern it or risk their souls for eternity. In the sixteenth century, 

Loyola had said those who chose their vocations poorly could repent and seek to live a good life. 

De Sales asserted that they could receive the grace necessary to live well even if they adopted the 

wrong vocation. But seventeenth-century rigorists did not agree with them. For instance, Bishop 

Claude Joly expressed “grave doubt about the possibility of repenting and receiving grace 

needed for a state wrongly entered” (p. 49). There was no longer room for error in understanding 

God’s call. 

 

The third chapter is the most interesting as Lane examines secular life as a vocation and not 

simply a default for those not entering religious communities or the priesthood. With the 

dissolution of religious life, family life was the default for all Protestants. Lane makes the 

important point that Protestants considered all forms of work as potentially vocational whereas 

for the first century after the Reformation, Catholics had focused on vocations as implicitly 

religious. As the seventeenth century progressed, Catholics also began to consider entering 

marriage and creating a family as a vocational state. Theologians argued that individuals had to 

be called to live a secular life, and there was “danger” in remaining in the world if one did not 

have a vocation (p. 54). 

 

Having a calling for marriage was essential to mitigate the temptations of living in the world. To 

enter marriage simply because one was not interested in religious life was not enough because 

according to Lane, “God’s call was…a haz-mat suit necessary for survival in the spiritual waste 

dump” that was the world of the laity (p. 58). However, individuals could not reject the call to 

religious life or to marriage; they had to understand God’s plan for them and follow it. The 



H-France Review          Volume 25 (2025) Page 4 

 
 

choice was “both individual and communal” (p. 9). If they made the wrong choice their sins and 

failings undermined the common good.  

 

In the fourth chapter, Lane considers the method created by theologians to guide people in 

choosing the proper vocation. Authors promoted discernment as a process that involved a 

grounding in prayer, the counsel of a spiritual director, and interior deliberation. Their goal was 

to create a systematic way to discern a calling so all young Catholics would know what God 

wanted from them. For this process to be effective, people had to be pious and devout as children 

and should have had relationships with spiritual advisors before vocational discernment. Being 

equipped to understand God’s call resulted from a lifetime of obedience to the Catholic church.  

 

Lane relies upon Charles Gobinet and his Instruction for Youth in Christian Piety, to explain how 

this process should work. For Gobinet, around the age of eighteen or twenty people should set 

aside five or six months for intense prayer and good works focused on discernment. The author 

advocated a longer timeline than de Sales, and Gobinet explained that if a young person felt 

called to religious life, they should wait an additional six months to a year to determine if the 

feeling remained.  

 

Unlike de Sales who believed that bad motivations could still lead to good vocations and 

salvation, Gobinet believed that choosing the wrong path was likely to lead to damnation. The 

question obviously becomes how could this discernment process fit within the reality of 

seventeenth-century France? Lane concludes that it did not fit well. This tension is the focus of 

the fifth chapter, which considers the question of liberty in vocation. How did theologians allow 

parents to be involved in the discernment process as they most certainly would be, without this 

leading to coercion? 

 

The reality in early modern France was that subordination to a father was a parallel to 

subordination to kings, clerics, and God; adolescent rebellion in the face of parental desires for 

certain marriages or certain religious outcomes was very dangerous. Parental authority was 

paramount, and parents had traditionally made choices about the marriages, careers, and 

religious vocations of their children. Lane makes the point that the “vocational reformers were 

facing a reality not in alignment with their ideals. Vocational liberty existed in the context of a 

wholesale effort to build a culture of vocational discernment” (p. 105). However, parents were 

not falling in line with the ideal and the state offered parents support in their claims over their 

children and their decisions. Contemporary authors blamed parental greed when they thought 

they were undermining a young person’s vocational call with a more pragmatic decision. Lane 

and other authors writing in the last twenty-five years are more nuanced in their conclusions 

because they do not believe that the Catholic writers of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 

always discerned properly the vocations of others. They recognize that many factors could be at 

play in this negotiation.[5]              

 

Theologians insisted upon liberty of vocation, especially for women. Lane relies upon writings 

of nuns at Port Royal who demanded liberty so only those called by God would enter their 

convent. Young women educated by the community were told about the value of religious and 

lay life. Most of their students would live in the world and needed to be prepared for the real 

spiritual challenges they would face. The nuns at Port Royal were important thinkers and writers 
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in early modern France, but this was not a typical convent. The convent was a center of 

Jansenism, and its powerful abbesses were likely more assertive about vocational choice than 

were other convent leaders. It is difficult to know if their arguments would resonate with 

abbesses in more traditional orders. 

 

Callings and Consequences is very clearly written and carefully argued. The book is accessible 

to academics, but also to undergraduates and reading groups. Lane speaks to a broad audience 

who will be able to read and discuss his ideas as the volume appears in paperback at a reasonable 

cost. The book is a welcome addition to the literature about the French Catholic Reformation. 
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