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8. The Spirituality of
Garrigou-Lagrange

The elect will become part of the very family
of God as they enter into the circle of the
Holy Trinity. In them the Father will
generate his Word; the Father and the Son
will issue forth Love. Charity will assimilate
them to the Holy Spirit and meanwhile the
vision will assimilate them to the Word, who
in turn will make them similar to the Father
whose expression He is. At that time we will
be able to say truly that we know and love
the Trinity that dwells in us as in a temple
of glory, and we shall be in the Trinity, at
the summit of Being, Thought, and Love.
This is the glory; this is the goal to which
our spiritual progress tends ~ configuration
to the Word of God. Réginald Garrigou-
Lagrange, The Last Writings

As we have noted, Réginald Garrigou-Lagrange came to
hold the first chair of Catholic spiritual theology in the
Church’s history. He lectured on spirituality at the
Angelicum from 1917 until Christmas, 1959. It is safe to
say that in the preconciliar Church no one had a higher
profile than he when it came to expertise in Catholic spiri-
tuality; certainly no one was better versed in the classical
Dominican approach to the question. In this chapter, we
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will outline Garrigou’s contribution to spirituality in the
Catholic tradition. If his form of dogmatic theology failed to
win the day at the Second Vatican Council, we will see that
his most passionately held spiritual propositions were
incorporated into official Catholic teaching by the Council
Fathers.

What is Spirituality?

Before proceeding, it is necessary to ask the obvious ques-
tion: What is spirituality? How is one to understand the
significance of this branch of theology? Especially in recent
years, with the proliferation and commercialization of
numerous “spiritualities,” it is important to define our
terms carefully.

As a starting point, we should recognize that Catholic
spirituality is ultimately concerned with the interaction
between the human person and God. As a branch of theol-
ogy, it aims at understanding God’s actions in the lives of
human persons and the individual’s call to respond to
God’s loving presence. Because of this, every Catholic spir-
ituality implies a theology of grace, a more or less coherent
explanation of how God comes to the individual to heal, for-
give, justify, and sanctify. Garrigou held that “this part of
theology is, above all, a development of the treatise on the
love of God and of that on the gifts of the Holy Spirit, to
show how they are applied to lead souls to divine union.”

Since God calls human beings into relationship with
himself, Catholic spirituality is also concerned with the
human person’s response to the divine offer of intimacy.

1 Réginald Garrigou-Lagrange, The Three Ages of the Interior Life:
Prelude of Eternal Life, 2 vols., trans. M. Timothea Doyle (St. Louis:
B. Herder, 1947), I, 10. Ultimately, Garrigou held that spirituality
is an application of moral theology: “Moral theology ought to treat,
not only of sins to be avoided, but of virtues to be practiced, and of
docility in following the inspirations of the Holy Spirit. From this
point of view, its applications are called ascetical and mystical the-
ology.” (Ibid.)
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Because of this, the various dispositions that ought to be
encouraged and nurtured, as well as those which ought to
be avoided and censored play a key role in Catholic spiri-
tuality.

In a closely related vein — yet secondarily — spirituality
is concerned with the practices that one ought to under-
take to dispose oneself to the self-giving of God. Here one
would find, for instance, the three archetypical practices
counseled by the Gospels: prayer, fasting, and almsgiving.
Here, too, would be found the lectio divina, mortifications,
contemplation, and any number of other practices.

In his summa of spirituality, The Three Ages of the
Interior Life,” Garrigou writes:

We shall consider first of all the foundations of the
interior life, then the elimination of obstacles, the
progress of the soul purified and illuminated by the
light of the Holy Spirit, the docility which it ought to
have toward Him, and finally the union with God
which the soul attains by this docility, by the spirit of
prayer, and by the cross borne with patience, grati-
tude, and love.

Catholic spirituality deals with God’s gracious gift of
himself through his Holy Spirit; it is concerned with the
human person as potential and actual recipient of utter
Gratuity. When all is said and done, Catholic spirituality
is about the profound living of the Gospel of Jesus Christ —
recognizing with Garrigou that “no religion that is pro-
foundly lived is without an interior life, without that inti-
mate and frequent conversation which we have not only
with ourselves but with God.”

2 It first appeared, of course, in French: Les trois dges de la vie
intérieure: prélude de celle du ciel, 2 vols. (Paris: Cerf, 1938).

3 Garrigou-Lagrange, The Three Ages, 1, 3. [Note: In her translation,
M. Timothea Doyle translated Saint-Esprit as “Holy Ghost.” In

light of contemporary Catholic usage, I have taken the liberty of -

changing this to “Holy Spirit” whenever quoting directly from The
Three Ages.}
4 Ibid, I, 8.
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The Universal Call to Holiness

Since the closing of the Second Vatican Council, Catholics
have generally become more aware of the radical dimen-
sions of the following of Christ. It has become a common-
place for people to hear that Christian discipleship is
“countercultural”; it would come as no surprise for many to
hear that following Jesus calls them to more than simply
keeping the Ten Commandments. This is a development
that has its roots in one of the Council’s key teachings in
Lumen gentium: “Thus it is evident to everyone that all the
faithful of Christ of whatever rank or status are called to
the fullness of the Christian life and to the perfection of
charity.”® And again, “In the various types and duties of
life, one and the same holiness is cultivated by all who are
moved by the Spirit of God, and who obey the voice of the
Father, worshipping God the Father in spirit and in
truth.”

This teaching was the result of a long — and at times
acrimonious — discussion among the experts in the
Catholic spiritual tradition. We will see that Garrigou-
Lagrange’s position, informed by the classical Dominican
tradition and bolstered by the reflection of Juan Arintero,
0.P., eventually became the Church’s official teaching. To
demonstrate what was at stake in all of this, we will begin
by discussing the history of the interpretation of what is
rightly called the “Charter of the Christian Life” — Jesus’s
Sermon on the Mount. It will become clear that one’s inter-
pretation of the Lord’s words inevitably set the stage for a
number of important conclusions in spirituality.

Servais Pinckaers,” Dominican professor emeritus of
moral theology at the University of Fribourg, devoted
5  Second Vatican Council, Lumen gentium, n. 40. [Cf.: Catechism of

the Catholic Church, n. 2013.]
6 Ibid, n. 41.

7  Pinckaers was directed in his doctoral studies at the Angelicum by
Louis-Bertrand Gillon, 0.p. Gillon, the author of the groundbreak-
ing Christ and Moral Theology, trans. Cornelius Williams (Staten

Island, N.Y.: Alba House, 1967) had himself been directed by
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years of study to the question of the interpretation of the
Sermon on the Mount. In his masterpiece, The Soyrces of
Christian Ethics,” Pinckaers shows that Christian history
has witnessed five basic approaches to the interpretation
of the Sermon. These interpretations, each of which inform
a particular vision of the Christian moral life and thus
Christian spirituality, are enumerated as follows:

. The “Catholic” Interpretation

. An Idealistic Moral Theory

. An Interim Morality

. The Sermon, A Social Program

. The Lutheran Interpretation’

The “Catholic” interpretation — “Catholic” only in the
sense of being an approach which has known hegemony in
recent centuries — “rests on the distinction between a
moral code designed for all Christians, expressed in the
Decalogue, and a more spiritual and exacting doctrine
reserved for an elite group such as religious, who have
freely chosen to strive for evangelical perfection.”'’ In this
conception, the Sermon on the Mount is the domain of
counsels, not commands.

The second interpretation is inspired by the thought of
Immanuel Kant and nineteenth-century idealism. “In con-
trast to Judaism’s obsession with works, the Sermon pres-
ents us, they would say, with a new morality of sentiment,
where benevolence and one’s personal intentions are cen-
tral.”"! At the same time, the Sermon is an expression of
“an ideal — unworkable no doubt, but still useful on the
practical level, since we need to ask a great deal of people
in order to obtain even a little effort and progress.”’

[N SV I

Garrigou. During his time at the Angelicum, Fr. Pinckaers attend-
ed any number of lectures by Garrigou.

8 Servais Pinckaers, The Sources of Christian Ethics, trans. Mary
Thomas Noble (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America
Press, 1995).

9 Ibid., 136-39.

10 Ibid., 136.

11 Ibid., 137.
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The third interpretation, inspired in large measure by
Albert Schweitzer, takes its starting point in eschatology.
Accepting the hypothesis that Jesus and the first disciples
expected the imminent dawn of the parousia, this inter-
pretation holds that the Sermon on the Mount “proclaimed
a very demanding doctrine approaching heroism, but it
was valid only for the short space of time before the immi-
nent return of Christ.””® Accordingly, the Sermon repre-
sents an impossible morality and spirituality. It may be
possible to live according to its vision in the short term —
especially if one expects a cataclysmic end to be just
around the corner. However, was not designed with the
“long haul” in mind.

The fourth interpretation, identified by Pinckaers with
the position of Leon Tolstoy, does not see the sublime spir-
ituality of the Sermon on the Mount, and chooses to see it
as “a blueprint for a new society ruled by love and enjoying
peace.”™ Tolstoy’s interpretation was social and political;
he envisioned “as the logical result of the Sermon the abo-
lition of armies, courtrooms, and oaths.””® Its intent was
never directed toward providing the individual Christian
with moral or spiritual guidance.

Finally, the classical Lutheran approach holds that the
Sermon is to be read in light of St. Paul’s Letter to the
Romans and its critique of the Law. Martin Luther
believed that “the Sermon confronts us with the impossible

. in order to make us aware of our sins and lead us
through this revelation to repentance and faith.”'
Pinckaers comments:

Luther’s interpretation of the Sermon was merely an
application of his teaching on justification and the
Law. The Sermon was treated as the Old Law. It

12 Ibid.
13 Ibid., 138.
14 Ibid.
15 Ibid.
16 1Ibid., 139.
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played the same role of prosecutor, with still stronger
demands. . . . The Sermon was viewed as a law that
promised justice in return for works. No matter how
excellent, such a text would be considered inferior to
the Pauline doctrine of justification by faith and would
be interpreted in its light.™'

Pinckaers, informed by research in the thought of the
Fathers of the Church and biblical exegesis, is at great
pains to underline that these five interpretations of the
Sermon on the Mount all seriously miss the mark. They
each fail to convey the sense of the Lord’s teaching in
Matthew’s gospel. He explains that when it comes to this
teaching, we are dealing with “the earliest authentic
sources of catechesis and Christian moral theology.”™

We should note that the Sermon, like the entire
Gospel, is addressed to all, beginning with the poor
and humble. St. John Chrysostom and St. Augustine
knew this well and said it to the people. It can hardly
be viewed therefore as a counsel reserved for the cho-
sen few. The teaching is unequivocal: if you wish to
enter the Kingdom of heaven, you must practice
Gospel “Justice.” If you do this you are building on
rock: if not, on sand.

The central problem is whether the Sermon is
addressed to all or to a religious elite. Concurrently, one
must ask if the Sermon counsels an impossible ideal — val-
ues to be aimed at yet never really acquired — or, rather, a
description of what is truly possible through God’s grace.

The “traditional” Catholic approach, the approach that
held sway since the time of the Counter-Reformation,
accepted the idea that Jesus’ words were not addressed to
all his disciples and that therefore he was envisioning at
least two tiers among his disciples. The majority would be
held to the bare minimum - most often conceived as being
17 1bid.

18 Thid.. 164.
19 TIbid.
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the keeping of the Ten Commandments. A select few, spe-
cially graced by God, would be responsible for maximizing
the Gospel message: they would be called to live out the
Beatitudes. Catholicism’s two-fold structure of laity and
clergy/religious provided a ready-made framework for this
distinction. The laity — at work “in the world” — is working
toward achieving moral rectitude; only those in religious
life and members of the clergy are called explicitly to holi-
ness.

The Second Vatican Council overturned this long-stand-
ing approach to the question. In this, the Council Fathers
were indebted, in the first place, to the Spanish
Dominican, Juan Gonzilez Arintero, one of the first the-
ologians to challenge the traditional vision.” Since
Arintero’s impact on the thought of Garrigou-Lagrange
was so significant, we will move now to outline his contri-
bution to spiritual theology.

Juan Gonzalez Arintero (1860-1928)"'

Juan Arintero was born in 1860 in Lugueros, Spain, He

entered the Dominican Order in 1875 and did his studies

in the studium in Corias. He was sent to study the natural
sciences at the University of Salamanca and, by the end of
his initial formation, he would receive the licentiate in phi-
losophy and the lectorate in theology. From 1909 until

1912, Arintero taught apologetics at the Angelicum. He

returned to Salamanca in 1912 and spent the rest of his life

dealing with the questions raised by mysticism. Arintero is
best known for his four-volume work in spirituality,

Desenvolvimento y vitalidad de la Iglesia. ™

20 One notes that Arintero’s challenge did not come directly from bib-
lical exegesis or Patristic studies. His perspective came from a close
reading of mystical theology, particularly that of St. John of the
Cross.

21 See especially: “Biographical Note,” in Juan Gonzalez Arintero, The
Mystical Evolution in the Development and Vitality of the Church,
trans. and ed. Jordan Aumann (St. Louis: B. Herder, 1950), xi—xiii.

22 The four volumes arve as follows: Evolucion organica, Evolucion doc-











































