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THE LAYMAN’S OBLIGATION TO PERFECTION

C atho lic though t of today show s increased in terests in the pre

cise natu re of the laym an ’s ob ligation to perfection , 1 and specu la

tion  on th is sub ject has no t been w ithou t d ivergen t tendencies. O n  

the one hand , m oral theo log ians, leg itim ately concerned  to  preserve  

liberty w here liberty ex ists, have re itera ted the tru th that substan

tia l grow th in ho liness is continuous, if on ly the sou l preserves the  

state of grace . O n  the o ther hand , certain pub lications have so in 

sisted on the D iv ine inv itation to sanctity , upon functional ho li

ness, upon  a zealous opposition to secu larism  and natu ralism , that 

an incau tious reader of these pub lications m igh t conclude that the  

counsels are of ob ligation fo r all.

1 “T he essence of perfection consists in love of G od.” A . T anquerey , S .S ., 

The Spiritual Life, n . 320.

2  A  AS, X V (1923), 59 .

3  Ibid., p . 59 .

*Ibid., p . 51 .
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P ope P ius X I gave im petus to th is increased in terest by h is 

encyclical on S t. F rancis de S ales, in w hich he declared h is con

v iction that the ho ly B ishop seem ed to have been ra ised up by  

G od to  bear w itness to the tru th that ho liness is fo r all C hristians. 

H e fu rther stated that it w as am ong h is dearest w ishes that the  

fa ith fu l shou ld have recalled to them “ the du ty of each one to  

cultivate h is ow n ho liness.” 2 P ope P ius X I again expressed the  

tru th that ho liness of life is no t a singu lar g ift conceded to on ly  a  

few  bu t ra ther the “com m on destiny and com m on du ty ” of all.3 

In  praising  the  life and  w ritings of the B ishop of G eneva, he w arns  

against “ that op inion already o ld in h is tim e, and still alive, that 

ho liness w orthy  of the  nam e, such  as the C atho lic C hurch proposes, 

either canno t be ach ieved by m ost of the fa ith fu l or dem ands such  

arduous effo rts that it is to be left to  the few  w hom  G od has g ifted  

w ith h igh and lo fty sou ls.” 4 T he H oly F ather fu rther condem ns  

the op in ion  that such ho liness im plies so w eary ing  a labor that it is 

sim ply no t su itab le fo r those ou tside the clo ister. S t. F rancis de  

S ales has h im self show m  to  all the sam e w ay of C hristian  perfection  

and ho liness that he personally travelled .

T hese lines of P ius X I in  Rcntm  onuiium  proposed no th ing  that
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t

W A S en tirely new in the C hurch ’s teach ing on the sub ject, bu t 

m erely  em phasized m ore clearly w hat it had been her teach ing fo r 

cen tu ries. In 816 the C ouncil of A ix-la-C hapelle had rebuked  

those w ho fe lt that the narrow  path of ho liness w as su ited on ly to  

the qu iet tread of m onks and ob ligato ry  on them  alone.· ' C atho lic  

theo log ians, lean ing upon the unvary ing exhorta tions of S crip tu re  

and the traditional in terp re tations of the F athers, had alw ays  

taugh t som e ob ligation on the part of the ord inary C hristian to  

seek  perfection . O nly by stubborn ly resisting the ev idence of clear 

and open S crip tu re cou ld they have fa iled to do so .

O ur L ord H im self had inv ited H is fo llow ers to “be perfect as  

your heaven ly F ather is perfect” (M att. 5 :48). S t. P au l is un 

rem itting in urg ing h is fo llow ers to be "perfect.” Ψ Η ε conclusion  

of h is S econd  L etter to  the C orin th ians encourages the C orin th ians  

to be perfected , to be com forted and to be of the sam e m ind , at 

peace, that the  G od  of peace  and  love m ay  dw ell w ith  them  (II Cor. 

13 :11). P au l presses upon the C hristian a preoccupation w ith  

every  v irtue, that he m ay  grow  in  ho liness by  consideration  of these  

th ings. “W hatever th ings are true, w hatever hum ble, w hatever 

lovab le , w hatever of good  repu te, if there  be any  v irtue , if anyth ing  

w orthy  of praise , th ink  on  these  th ings” (Phil. 4 :8 ). F or the body

■ of C hristians is the body of C hrist and m ust be kep t pure and  

undefiled  in  G od ’s sigh t. “N ow  H e  has reconciled you  in H is body  

of flesh th rough H is death to presen t you ho ly and undefiled and  

i irrep roachable befo re  H im ” (Col. 1 :22-24). P au l’s constan t prayer 

is that the fa ith fu l m ay know  m ore fu lly G od ’s w ill and live that 

w ill m ore com plete ly . “T his is w hy w e have been pray ing fo r you  

unceasing ly and ask ing that you m ay be filled w ith know ledge  

of H is w ill in all sp iritual v ision and understanding ” (Col. 1 :9 ). 

T he w ritings of S t. P au l repeated ly refer to the early C hristians

1 as “sain ts,” as those called to be sain ts, and S t. P au l’s exhorta-

, tions ev idence a long ing  that th is sanctity be w hole , com plete, in 

vo lv ing a ded ication to perfection .6

I 5  “ . . . non so lum  m onach is et cleric is , verum  etiam  om nibus qu i christiano

( m odo censen tu r vocab u lo , per hanc  arctam et angustam in trandum esse

f v iam .” C ited in J. D e G uibert, S .J. (ed .l, D ocum enta ecclesiastica chris-

■ tianae perfectionis studium spectantia  (R om e: G regorian U niversity P ress,

I 1931), η . 117 .

i & Rom . 1 :7  ; I Cor. 1:2; Il Cor. 1 :1 ; Eph. 1 :1 .
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T hat the frequen t exhorta tions to ho liness in the S crip tu res im 

p ly m ore than a m ere invitation is clear from R evela tion itse lf. 

W e  are  com m anded to  love G od w ith  all our heart, all our sou l and  

all our m ind (D ent. 6:5; M att. 23:27). T hat charity , in w hich  

perfection consists , is therefore urged upon us w ithou t restric tion  

or lim it, as an ideal tow ards w hich w e m ust constan tly strive .' 

T he very frequency and in sistence of S crip tu ra l adm onitions to  

seek  perfection fo rbid  us to  in terp re t them  as m ere counsels. T hus 

S t. P aul categorically  sta tes: “T his is the w ill of G od, your sanc

tifica tion .’ ’7 8 G od ’s w ill im poses upon us the ob ligation of a genu ine  

effo rt to  fu lfill it. S t. P eter, in  h is exhorta tions, speaks in the sam e 

term s as the A postle of the G entiles. “B ut as the one w ho has 

called you is H oly, be ye also ho ly in all your behav io r; fo r it is 

w ritten , ‘Y e shall be ho ly because I am  H oly ’ ’ ’ (I Pel. 1 ;15 -16). 

S t. P eter stresses increasing grow th fo r the C hristian , ever- 

increasing know ledge and love of O ur L ord Jesus C hrist. T he  

C hristians shou ld crave, as new -born bab ies, pure spiritual m ilk , 

that they m ay grow  to  perfection (I Pet. 2:2; II Pct. 3 :18).

7  Sum . theol., II-II, q . 184, a. 3.

81 Thess. 4:3; cf, I Thess. 3 :13 . C f. J. M . V osté , O .P ., Com m entarius in

epistulas ad Thessalonicenses (Rom e and P arts, 1917), p . 117 : “S anctifica tio

vestra  : αγιασμό ς  . · ■ d istingu itu r ab άγιότη ς , quae est abstracta qualitas  

sanctitatis, ab άγιωσννη, quae est sanctim onia seu sanctita tis sta tus; αγιασμό ς  

est inter u trum que, u t v ia ad sta tum ; est scii., prou t in V g. op tim e vertitu r, 

sanctifica tio activa , quam , vo len te et ad juvan te D eo, sem per prosequ i 

debem us.”

S t. T hom as A quinas, in terp reting the data of S crip tu re, and  

tak ing in to accoun t the constan t teach ing of the F athers, exposed  

in clear-cu t S cho lastic term ino logy the tru th w hich these sources 

em bodied . S t. T hom as begins w ith the tru th  that the end of every  

com m andm ent is charity (I Tim . 1 :5). But when there is question  

of an end , w e do no t seek fo r a m easure to decide how  m uch of 

the end w e w ill have. It is true that w e m easure the m eans to the 

end, but th is is m erely to in su re that they w ill be adap ted to , pro 

portionate to the end so that w e m ay  attain the end in its fu lness. 

W e canno t have too m uch of an end like health  ; therefo re w e do  

no t m easure health , bu t ra ther the m eans to it: the m edicine , the  

exercise , the food . N or shou ld w e ever say : “S o m uch charity is 

enough ; the rest is m erely a m atter of counsel” ; for charity, in  

w hich perfection consists , is an end in itself. It is in fact the end  

of all precepts and counsels. T he love of G od is no t a th ing to be  

m easured ou t, in term s of greater and less; it is ra ther an ideal, 

w hich does no t adm it of excess, bu t w hich is to be approached  

m ore and m ore closely .9

The!  obligation to perfect charity m ay seem  an alm ost im possib le  

burden at first g lance, bu t as S t. T hom as explains it, th is is no t 

true . T he perfection of charity  fa lls under the precep t to love G od  

no t as]  the m atter of the precep t, bu t as the ciid.10 Jm -o ther-j& ords  

w e m ust alw ays strive tow ards perfect charity  as tow ards our end , 

bu t w e have no t fa iled to obey  the precep t if our charity is no t per

fect. In d iscussing th is question of the m atter of the precep t S t. 

T hom as po in ts ou t that the substance of the com m andm ent is ob 

served if no th ing is loved m ore than G od, if the low est necessary  

degree of charity is kep t, if charity itse lf is kep t th rough the  

avo idance of m orta l sin . H e w ho avo ids m orta l sin has kep t the  

essence of the precep t of charity  and possesses essen tial perfection . 

H is charity w ill gain h im  an eternal rew ard if he perseveres in  

that state , fo r h is charity has fu lfilled  the low est dem ands necessary  

to  atta in  beatitude. H is perfection  is essen tia l, incip ien t perfection . 

O nly secondarily does C hristian perfection consist in observ ing  

the counsels w hich are m ost ap t m eans to perfection . B ut at th is  

po in t w e m ust d istingu ish betw een the sp irit of the counsels and  

the ex terio r acts w hich are at once a m eans of cu ltivating th is  

sp irit and  a m anifesta tion  of it. T he B eatitude rep resen ts the h igh  · 

peak of the sp irit of the counsels  ; and the C hristian is ob liged to  

cu ltivate poverty  of sp irit, m eekness, hunger  and  th irst after ju stice, 

and  all the  o ther in terio r attitudes described by the B eatitudes. H e  

is no t how ever ob liged to ex ternalize these attitudes in the cor

respond ing ou tw ard acts, w hich are effective m eans of ob tain ing  

perfection . T hat is , he is no t ob liged to actual observance of per

petual evangelical poverty , chastity , and obedience. B ut he m ust 

strive to m ainta in that sp irit of detachm ent from  the w orld w hich  

such observance is in tended to foster. A nd he m ust, fu rtherm ore ,

» Sum . theol., II-II, q . 27 , a. 6 : “ In d ilectione D ei non po test accip i m odus  

sicu t in re m ensurata , u t sit in ea accipere p lus et m inus  ; sed sicu t inven itu r 

m odus in m ensura , in quo non po test esse excessus, sed quan to p lus atting i

tu r regu la , tan to m elius est.”

10  O n th is and the fo llow ing paragraph , see the w hole of Sum . theol., 

II-II, q . 27 , a. 6 .
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be ready fo r such observance as m ay, here and now , be necessary  

that he m ay avo id serious sin .11

11  C f. C ornelius a L apide, Com m entary on M atthew , V , 48 .

12  T he C hurch ’s approval of th is position of S t. T hom as is reflec ted in the  

encyclical Studiorum  D ucem , AAS, X V (1923), 312 .

13  A  deta iled d iscussion of the theo logy of the laym an ’s vocation to sanc

tity m ay be found in R ev . W illiam  R . O ’C onnor, The Laym an ’s Call (N ew  

Y ork : K enedy , 1942). T he renow ned C atho lic ph ilosopher, D ietrich von  

H ildebrand offered a penetra ting study of a sim ilar them e in Katholisches 

Berufsethos (1931).

S t. T hom as ’ exp lanation  of the ob ligation  to  perfection is a lucid  

exposition , of w hat the ord inary C hristian ’s ob ligations are in th is 

m atter  ; bu t fu rtherm ore he in sists on m an ’s needs to grow in  

charity , to cu ltivate h is ho liness.12 It is the very natu re of an end  

that has no t been perfectly  attained that it shou ld draw  the person  

on to that perfect possession  : by an inheren t drive in the case of 

happ iness in general, by a d iv ine call to free w ill in the case of 

charity . If then the A ngelic D octo r ’s position on the ob ligation to  

perfect charity  has at tim es been  g iven a m inim izing  in terp re tation  

(w hich w ould staticize charity and g ive it the natu re of a m eans 

in stead of an end), such an in terp reta tion does no t do ju stice to  

h is concep tion of charity or to h is m etaphysics of finality . F ur

therm ore , the burden of fa llen hum an natu re is such that un less 

m an m akes an effo rt to progress he w ill no t long rem ain in the  

sta te of grace. T here are grave precep ts w hose fu lfillm en t by the  

ord inary C hristian m ay at tim es dem and lo fty self-abnegation ; 

un less the C hristian is schoo led in generosity , it is d ifficu lt to see 

how  he can  then  avo id serious sin . U nless he has accustom ed  h im 

self to  do  m ore  than  avo id serious sin , un less he has aim ed  at som e  

m easure of perfection beyond avoid ing  grave sin , he w ill no t long  

preserve essen tial perfection .13

’ T he life of grace and  charity  is a true life and  im plies the m ove

m ent, action, grow th w hich accom pany life. T he ascetical the

o log ians and , in fact, H oly S crip tu re itse lf describe the sp iritual 

life as a jou rney ing to G od. M en are viatores, travelers on the  

w ay, m en w ho have no t here a lasting city  ; and it is expected of 

them  that they w ill m ove tow ards the goal of un ion w ith G od. 

W e are “p ilg rim s and strangers on earth ” (H eb. 11 :13 ). It is in  

th is sense that S t. P eter urges C hristians “as p ilg rim s and strang-
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1 ers to absta in from  carnal desires w hich w ar against the sou l”  

(J Pet. 2 :11). T his sam e them e— the necessity of progress— is  

found in m any of the docto rs and fa thers of the sp iritual life.

S t. A ugustine is very fo rcefu l in addressing the fa ith fu l on the  

sub ject of con tinual progress to perfection . S tressing  the operative  

character of charity , he asserts the im possib ility of rem ain ing sta

tionary upon the road to perfection . E ither w e advance or w e  

retreat. H e w ho has once said “enough” has already perished  ! 

H e w ho w ould re tu rn to a po in t of perfection already passed  

reg resses in the sp iritual life .

Y ou acknow ledge that w e are travelers, yet you w ould like to know  

in  w hat th is traveling  consists: I ’ll answ er briefly : “G et on the m arch ”  

— fo r fear that you w ould drift laz ily along , no t understand ing how  

necessary ' it is to m ove onw ard . hrou m ust alw ays be d issatisfied w ith  

your presen t ach ievem ent if you w ant to arrive at a fu rther goal. F or  

w here you are con ten t w ith  your progress, there you w ill halt. B ut if 

you once say  : It is enough at that po in t you have already fa iled . A l

w ays g ive m ore, alw ays keep advancing , alw ays on the m arch  ; don ’t 

dally on the w ay, don ’t tu rn back, don ’t tu rn from the path . F ie w ho  

doesn ’t advance, stands still ; he w ho re tu rns to a po in t of perfection  

already passed, is on the road back .14

14  S t. A ugustine , Serm o 169, c. 15 , n . 18 ; cf. Scrm o 96, c. 7 , n . 9 .

13  S t. John C hrysostom , Adversus oppugnatores vitae m onasticae, I, 3 , n . 14 .

S t. John C hrysostom  corrects those w ho w ould say that on ly  

m onks need strive fo r perfection , and he po in ts ou t to h is lis tener 

that the S erm on on the M ount w as addressed no t on ly to m onks  

bu t to all w ho w ould fo llow  Jesus. T he w hole hum an race and  

no t on ly  m onks are ordered  to  en ter in by the narrow  gate , to  ho ld  

their life in hatred  in th is w orld  ; and all C hrist’s great and w on- 

’ derfu l com m andm ents w ere addressed to a un iversal aud ience.15

S t. B ernard , in an engag ing d ialogue, exhorts h is d iscip les to  

con tinual progress in term s that w ould no t have w on h im  the title 

of the M ellifluous D octo r  :

W here are those w ho are saying : w e ’ve com e far enough , w e don ’t 

w ant to be better than our fa thers  ? A ly good m onk , you don ’t w ant to  

m ake fu rther progress? N o. Y ou w ant to be a fa ilu re then? N ot at 

all. W ell, w hat then? I w ant to stay ju st as I am , I ’m con ten t w ith  

the progress I ’ve m ade. I w on ’t perm it m yself to slip back , bu t I ’ve  

no  great anx ie ty to go ahead  either. In that case you  are sim ply ask ing  * 13



290 TH E A M E R IC A N  E C C L E S IA S T IC A L R E V IE W

fo r w hat is im possib le . F or w hat is there on th is earth that stands still ? 

A t the po in t that I cease to press fo rw ard , at that po in t I ’ve begun to  

fall back . It ’s perfectly clear that I ’ve fa iled already , the m om ent I 

stop look ing fo r progress.16

16  S t. B ernard , Ep. 254.

17  S t. B ernard , Ep. 91 .

B ernard urges the sam e tru th  in  ano ther le tter even m ore po in t

ed ly : in the sp iritual life one either m oves fo rw ard or backw ard . 

P rogress is abso lu te ly necessary .

W e have no t here a lasting city . N or have w e yet arrived at the 

goal; w e are still in search  of it. Y ou m ust go up , then , or dow n; try  

to stand still, and you w ill certa in ly com e to ru in . It is by no m eans 

certain  that that m an is a good  m an w ho doesn ’t w ant to be better; and  

the m om ent you  are unw illing to better your state, at that m om ent you  

already cease to be good .17

T his dynam ic no tion of the sp iritual life of the C hristian  is pres

en t in all the great ascetica l teachers  ; it sounds th rough the G os

pels, the F athers, the docum ents of the C hurch . T he C hristian is 

alw ays ob liged to keep m oving tow ards perfect charity . H e m ust 

alw ays keep  perfect charity  in  v iew  as an ideal, and develop  beyond  

the degree of charity he already possesses. T he great precep t of 

charity stands, as it w ere, at the sum m it of perfection and below  

it stand its exp lic it determ inations, the com m andm ents. T hese 

com m andm ents  fo rm , on  the  negative  side, a defin ite  lis t of “don ’ts” 

w hose com plete neg lect w ill destroy the dom ination of the great 

precep t over the sou l. O n the positive side , the com m andm ents 

po in t ou t the ind ispensable m eans of preserv ing the great precep t. 

T he low er lim its are fixed by w hat w e call m orta l sin . T o have  

escaped  those low er lim its and  gained safety  g ives no  one the righ t 

to cease from  effo rt. If one stops here and declares h im self satis

fied , he w ill no t long preserve charity in h is sou l. T he C hristian  

m ust alw ays strive  to  press beyond  the po in t of perfection reached  ; 

in fact, to call a halt is already a reg ression . In th is sense it can  

be said that the w ill to m ake no fu rther progress is already a sin , 

fo r the C hristian has fa iled in h is du ty to tend to perfection .

T here is a sense in w hich th is ob ligation to progress is cen tra l 

to C hristian ity , fo r it m arks a rad ical departu re from  o ther re li

g ions, p lacing C hristian ity on a level all its ow n, g iv ing to C hris-
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tian ity an orien ta tion and a dynam ism  that set it apart. T he ideal 

of perfection set fo r the C hristian assures h im  of an ever-p resen t 

stim ulus to foster w ith in h im self the indefin ite developm ent of the  

new  life p lan ted in h im  at B aptism . T his m ay expla in the so lic i

tude of the sain ts befo re slight im perfections, a so lic itude m arvel

ously  com bined w ith  the liberty of the ch ild ren  of G od. In  the ligh t 

of H im  w ho dw ells in inaccessib le ligh t, darkness m ay seem  m ore  

dark . A nd the closer the C hristian sou l approaches to In fin ite  

C harity , the m ore im perious are the dem ands of its ow n love.

W hat has been said above rep resen ts the usual w ay of posing  

the problem  of the C hristian ’s ob ligation to perfection . B ut there  

is ano ther w ay of posing the prob lem  that has recen tly received  

considerab le atten tion . It is sk illfu lly presen ted in the w ritings of 

the F rench theo log ian , Y ves de M ontcheu il, w hose death in the  

last w ar cu t short a career of great d istinction . F r. M ontcheu il 

d istingu ishes tw o classes of C hristians, as d id A ugustine .18 T he  

first class com prises those to w hom  C hristian ity appears prim arily , 

though  no t exclusively , as a law , as a “con tract” w ith G od  prom is

ing a rew ard fo r fa ithfu l obed ience and a great rew ard fo r arden t 

obedience. F or th is class, the descrip tion of the ob ligation to per

fection set fo rth above w ill be of great help . B ut there is a second  

class of C hristians also , and it is in trea ting of them that F r. 

M ontcheu il com plem ents the classical approach w ith valuable  

in sigh ts.

18  Y ves de M ontcheu il, M élanges thélogiques (P aris: A ubier, 1944), ρ . 

358 ; Problèm es de vie spirituelle (Paris: E ditions de l’E pé, 1948), pp . 74 ff.

19 Problèm es de vie spirituelle, p . 75 .

T he second class v isualizes its re la tions to G od m ore exclusively  

in personal term s, m ore in term s of their personal love of G od. 

O n th is  p lane the no tion of “ob ligation” is enveloped in the no tion  

of striv ing fo r a com plete self-donation . O bligation does no t have  

the sam e fo rce betw een  tw o persons w hose love is m utual ; neither  

considers the o ther precisely  under the aspect of ob ligation .19 O ne  

is indeed on tolog ically still “ob liged” to obey , bu t fo r the lover 

there is no  stric t ob ligation  to  love  ; h is love w ishes to realize itself 

to ta lly , grieves that it is still im perfect, and tends to perfection  

from  its ow n w eigh t. H e sees that there are fau lts gravely and  

less gravely opposed to that love, bu t the perspective has changed , 

fo r the lover no longer com pares the fau lts to the recom pense of
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w hich they w ould deprive h im  or w hich they w ould lessen , bu t 

on ly to that love to w hich they are opposed .

In such a perspective the question as to w hether w hat one does 

is of supererogation is sim ply no t raised  ; fo r th is no tion of su

pererogation  has reference to a clearly defined lim it, w hereas love, 

of its ow n natu re , has an im m anen t tendency to be lim itless. T he  

norm  fo r judgm ent of w hat is supererogato ry is som ew hat fo re ign  

to th is p lane of love and finds its fu ll in te llig ibility rather in a con

cep tion w here there is a con tract to be fu lfilled , a recom pense to  

be gained if the m inim um  ob ligato ry is observed . T he personal re

la tion of love, in th is second type of C hristian , has no t been super

added  ex trinsically to h is o ther re lations w ith G od, bu t has in ter

penetra ted them , estab lish ing a new norm of evaluation fo r h is 

acts, a new  w ay of judg ing them .

F or th is second type of C hristian , the ob ligation to tend to per

fection , w hich rem ains dynam ic, w ill no t be suppressed  ; the m oti

vating  fo rce of the d iv ine rew ard w ill no t be rendered w eaker, bu t 

bo th w ill be operative  th rough  h is preoccupy ing  effort to  love m ore  

com pletely . H is ob ligation to perfection w ill be v isualized by a 

C hristian of th is class ra ther as a fidelity to that love w ith w hich  

G od has enriched h im .

F r. M ontcheu il seem s to have con tribu ted certain in sigh ts to  

the trad itional specu lations on the sub ject of the C hristian ’s ob liga

tion  to  perfection  that w ill be  of  conso ling  value  to  m any  C hristians. 

In  no  w 'ise does he deny the valid ity  of the trad itional approach or 

its conclusions, bu t ra ther he g ives us a p ictu re that em bodies all 

of the fru it of prev ious though t on the sub ject w hile opening new  

avenues fo r fu rther specu la tion . T he d istinction of the tw o classes 

w hich F r. M ontcheu il m ade cou ld perhaps be a un ify ing fo rce in  

reconciling d ifferen t approaches to the prob lem .

R o b e r t  W . G l e a s o n , S.J.
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THE PARISH CREDIT UNION IN THE FEDERAL 

CREDIT UNION SYSTEM

T he cred it un ion , the m odern descendan t of the m ediaeval 

m ont de piété , is a socie ty organ ized am ong a defin ite group of 

peop le and  w hich operates under either a federal or a sta te charter 

fo r the purpose of prov id ing  its m em bers w ith facilities fo r sav ing 

m oney and fo r ob tain ing loans fo r prov iden t and fo r productive  

purposes at reasonab le ra tes of in terest. C redit un ion charters are  

g iven on ly to groups hav ing a defin ite bond of m em bersh ip  ; in  

the parish cred it un ion the m em bersh ip base consists of the  

parish ioners of a particu lar parish .

T he first cred it un ion in N orth A m erica w as a C atho lic parish  

cred it un ion . It w as founded in 1900 by A lphonse D esjard ins in  

L évis, Q uebec. T he first cred it un ion in the U nited S tates w as  

a parish cred it un ion . T his w as also founded by D esjard ins in  

1909 in the S t. M arie P arish in M anchester, N ew P lam psh ire.1 

A s early as 1913 the C entral A ’erein advocated the fo rm ation of 

cred it un ions and during  the 1920 ’s it pu t the prom otion of parish  

cred it un ions on its program  of social refo rm .2 T he D epartm en t 

of S ocia l A ction of the N ational C atho lic W elfare C onference has  

a com m ittee organ ized to encourage the estab lishm ent of cred it 

un ions on a parish basis.3

1  R . F . B ergengren , Credit U nion North Am erica, (K ingsport: S outhern  

P ub lishers, 1940 ), pp . 71-82 ; 89 .

2 Social Justice Review , X L III, 1 (A pril 1950), 22 .

^The National Catholic Alm anac, 1950 (Paterson , N . J.: S t. A nthony ’s 

G uild ), p . 432 .

T he ph ilosophy of the cred it un ions is in the trad ition of the  

socia l teach ing of the C atho lic C hurch . A lphonse D esjard ins, the  

C anad ian  p ioneer w ho brough t the cred it un ion  to N orth A m erica , 

w as kn igh ted by the P ope fo r h is w ork in organ izing these cred it 

socie ties. O ne quo tation from  D esjard ins w ill g ive a g lim pse at 

the ph ilosophy m otivating h is effo rts  :

A  cooperative peop le ’s bank [cred it un ion] is no t an ordinary  finan 

cial concern , seek ing to enrich its m em bers at the expense of the  

general pub lic . N either is it a loan com pany seek ing to m ake a profit 

at the expense of the unfortunates w ho need loans, laboring m en su f

fering from  unem ploym ent, agricu ltu ra lists su ffering from  drough t or
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