
CORRESPONDENCE 

l'o THE EDITOR: 

I have been following with a great deal of interest the excellent series of thought
ful articles on intercreda\ co-operation which have been appearing in TlrEOLOCICAL 

Sn:nn:s. Particularly interesting, since they touched my own special field, were 
the two articles in your current (June, 1943) issue which discussed joint action 
for social ends. These contributions, written with moderation and scholarly 
reserve, shed light rather than heat on a somewhat vexed issue-for which fact 
Your readers must be grateful. However, since some of the conclusions reached 
in these articles seem questionable to me, I am going to ask your leave to offer 
a few comments. 

It may help clear understanding to list first of all a number of points on which 
I unhesitatingly agree with Father Parsons and Father Murray: (1) The Holy See 
desires some sort of co-operation toward social goals between Catholics and non
Catholics. (2) This co-operation must at most supplement, and not supplant, our 
Purely Catholic social action. (3) There is a sphere of action, broadly social in 
nature, in which intercredal co-operation offers no special difficulty. This field 
lllay be roughly described as political, civic, and economic. Thus Catholics may 
freely co-operate with non-Catholics in arranging a Fourth of July celebration, in 
favoring or opposing proportional representation, or in organizing a new insurance 
company. Our peculiarly American type of labor movement belongs in this 
category; scarcely anyone would question the right of Catholics to participate. 
!he same, I should say, applies to the so-

1
called "vocational groups" contemplated 

~ the Quadragesimo Anno. In all such political, civic, and economic activities 
'.t is in general licit for Catholics to take part along with non-Catholics. While it 
IS licit, it may sometimes not be expedient under particular circumstances. The 
famous Non expedit of Pope Leo XIII will illustrate the point. 
. My difference of opinion with Father Parsons and Father Murray begins to be 

Significant when we turn from these purely political, civic, and economic activities 
to others which by their very nature touch directly on fundamental moral and 
religious principles. Social action of this latter sort deals with issues which cannot 
even be discussed in any intelligent and thorough fashion without getting down to 
the most basic facts of religion and morality. Here belong divorce, "birth control" 
(curious misnomer), Communism, Fascism, the ethics of war, fundamental race 
relations. Here too belongs the labor question as a whole which, as papal texts 
have more than once made clear, is primarily moral and religious and not primarily 
economic. Here, finally, belongs the European type of labor organization which is 
Vastly more ideological, vastly less purely economic, than its American homologue. 

It is most important to realize that the issues mentioned in the last paragraph 
are such by their very nature that Catholics and non-Catholics can never com
Pletely agree on them. Of course, they may agree now and then on some im
lllediate practical program for dealing with these issues, but they can never agree 
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on the basic reasons for their attitudes. Thus, for example, a few old-line Protes· 
tants might agree with Catholics in condemning divorce, but they could never 
accept the full Catholic reason for doing so. They could hardly accept our doctrine 
on the sacramental character of matrimony and the divinely conferred legislative 
authority of the Church in the matter. 

It must be clear from these considerations that intercredal co-operation on 
certain issues must be limited, not by any Catholic narrow-mindedness, but by 
the very nature of the case. Co-operation in practice implies agreement on 
principles. In purely economic matters Catholics and non-Catholics may co
operate quite freely because their economic principles may be quite the same. 
But on an issue such as the social question, which is primarily moral and religious 
and not primarily economic, their co-operation cannot but be limited because of 
religious differences. There arc, then, two types of intercredal co-operation. 
Co-operation on political, civic, and economic issues offers little difficulty. Co
operation on broader issues directly connected with basic moral and religious 
principles is something else again. Here there are definite limits. What arc they? 

A distinction will be helpful in answering this question. Among the very many 
possible types of co-operatio~ let us distinguish two principal ones and call them 
conjoint co-operation and parallel co-operation respectively. Conjoint co-operation 
would imply that Catholics and non-Catholics would adopt both a form of joint 
organization and a platform of common social principles as a basis for their united 
action. The joint organization might be very loose, Catholics and non-Catholics 
having their distinct associations linked by some sort of federation, or it might 
be very close with both groups united into a single society. Parallel co-operation 
would imply that Catholics and non-Catholics would work toward the same illl· 
mediate objectives in their own separate organizations. Parallel co-operation can 
be very real and very effective if the leaders of the Catholic and non-Catholic 
groups respectively have frequent conferences and informal "gentlemen's agree
ments," and work with mutually sympathetic helpfulness. Parallel co-operation 
can be as effective as the action of two allied nations waging a war together 
against a common enemy. 

The point at issue, then, seems to be this: Father Parsons and Father MurraY, 
if I understand them correctly, believe in conjoint co-operation even on issues 
which touch rather directly on basic moral and religious principles, while I must 
conclude that on such issues, aside from rare and extraordinary occasions, parallel 
co-operation represents the proper course. The evidence which Father Parsons 
and Father Murray o[er for their view from the papal texts may be reduced to 
two heads, first, a group of scattered texts from recent statements, and secondly, 
the Encyclical Singulari Quadam which stands by itsell. 

In reading over the texts other than the Sing1dari Qttadam I am very forcibly 
struck by one fact. They very distinctly fail to specify the form of co-operation 
recommended. They may be interpreted as conjoint co-operation, but there is 
nothing to show that they must be. Without the slightest violence either to the 
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text or the context they may be perfectly well interpreted as referring to parallel 
CO-operation. For the exact point now at issue they would seem to prove abso
lutely nothing at all 

Therefore, when Father Parsons, after quoting one such document, goes on to 
Speak of "the necessary body of co-operato~," "this body," "the bond uniting 
the members" (p. 178), it seems to me that he is going beyond bis data if he has 
in mind an organized body of intercredal co-operators. Nor can I agree with 
Father Murray's assertion that " the fact that the co-operation must be organized 
results from the whole description given by the Holy Sec of the work to be done" 
(p. 262). If he is referring to co-operation within the proposed vocational groups, 
then the point is irrelevant here. These groups are purely economic. Co-opera
tion within them offers no more difficulty than co-operation now within the C.I.O. 
or a trade association. But if he is referring to conjoint co-operation on social 
issues involving moral and religious principles, then he comes dangerously close 
to begging the whole question. For it is by no means evident that the ends 
lllentioned by the Holy Father cannot be attained by parallel co-operation. In
deed, my whole point is that they can be, and that the Holy See desires them to be, 
so attained. 

\Ve turn now to the Singulari Quadam. It is unnecessary to discuss its back
ground since Father Murray has already done so with admirable clarity. The 
Question at issue was the legitimacy and expediency of the Christian Trade Unions, 
which exemplified conjoint co-operation. The papal decision was tolerari posse et 
Permilli. What can be concluded from this? From this toleration and permission 
conceded to conjoint intercredal co-operation on this one occasion can we conclude 
that the Holy See favors the arrangement as a more or less general policy? An 
examination of the document itself would seem to prove very, very emphatically 
that this is not the case. 

First of all, the Holy See granted toleration and permission "in view of the 
J)eculiar situation of the Church in Germany" (respicientes peculiarem rci callzolicae 
rcuio11em in Germania). These words would seem to imply a very distinct warning 
against any attempt to generalize this permission and toleration and apply them 
elsewhere. It was an unusual privilege conceded to German Catholics this one 
tirne on account of a peculiar combination of circumstances. 

Secondly, the Pope made it clear that the arrangement was far from ideal. 
What he really wanted was a completely Catholic organization and this would 
naturally leave room only for parallel co-operation. He stated this preference in 
the Singulari Quadam itsctr and he stated it elsewhere. For example, he authorized 
Cardinal Merry de) Val to write the Baronessa de Montenach to praise the Asso
ciazione Cattolica delle Opere di Protezione della Giovane for its "carattere di 
aperta confcssionalitil.."1 Indeed, the enormous emphasis placed by successive 
Popes on the importance of Catholic Action, contrasting with the mere toleration 

1 AAS, IV (1912), 462. 
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and permission once conceded to an interconfessional organization, reveals the 
mind of the Holy See in the clearest and most unmistakable manner. 

The Singulari Quadam, finally, shows very clearly that the Holy Father con
sidered the German experiment a dangerous one; for the permission was granted 
on the condition: "si cautiones adhibeantur idoneae ad declinanda pericula, quae 
in eius generis consociationibus inesse diximus." He commanded the German 
bishops to watch the movement carefully and went to the quite unusual length of 
prescribing that Catholic members of the mixed groups must also join the Catholic 
Arbeitervereine at the same time in order to guard their faith. What were these 
dangers which caused the Pope such uneasiness? He is quite explicit: "Nisi enirn 
mature excitentur ad vigilandum, patet periculum in eis csse, ne paullatim et 
quasi imprudenter in vago quodaro nee definito genere christianae religionis ac· 
quiescant quae interconfcssionalis dici solet." 

There are a good many papal documents which emphasize this danger of inter
confessionalism as a result of conjoint co-operation in social ventures. Let us 
cite some of them. First, there are three letters which Cardinal Merry del Val 
wrote to various Catholic leaders in the Pope's name. To Bishop Bougoiiin be 
spoke with disfavor of "a sort of confessional neutrality which sometimes insinuates 
itself into so-called Catholic movements to the apparent end that the ma.umum 
possible number of members may be admitted with the minimum possible number 
of supernatural conditions."1 He praised M. Durand's movement for "resolutely 
turning its back on the pernicious principle of religious neutrality and taking on a 
precisely and accurately Catholic character.''1 Finally, Count de Mun is cont
mended for the thoroughly Catholic character of his work contrasting with other 
movements in which charity "evaporates into a vague fraternity."• 

Above all, there is the letter Notre Cliarge which Pope Pius wrote to the hierarchY 
of France about the movement called the Sillo,i. The Holy Father made various 
criticisms against the group but the chief one seems to be that from being Catholic 
it had become intercredal and thus (as is inevitable in intercredal movements) it 
was unable to bring to bear on social questions the integral doctrine of the Church
"Behold an interconfessional association founded by Catholics to work for the 
reform of civilization, a work which is in the first place religious; for there is no 
true civilization without moral civilization and there is no true moral civilization 
without the true religion."• Here the Holy Father put his finger unerringly on a 
weakness of conjoint intercredal co-operation which no amount of argument ca.n 
explain away. Social reform is absolutely meaningless without moral principles 
and moral principles will be partial, vague, and unsatisfactory unless they are the 
principles of-not some vague interconfessional code, but (in Pope Pius' words) 
of "the true religion." I find it hard to square the papal attitude with Fath~r 
Murray's proposal for "a common ground" or "a common affirmation" which 15 

2 AAS, IV (1912), 715. 
• AAS, V (1913), 18. 
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to be "the basis of a socio-religious unity" (p. 274). I think I appreciate the full 
force of Father Murray's argument. The truths which Protestants can accept 
along with us as "a common ground" are nevertheless still truths. In themselves 
they are no less true because they are not all the truth. There is force in this line 
of reasoning. Doubtless the leaders of the Sillon would have argued in the same 
Way; yet their position was not approved by the Holy See. The catch, I suppose, 
is that half the truth can sometimes be as misleading as a positive error. Society 
is so bewilderingly complex that even to begin to see our way we need to mobilize 
every iota of truth at our disposal. An intercredal movement which uses only part 
of God's truth is basically unsatisfactory. A Catholic who agrees to discuss social 
questions with Protestants on the basis of "a common ground" tacitly agrees to 
keep in the background a part of his integral Catholic doctrine. Pope Pius put 
the difficulty neatly and not without a certain delicate irony: "What is lo be 
thought of the Catholic who on entering his study club checks his Catholicism at 
the door so as not to startle his comrades?"5 

Except in one very exceptional instance the Holy See has consistently disap
Provcd conjoint intercredal co-operation for social goals. Therefore we arc forced 
to conclude that the co-operation which the Pope wants is parallel co-operation. 
And why not? The latter variety preserves the purity of integral Catholic social 
doctrine and there is no reason why it need be inefficient. Indeed, it is the very 
sort of co-operation for social goals which we are used to in a democracy. When
ever an important measure comes before Congress it is quite usual to find half a 
dozen independent organizations co-operating to advocate or oppose it. Would 
these be necessarily more efficient if they fused themselves into a single super
organization? I am not sure they would. Up to a certain point the larger an 
organization is, the more c!Icctive it is. Beyond that point it becomes unwieldy. 
Catholics in the United States are a minority, but not a tiny minority. There 
~re enough of us to make our influence on society felt if our organizations co-operate 
intelligently with non-Catholic groups through parallel co-operation. 

From Father Parsons and Father Murray I get the impression that they feel 
that Catholics in the Uni ted States have been ineffective in social matters because 
we have been too little co-operative with non-Catholics. Strangely enough, my 
own view is precisely the opposite. We have been inelicctive because we have 
been too uncritically co-operative. We have been so feverishly anxious to co
operate with liberals and all sorts of people that we have kept our distinctively 
Catholic social doctrine in the background. To the general public we have not 
~rnphasized our faith in supernatural means, in all that is distinctively Catholic 
;n the Encyclicals. Our Catholic social doctrine, as presented by many of our 
eaders, must appear to outsiders as a sort of expurgated liberalism. 

This is the wrong policy. What we need to do is to become more aggressively 
Catholic, not less so. Without any dilution of our doctrine, without any apology 

1 
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for the hard sayings in our social doctrine, let us exhibit the full beauty of our 
teaching to our non-Catholic brethren. Once our doctrine has been presented 
fully-not apologetically, not partially, but fully-they will rally to our side. 
Then there will be real co-operation. After all, if you will reread the texts quoted 
by Father Parsons you will see that what the Holy See asks for is not that Catholics 
should co-operate with non-Catholics, but rather vice versa, that non-Catholics 
should co-operate wilh us. That seems to me to be a pretty good idea! 

To THE EmToR: 

PAUL lIAm.Y FURFEY 

CATIIOUC U:-"IVERSITY OF AMERICA 

WASHL~GT0:-1, D. C. 

I hope I may take advantage of the fact that I gel an advance look at the ma
terial you publish? My immediate wish is to thank Dr. Furfey for the measure of 
agreement he gives to somP views expressed by mysell. His disagreements, so 
courteously phrased, are likewise valuable. These few comments are ventured 
with a view, not to controversy, but to the clarification of my own position. 

First, I must clarify my assertion that an immediately necessary, though not i.o 
itsell adequate solution for today's spiritual crisis in the temporal order lies in a 
common agreement on certain principles that would form the basis of a religio
social unity. Not only do I think that this idea can be squared with papal teach· 
ing; I am also convinced that it is an important part of the papal teaching todaY• 
As such I proposed it, though without chapter and verse. Assuredly, I was not 
thinking of common agreement on the partial, vague, and unsatisfactory principles 
of some interconfcssional code. (Interesting how, when co-operation is mentionccl, 
the idea of vague interconfessional codes, sentimental fraternity, etc., comes to 
mind. I s it that, as Dr. Furfey implies, so many of our concepts arc taken un· 
critically from our milieu? Yet there is, I think, a Catholic concept of co-operation, 
to be derived from our own sources. It has nothing to do with confessional neu
trality, nor is it apt to encourage that conformism on the part of Catholics with 
prevalent ideas of which, as Dr. Furfey rightly suggests, we have had too much,) 
As a matter of fact, I was thinking of the four sets of five points which Pius :xJJ 
has proposed for "the order and pacification of human society," in his successiv~ 
Christmas allocutions. I was thinking, too, of the large section of the Summ' 
Pontificalus in which the disorders of our times arc analyzed in terms of the natural 
law. 

I think that these sets of points were explicitly proposed for common agreemen~ 
and that we were commissioned to seek agreement on them by their intelligent all 

patient explanation. It has often been noted that none of these points derives et· 
plicitly from divine revelation as such; they are all of what we call the natural order 
Obviously, in proposing them for common agreement, our Holy Father was not 
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