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Unity, Charity, and Fraternity:

Father Michael McGivney and the Founding of the Knights of Columbus

Kathleen Bruno



During the late Nineteenth Century, anti-Catholic organizations silentgpated
members of the Catholic Church in Americ®ften, these groups did not use violence, but
viewed Catholics as inferior, trying to remove their religion from soéiefather Michael J.
McGivney, a parish priest at St. Mary’s in New Haven, Connecticut, recognizaddtdor the
Catholic Church in the everyday lives of its members, particularly concerning

the loneliness that ran through displaced populations; the reassessment of théheole of

family in the face of technological advances that progressively dedresdssce on

group living; the pressure to judge self-worth purely on a monetary basis; tlabiditya

of low-cost inebriants with the industrialization of breweries and distidipard a

transient society’s tendency to undermine the adult sense of responsibility,tHee t

increasingly simple and acceptable options of moving far away from inconvenient

obligations®
Father McGivney acknowledged the necessity of a faith-based, frategaalzation for the
members of the parish. From his perspective, “Catholics were objectsepfidige that placed
them at a social and economic disadvant4g€d overcome these obvious obstacles, Father
McGivney created the Order of the Knights of Columbus, a Catholic, fraternal atiamjz
based not on race, but religious tradition. During the 1800s, a multitude of fratereiesoci
existed, offering their members “social and business advantages duriagdifgovision by
insurance for the member’s family after deathThese societies might appeal to Catholic men
searching for a sense of acceptance in America, which McGivney fearedl ¥amise a loss of

faith in their Catholicism. McGivney proposed that the principal objective of tinghks of

Columbus was “to promote the principles of unity and charity, so that the membegaimay

! Maurice Francis Egan and John B. Kennedy, The Knights of Columbus in Peace and War, (New Haven,
Connecticut: Knights of Columbus, 1920), 45.

2 Ibid., 49.

3 Douglas Brinkley and Julie Fenster, Parish Priest: Father Michael McGivney and American Catholicism, (New York,
NY: HarperCollins, 2006), 128.

* The Knights of Columbus in Peace and War, 49.

® Ibid., 50.



strength to bestow charity on each ottfeifather Michael McGivney’s primary concern in
founding the Knights of Columbus was to provide a community organization for Catholicsmen a
an alternative to the “secret societies” of the Nineteenth Century.
Father Michael J. McGivney was born on August 12, 1852, in Waterbury, Connecticut.
His parents, Patrick and Mary McGivney, had immigrated to the UniteesStaim Ireland and
raised thirteen children in Connecticut, only seven of whom surVivkfier attending the
College of St. Hyacinth in Quebec, Canada, Michael McGivney, the oldest of thersgirvivi
children, attended seminary at Our Lady of Angels Seminary in NiagarayYBikk and later at
St. Mary’s College in Montredl. McGivney completed his studies at St. Mary’s Seminary in
Baltimore, Maryland, and was ordained a priest on December 22, 1877 at the Baltimore
Cathedraf. He returned to Connecticut as curate of St. Mary’s Church in New Haven, tise city’
first parish and the state’s second patfstt the age of twenty-nine, after working at St. Mary
Parish for approximately four years, McGivney proposed the idea of anasbteganization for
the Catholic men of the parish. This brotherhood was the beginning of the Knights obG&lum
Michael McGivney understood the trials of discovering “a place to fit in”avhil
remaining both an American and a Cathdtidn one of his first letters concerning the Knights
of Columbus, McGivney wrote that he longed to establish a local sociegBatbolic men who
would be able to “gain strength to aid each other in time of sickness; to provide for deant buri

and render pecuniary assistance to the families of deceased methbafiseh drafting the by-

® Ibid, 165.

" The Knights of Columbus, “Father McGivney,” (2003-2009), www.kofc.org, (accessed 18 April 2009).

¥ The Knights of Columbus, “Father McGivney Video Stream,” (2004-2008), www.fathermcgivney.org (accessed 24
April 2009).

° “Father McGivney,” www.kofc.org.

195t. Mary’s Church, “Saint Mary’s Priory,” (24 September 2009), www.stmarys-priory.com, (7 October 2009).

" parish Priest, 5.

12 McGivney to Ford., “Dear Sir” letter, 1882.



laws of the Knights of Columbus, Father McGivney set up “an age of admission...frot@esig
to fifty years” and included the idea that the organization would need to impleito@listic
ceremonies for its membels.Though the idea for the organization was his, McGivney assigned
leadership to the laymen of the Church, insisting that this was to be an tigsoneade up of
and for Catholic laymen, not the ordained.
The vast majority of the people of the Catholic Church are the laity. Some may look
down upon the laity because they are neither formally ordained nor consecrae@hutch.
This is especially true during the time before the Knights of Columbus, whéaitiie only
responsibility was to “pray, pay and obey”: pray in Church, monetarily boigrio the
Church’s collections, and obey the commandments of' G@&ince the Second Vatican Council
in the 1960s, the Catholic Church states that without the laity, the pastors of the Gimnath c
fully be effective in their ministry”> Together, the ordained, consecrated, and laity are “one in
communion and in ministering; He [Christ] equips her [the Church] with various Q#ts o
hierarchical and charismatic nature, a giving life, soul-like, to eask&=al institutions and
instilling into the hearts of the faithful the same mission spirit which imp&lerist Himself.*°
In Saint Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, Paul describes the Church as a bodyeanthatr(zod
gave some as apostles, others as prophets, others as evangelists, otberssampa
teachers to equip the holy ones for the work of ministry, for building up the body of

Christ...joined and held together by every supporting ligament, with the proper
functioning of each part, brings about the body's growth and builds itself up itf love.

B The Knights of Columbus, Knights of Columbus Finding Aid KC-1-2, (New Haven, Connecticut: Knights of
Columbus), 1.

¥ Charles Whitehead, The Principle Calling and Mission of the Laity, [online] 1996, (accessed 3 November 2009),
http://catholiccharismatic.us/ccc/articles/Whitehead/Whitehead_009.html.

> The Catechism of the Catholic Church, 238.

% ad Gentes, 4.

7 Jean Hiesberger, ed, The New American Bible, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995).



McGivney would “as long as necessary...support the effort as a kind of backbone, but his
ambition was for others to learn how to run” the organizafioBy assigning the laymen of the
Church such leadership, Father McGivney presented an opportunity to the non-om@ained t
become deeply involved in the Church’s activities. McGivney saw the importartoe of t
Catholic laity in the 1880s, before the Catholic Church as a whole acknowledgedeétsivabst

a century later. “In suggesting a plan by which he would work with laymen as equdlagMic
McGivney was crossing into new territory” by proposing the Knights of Colurfibairing

this time, many believed that “a priest held himself at a certain remové&aalittbn suggested it
was elevated remove” from the rest of the |1&ftyin addition, “the fact that it was to be in a civic
setting—and one in which the laymen would hold all of the power—made his project downright
revolutionary.*

The Catholic laity in America, particularly immigrants, experienceéckeae nativism
during the Nineteenth Century. In 1830, there were approximately 318,000 AmeribhahdSat
but in 1870, there were over 3,500,000 American Cath@li¢zearing the Catholic population,
Nativists drew from “hate literature,” some of which was financed anabdly written by
Protestant ministers® Most of this nativism stemmed from the assumption that “the pope
commanded more loyalty from them then the U.S. presidérin’the 1830s and 1840s, anti-
Catholic sentiments exploded. In 1834, after Reverend Lyman Beechergestd&ominister,

delivered a sermon to a mob of nativists in Massachusetts, these nativisésteairf Ursuline

8 parish Priest, 89.

 Ibid., 134.

% Ibid.

! Ibid.

? Ibid., 178.

2 Ch ristopher Kauffman, Patriotism and Fraternalism in the Knights of Columbus, (New York, NY: The Crossroad
Publishing Company, 2001), 7.

% parish Priest, 41.



convent in the same neighborhd@din 1835, Beecher continued his persecution of American
Catholics by publishinglea for the Westa call for united action against the impending crisis
of Catholic immigrants® Some nativists burned Catholic churches in Philadelphia after the
Bishop of Philadelphia successfully appealed to the school board to allow Catholitstade
read the Catholic Bible; during three days of violence, nativists killeg@émir€atholics and
injured over fifty?” Throughout the United States during this time, “the message was simple:
Protestantism was as synonymous with republicanism as Catholicismitvatisloyalty.”®
Some Americans even believed that “Roman Catholicism and Slavery [&eslalnded and
supported on the basis of ignorance and tyranny [they are] therefore, natesahatvery
welfare against liberty and enlightenmefit. Bishop John Carroll of Maryland, the first Bishop
of the United States was known as “one of the grand, staunch, patriotic prelategtiigri
time3° Carroll encouraged Catholic participation in “parish governance by elegtadstees”
and reminded nativists that “Catholics’ ‘blood flowed as freely...to cement lbnie
independence as that of any of their fellow-citizels.”

However, most Protestant Americans believed that anti-Catholicismoeegstable in
the Nineteenth Centuryy. In the 1840s and 1850s, the Whig Party in America, notorious for
their division over slavery, united against the Catholic presence in the anti-Cathnarican
Party. This party, also referred to as the Star-Spangled Banner Restigumded in 1854 and

immediately recognized as a secret society because of itsstitu@ndencied® “Since its

% patriotism and Fraternalism, 7.
%% Ibid.

77 Ibid.

% Ibid.

* Ibid.

* 1bid., 5.

> 1bid.

*2 Ibid., 179.

 Ibid., 8.



members refused to reveal their aims and objectives, it was referred&okasoiv-Nothing
Party.®* The Know-Nothings were focused on “immigrant restrictionism, revision of the
naturalization laws...and the exclusion of immigrants from ever holding offic®uring the
elections of 1854-55, the “Know-Nothing Party gained victories in local, stateedarhf
elections on eleven states, including New York, Massachusetts, and Connectidet; ksnoal-
Nothing victories occurred in Pennsylvania and Mafh&ven area magazines and newspapers
supported the Know-Nothing Partyhe Hartford Curren{sic], a Connecticut newspaper, often
ran articles and editorials “featuring the standard fare of papal carispiraoncerning Catholic
Americans’’ The Know-Nothings survived until the mid-1850s, when the Republican Party
emerged in the United States. To most Catholics, “the suspicion remained thait @edlaolic
vendetta of the 1850s—the Know-Nothing uprising—was only barely submerged” and Wwas stil
prevalent in Americ&®

After the decline of the Know-Nothing Party, the American Protective@daton
(APA) was founded in lowa in the 1880s. Its founder, Henry Francis Bowers Masonic
lecturer who preached against the Catholic vote. The APA was particaadgroed about
“making democracy safe from ‘papal imperialisi"The APA descended from the Know-
Nothing Party. “With the rise of the American Protective Association, amizageon dedicated
to the mid-nineteenth century Know-Nothings’ goal of restricting Cethdom the political
and economic life of the nation,” anti-Catholicism contintfedlembers of the APA pledged to

“struggle against all forms of Romanism” and “swore not to engage in any §&18ith or to

* Ibid.
* Ibid.
* Ibid.
* Ibid.
%8 parish Priest, 178.
3 patriotism and Fraternalism, 11.
40 .
Ibid.



hire any Catholics® Newspapers of the 1880s, sucihs International RevieandThe

Unitarian Reviewpublished articles stating that the teachings of the Catholic Church were “not
in accord with American ideas of Christian moralit§.Father McGivney and the members of

St. Mary’s Parish were aware of the bias against American CathBletermined to combat
anti-Catholicism, McGivney initiated the primary meeting of the KragiitColumbus in New
Haven.

On October 2, 1881, Father McGivney assembled nine male lay parishionerstionaddi
to himself, at an organizational meeting in the basement of St. Mary'siCinukew Haven,
Connecticut, to discuss his idea for a unique, fraternal organization based acamer
patriotism and Catholicism. The group held elections for officers and establiShguieame
Council at their February 2, 1882 meeting, and less than six months later, on March 29, 1882, the
order was incorporated under the laws of the state of Connecti@ertain insurance
companies, such as “Connecticut General, Aetna, Connecticut Mutual, and Braveieered
the country with policies™ However, most working class families did not have insurance
policies from large companies, both for fear of insurance scandals and lackroe needed to
acquire such insurance. McGivney claimed that the Knights of Columbus wa® thugrtg
Catholic action” that was needed in Connectfcut.

McGivney had searched for a Catholic organization within Saint Mary’s Parish tha
would enthusiastically offer the young men of the parish a sense of brotherhood anasuméty

noticed “look[ing] out over the pews...the ranks of the male parishioners were i ¢hin,

* Ibid.

* parish Priest, 178.
* Finding Aid KC-1-1.
* parish Priest, 138.
* Finding Aid KC-1-1.



except for the boys and the old men. St. Mary’s looked like a church in waffink&e”did not
plan to found the Knights of Columbus as an entirely new organization, but McGivney hoped
that he could further aid another fraternal Catholic organization and preventiCatéolfrom
joining secret societies. For instance, in 1878, McGivney attended the initiahgnafethe St.
Joseph’s Young Men'’s Total Abstinence and Literary Society at St. Mary'si&HuiTo
McGivney, the history of Total Abstinence (TA) Societies was much too convoluted: “S
Mary’'s TA society was called St. Joseph’s; St. Patrick’'s was calldda8y’s; and St. John’s

was called St. Aloysuis's® The young men who joined St. Joseph'’s had pledged not to drink
any alcoholic beverages, as the Catholic Church was troubled by alcoholismaddrad aleise
among immigrant groups, particularly Irish-Americ&hsThe members of St. Joseph’s were
workers of the parish, but many, including James Mullen, who would later beconsthe fi
Supreme Knight of the Knights of Columbus, did not join the TA society. He was a liquor
dealer, and did not believe that a man had to give up alcohol in order to belong to a fraternal
society>® Many Catholic men shared his views, and the TA societies became less popular
throughout the 1800%. The TA societies did not offer Catholic men the sense of brotherhood
and excitement that Father McGivney believed was necessary in the Churchajohty of the
primary members of the Knights of Columbus had been involved in Temperance Scaneties
wished to bolster the sense of community and brotherhood that had begun in the TA societies.
Father McGivney understood the short-comings of the Temperance Societiessfrom hi

observations of St. Joseph’s Society. Serving as Supreme Secretaryraasl fatpreme

*® parish Priest, 83.
Y Ibid., 86.

*® Ibid., 87.

* Ibid.

% Ibid., 122.

> 1bid.



Chaplain of the Order of the Knights of Columbus, McGivney was free to offer geidarnmts
members without domination of the organizatidn.

In choosing the name for the new brotherhood, McGivney first proposed the “Sons of
Columbus” to relate the order to the Italian explorer Christopher Columbus, aghthey
courageous, fervent, valiant—and Catholic—discoverer of Amatidehe society came into
being ten years before the four hundred year anniversary of Columbus’ discoMenytof
America, and McGivney saw the irony that Protestant Americans viewed Badusas a national
hero, yet still held prejudices against American Catholics; “even in theCatholic climate of
the late nineteenth century, Columbus figured as a national Hefihe men agreed that the
council of the Knights of Columbus was to be named the San Salvador Council aftet the firs
island that Columbus landed on when he discovered the New World. However, for a multitude
of reasons, McGivney chose to replace the word “Sons” with “Knights.” Eash of the
original members, with the exception of Father McGivney and Father Piatidkr, the pastor
of St. Mary Church during this time, belonged to the Red Knights, an Irish Cathoht soci
organization founded in 1874 by members of the Sarsfield Guards. These men belonged to a
Connecticut National Guard militia unit whose “general goal [was] the adveemteand mutual
improvement of the young men of our race...[and] to bring about an acquaintance and maintain a
feeling of brotherly love between young men of our raée&lthough McGivney explicitly
states that the Knights were neither a continuation of nor affiliation of the Rgttknihey
helped form the order because of their “strong will.” According to Daniel€lblthe historian

of the order, McGivney met with a representative from the Red Knights to work abawtion

>? Finding Aid KC-1-2.

>* Finding Aid KC-1-1.

>* parish Priest, 146.

> Ch ristopher Kauffman, Faith and Fraternalism: The History of the Knights of Columbus 1882-1982, (New York:
Harper and Row, 1982), 10.
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when attempting to launch the ord@rSecond, as suggested by James T. Mullen, the
parishioner who would later become the first Supreme Knight of the Knights of Coluimbus, t
title “Knights” evoked a certain ideal of nobleness and patriotism. These “knidaéls...of
spirituality and service to the Church, country, and fellow man” were McGwgeyntessential
ideals for the ordet. According to the original founders, the Knights were

designed to help Catholic men remain steadfast in their faith through mutual

encouragement, to promote closer ties of fraternity among them, and to set up an

elementary system of insurance so that the widows and children of membersrouthe g

who might die would not find themselves in dire stréfts.

Third, because many Protestant Americans persecuted Catholics,Matigney realized that

this was “a militant struggle against the strong anti-Catholic...sentisteprevalent in

traditional New England society® For these reasons, the Knights of Columbus became the title
for this small group of local laymen wishing to create an organization weyeavould be

accepted and welcomed as Catholics united in brotherhood.

Throughout the Nineteenth Century, before the founding of the Knights of Columbus,
other individual Catholics, as well as Catholic groups, had attempted to coeasivie societies
to ward off anti-Catholicism and provide insurance for their members. One oktiwsges,
the Irish Catholic Benevolent Union, or I.C.B.U., attempted to create a Hairgaaization of
insurance benefits to provide financial assistance to Catholic familie were struggling
economically, either because the father was suffering from sicknesd dieldaand the family

did not have money to pay for the bufialBecause of the common need for insurance,

particularly for life insurance, “there were hundreds of smaller deatbflh and burial societies

*® Daniel Colwell, “The Knights of Columbus,” The Columbiad, January 1910.

> The Knights of Columbus, Knights of Columbus Archival Finding Aid KC-1-1, (New Haven, Connecticut: Knights of
Columbus), 1.

*® Ibid.

> Faith and Fraternalism, 17.

* Ibid., 9.



11

among Catholic immigrant groups [besides the Catholic fraternal insuracie@ess]” for one
distinct reason: to provide economic aid for burying the breadwinner of a fimlighough
the Knights of Columbus was not the first Catholic fraternal organization, it was wamdueell
supported; the membership in the order and recognition of the association easilsesltipas
similar societie§? Father McGivney “didn’t think of himself as an Irishman, not even a part-
time one. His parents had brought him up as an American. That was how he regarded his
parishioners, too, even the many who had been born in Kerry, Derry, or Donegal: ahsiéric
By focusing less on the ties to the Old-World and more on American patriotism anmovi
forward in the country, the Knights of Columbus would expand from one council in Connecticut
to an internationally renowned Catholic fraternal organization. Cathol&ts ary’s Church
had attempted to integrate themselves seamlessly into American laleiespbiut still faced
many prejudices as Irish-Catholic immigrants.

In the Nineteenth Century, many Catholic workers were affiliatéla aviabor union
known as the Knights of Labor. In a time where the working class needed {geltibeing and
job security,” the Knights of Labor attempted to offer Catholic workers $o@reated to
withstand and oppose the anti-labor attitudes of capitalists during this time, theskafidtabor
appealed mainly to Irish immigrants, who were experiencing both nativisrmésdtzor
sentiment$® Founded in 1869 in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, by Uriah Stephens, the
organization became prominent in 1879 under the leadership of Terrance V. Powderly, a devout
Catholic. Many Catholics, including some American Bishops, agreed that a latonwas

imperative, as “the Capitalists made it necessary for working men tonjarganization for

*! Ibid.

* Ibid.

% parish Priest, 85.

Z Henry J. Browne, The Catholic Church and the Knights of Labor, (New York: Arno Press, 1976), xvii.
Ibid., 35.
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their own safety® Unfortunately, many American Bishops spoke out against Powderly’s
position, as he “knew the teaching of the Church on such societies [as the Knightsrpf tabo
The Catholic Church nearly condemned the Knights of Labor as a secréy beciause it
forced its members’ involvement in ceremonial rituals, contained a demhacdtan oath of
secrecy on the Bible, and upheld the “practical means of enforcing seérdoy impenetrable
veil of ritual, sign grip and passwort” These rituals were contained in a booklet titled
“Adelphon Kruptos” (“Secret Brotherhood”), which was distributed to all memidetise
Knights of Labor, so that each could memorize the “Secret Work and Instructiaghg’ of
society®®

During the late-Nineteenth Century, the Catholic Church in America andnilgat& of
Labor were constantly at odds. The Knights of Labor discovered that if the seanstyned
secret, it would hinder its own purpose of aiding the workers as a labor union. E.A. Stevens, a
Chicago member of the Knights of Labor, advised Powderly that there wereidqaedtreal
interest tdabor which should take up [their] time,” rather than questions on Scripture or secrecy,
and members from within the organization began reform of the sé€iggwderly himself
advised against an oath in the organization, and pressure from Catholics within thts Khig
Labor also aided in the abolishment of the oath in 1881 and the public revelation its name on
January 1, 1882 Even with the end of ultimate secrecy, the Holy See continued to condemn
the Knights of Labor in the United States. In 1887, although many American Catholict)dot

laity and clergy, became more accepting of the Knights of Labor, the CinuRdme stood firm

% Ibid., xvii, 42.
* Ibid., 40.

% Ibid., 35.

* Ibid., 36.

% 1bid.

" Ibid., 55, 62.



13

in its stance against the organization. Pope Leo XIlII, the reigning Poraifhcdtly condemned
the organization. Fortunately, the Pope met with Cardinal James Gibbons, thAechthishop
of Baltimore, on February 16, 1887, at the Vatican to discuss the officialgmositthe Catholic
Church on the Knights of Labéf. Gibbons was able to convince Pope Leo XlII that
involvement in labor unions was a necessity to prevent the exploitation of Catholiers® In
his defense of the union, Gibbons stated “that besides involving dangers for the Church and
being impossible to enforce, a condemnation of the Knights [of Labor] was unngaessar
would be wasted...because...the form of the Order had so little promise of permAiielnce.
the interest of Catholic workers, Pope Leo XllIl withdrew his condemnation of lgians,
specifically the Knights of Labor, and many Catholics came to view Cai@ibabns as a
supporter of foreign-born Catholic workérs However, the Catholic Church still held its
position against other secret societies in America.

Another one of these organizations, the Ancient Order of the Foresters, also simply
known as the Foresters, was a secular society based on “Robin Hood and hifsiclennien.”®
Father McGivney had attempted to incorporate the St. Joseph’s Total Abstineraty Boxithe
Foresters in 1881, but the Bishop Lawrence McMahon, the Bishop of Hartford, denied his
request to merge the two distinct socieffesln its understanding of this order, the Catholic
Church considered the Foresters a “secret” society because of thdr soctrind® Soon after
receiving McMahon's response, McGivney became aware of the obvious tensioarb#tere

Foresters and the Catholic Church. When McGivney refused to allow the Forestaring

72 Ibid., 235.

2 Ibid.

" Ibid., 241.

’> Faith and Fraternalism, 85.
"8 Ibid., 12.

7 Ibid.

78 Ibid.
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their societal badges, into St. Mary'’s for the funeral of one of their Cathehabers, the society
“turned right around” and “decided not to attend the funeral at all, not without their bddges.”
McGivney believed that the Foresters placed “a higher value on a bunch of badges™than on
chosen church of their deceased friefftl \When McGivney learned that Reverend Patrick J.
Ford, a priest in Meriden, Connecticut, was considering joining the FaegsteGivney wrote
to him, expressing his “sorrow” that Ford would consider seriously supporting tretdferas
an organizatioi* Father McGivney then observed the need for the Knights’ expansion through
multiple councils throughout Connecticut. If there already was a “Catholic oagjanizimilar
to the one he envisioned, then there would be no need to start from st atdthdugh certain
other fraternal societies did exist during the Nineteenth Century, McGomag not find one of
these societies which had the necessary amount of enthusiasm or loyalitg fneembers that
he believed was necessary for a successful organization. Afraid that Gatnalild turn to
secret societies instead, this only further convinced Father McGivney thatearsoch as the
Knights of Columbus was imperative to the Catholic community.

Beginning in the 1870s, secret societies in America had burst forth, attenapgjaim
members, particularly from the immigrant working class and lower sifalee American
people. The membership of these societies exploded from “a couple of thousand to more than
five million” from the years 1880 to 190%. In order to prevent members of the Catholic Church
from joining any secret societies, McGivney wrote that an organization cabip&o any one of
these societies must be created. Many clergy presented scrutiniaisgtamts against Father

McGivney and the Knights, condemning the organization as a secret soeitylits1 885, a

” parish Priest, 125.

% Ibid.

8 McGivney to Ford, 1882.
8 parish Priest, 138.

® Ibid., 121.
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priest who called himself “Clericus” wrote to t@®nnecticut Catholicthe foremost Catholic
newspaper, denouncing the idea of the Knights of Columbus, particularly taking ifsteewi
concealment of certain laws and ceremonies of the Gtd&lericus” also took issue with
Catholic Bishops approving the organization, since the Church had condemned secret gocietie
the United States prior to the Knights’ founding. McGivney articulately e pdidnis

accusations, stating that, although the Knights of Columbus held “rites unknown to tfge pryi
public, any priest was allowed to attend any meeting” of the organization tiref§j He
countered the second attack against the Bishop by citing that Bishop McMahon hagivanly “
permission” to the society and had not “approved the offetlsing a slight technicality to his
advantage, Father McGivney deftly defended the Knights of Columbus fromatcogf a
secret society. After this trial and defense of the organization, numbersOndiiesurged. By
1890, in a span of less than a decade, 6,000 Catholic men joined the ranks of the Knights of
Columbus in Connecticut, and the membership continued to increase steadily, eveatladter F
McGivney's deatff’ By 1892, the Knights of Columbus had spread beyond the Connecticut
border into Rhode Island, and by 1899, the Order had one council in Ginada.

Secret societies were prevalent in nineteenth-century America, aniymégG fear
stemmed from the controlling nature of these societies. What constitute@ty sscisecret”
included “rituals, incantations, and signs known only memB&rétcording to Brinkley,
McGivney believed that “secret societies were distracting at best-seamifegious when taken

to their extreme...the Church had no use for them and specifically forbade Gatboli

8 Faith and Fraternalism, 48.

& parish Priest, 226.

® Faith and Fraternalism, 49.

8 parish Priest, 252.

% The Knights of Columbus in Peace and War, 61, 75.
8 parish Priest, 85.
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participate in secret ritual8® McGivney feared that certain secret societies, specifically the
Protestant Freemasons, might attempt to take Catholic men into their rankstahd men,
yearning for acceptance and brotherhood, might join one of these perilous secrettoyeni
McGivney wrote that he believed the primary object of the Knights was to “prpgepte from
entering secret societies by offering the same, if not better, advantefgeeir] members®
Secret societies had been a part of the American colonies’ culture srt€eglsh rule.
Originating in Great Britain, the Freemasons are members of dysth@eis over three hundred
years old’? First begun as a Roman Catholic trade guild for masons in Great Britain, the
aristocracy soon took over the institution, creating an enormous non-Christiarssei@st,
which is divided into individual Lodges under one Grand Lotig&he Freemasons have many
offshoots, including the Royal Masonic Institution for Girls, the Royal Madostdution for
Boys, the Royal Masonic Benevolent Institution, the Royal Masonic Hospital, aivthgaanic
Foundation for the Aged and the SfékThis new Freemasonry guild was extremely popular,
with Lodges both in England and the colonies. The Freemasons offered life iesimaluzling
burial funds, to its members. However, many Catholic clergy feared thHatebmasons, who
were “a secret society of men who take the most solemn oaths...who recoghin¢heady
secret signs, and who then extend favours to each other even though this conflittsiwith t
public duties,” might appeal to Catholic m&nThe Freemasons were a secret society,

condemned by the Catholic Church and, in turn, Father McGivney as well.

* Ibid.

91 McGivney to Ford, 1882.

. Stephen Knight, The Brotherhood: The Secret World of the Freemasons, (London: Grafton, 1987), 17

* Ibid., 16.

* Ibid., 3.

» Jasper Ridley, The Freemasons: A History of the World’s Most Powerful Secret Society, (New York: Arcade, 1999),
Xi.
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In 1738, Pope Clement XII “condemned Freemasonry and prohibited Catholics from
affiliating with it or aiding it in any way under penalty of an excommurocgtwhich excludes a
Catholic from any function in the Church, as well as from receiving the Eucfijdristn which
they could be released only by the Holy S¥eWith this statement, the Catholic Church
declared that it “would not tolerate any Catholic remaining in a position “so oppog$ed to t
positive laws of the Church, and so dangerous to the integrity of the ¥aifthe clerical
response in the United States was varied: “Some priests ignored the impetuoicaime
personality and forbade decorated members of such societies to enter chQitieegpriests
ignored the tenets of the Church on the subject and let anyone in, with regaliacut 4t The
Catholic Church was noticeably divided on the controversial issue of secretespert, as a
priest, Father McGivney “could not ignore either sitf8."He did not want any sense of the
Catholic faith to be absent from a society comprised of Catholic men. McGismey al
understood that if these secret societies were the only source of brotherhoolbagitdpéor
Catholic men, it was imperative that the Church have an organization of “a lieely gf
‘brothers’™ to encourage each other in their fafth.

Although McGivney advocated against a society filled with rituals, as hi fedty have
been misinterpreted as a secret society, the first membergdptaith much force that if [they]
intended to have a society, [they] must have one of ritualistic form, that it wasumhl that
would hold the men together...and on motion it was voted...a ritualistic sotiétyn’order to

be a privileged society, the Knights felt that the organization was in neddads$ rofficial

% ccc, 878.
*7 The Catholic Church and the Knights of Labor, 7.
98 .
Ibid., 9.
% parish Priest, 127.
% 1pid.
' pid., 128.
2 1bid., 148.
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colors, and a hierarchy of Knights. Unlike the previous societies, the Knights of Columbus
needed to “operate entirely in line with the Church, although officially sepcan it.”%* This
presented a challenge to the organization. When the members of the laityetisagaspects
of the Order, they could not appeal to the Catholic Church for a ruling. McGivney obdaaved t
the majority of obstacles actually came from within the Order and tth®l@aChurch'®* The
Knights were unable to add members to the organization when the internal meoutbesot
agree with each other on mundane issues. Bart Healy, an original member wigthts, K
withdrew from the Order because “he never knew a society to prosper which lest atpts
head.*® In addition, some priests also criticized the Knights of Columbus throughout its
formation. They callously compared Father McGivney to “a shadow bishop”ated $hat he
was attempting to gain the support of the Knights of Columbus to create “his ownlaseéin
Connecticut® Amid this criticism, Father McGivney offered to resign, but his faithful
parishioners refused; they understood that “the Knights of Columbus was the caestetalbs
heart...[he had to] try to keep the group together and moving forafdcGivney saw that the
Order’s permanence was not just a fanciful idea; if the Knights of Columbus @aericome
criticism and attacks, it would continue to prosper throughout the next century.

Today, the Knights of Columbus includes over 1.7 million members, with councils
located in each state and throughout the world. According to the Order, “theKwoiight
Columbus has grown from several members in one council to more than 13,000 councils and 1.7
million members throughout the United States, Canada, the Philippines, Mexico, Poland, the

Dominican Republic, Puerto Rico, Panama, the Bahamas, the Virgin Islands, Culem&3aia

1% 1pid., 149.

%% 1bid., 160.
% 1pid., 174.
1% 1pid., 172.
97 1bid., 175.
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Guam and Saipart® Members of the Knights believe that “the proudest boast of all time is...‘I
am an American Catholic citizen**® The Knights have continued to demonstrate their
founding ideals of unity, charity, and fraternity throughout the Twentieth- and Tiiestty-
Centuries. The Order still offers affordable life insurance coverabelasships and

fellowships, and financial assistance to its members and their famfli&s2009 alone, the
Knights added over 22,000 men to the organizatibn.

In 1997, over one hundred years after McGivney's death, Daniel Cronin, the former
Archbishop of Hartford, was instrumental in bringing McGivney’s case for cartmmazato
sainthood before the Vaticat? The process of sainthood is complicated and lengthy. Each
candidate for sainthood must have his or her case “proven” to the Vatican. Tregjtirstment
is one miracle attributed to the candidate after his or her death. After @eennsrproven, the
person “Blessed” through beatification. In 2008, the Holy See proclaimed Fattaviédy
“Venerable Servant of God,” and, if the Pope declares him beatified, McGivneyevdkclared
“Blessed.™® With confirmation of a second miracle attributed to the priest, he may be declared
a saint. If this occurs, “McGivney would be the first American-born parigstio be
canonized.*** McGivney’s influence on Catholicism in the United States is still prominent. The
Knights of Columbus continues his works today. The Knights continue to fund institutions and
memorials in the name of their founder, such as the Father McGivney CentantmrCare at
the Hospital of Saint Raphael in New Haven, Connecticut; the McGivney Hall @athelic

University of America in Washington, D.C.; the Father Michael J. McGivrayéard in

108 Knights of Columbus, www.kofc.org.

9 patriotism and Fraternalism, 3.
1o Knights of Columbus, www.kofc.org.
111 .
Ibid.
12 parish Priest, 256.
Knights of Columbus, www.fathermcgivney.org.
Parish Priest, 257.

1
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Waterbury, Connecticut; and the McGivney House in British ColuiBiaindoubtedly,
McGivney'’s vision of a fraternal brotherhood for Catholic men has truly beegmeedl in the

Knights of Columbus.

1 Knights of Columbus, www.fathermichaelmcgivney.org.
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Appendix

Father Michael McGivney (cover &farish Pries}

The Nine Original Members of the Knights of Columbus and Father McGiaash Pries}
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Supreme Council Headquarters, New Haven, Connecticut (Knights of Columbus ebsite

This cartoon, which depicts the light of liberry threatened by the darkness of
“popery,” was a warning against Catholics who feigned patriotism to advance
“papal power.” Cartoon by Wm. Lloyd Clark, Rail Splitrer Press.

Anti-Catholic Propaganddétriotism and Fraternalisin
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Fourth Degree Patriot Awaréétriotism and Fraternalisin

Brotherhood

CCORDING to the Master's plan,
Ours is a Brorueruoon of Man;
Yer. as we tread life's busy way.
Seeking success from day to day.
Ilow prone are we to scan and note
In our brother's eve the mote;
Whereas, if we were just and kind,
Withholding judgment and trying to find
Some gond behind that outer veil,
I warrant our efforts would not fail.
In every soul there is a spark
Of goodness shining through the dark.
“Tis the duty of cach faithful Knight,
With strong endeavor to seek that light ;
With patience and kindness trying to sow
The sced of charity, and show
The world we are doing all we can
To strengthen the BroTHErRHOOD of Man.
Shoulder to shoulder, as the Knights of
old
Faith and justice and truth to uphold.
While our aim shall alwavs be.
As valiant Knights of the K. of C,
According to our Master's plan,
To fuster the Broruernooo of Man.
—William L. Kelly, Council No. 120,
Boston. Mass.

“Brotherhood” (from Knights of Columbus Archives)



The Knights

First meeting of the Order—Determination to have ritualistic ceremonies—The
adoption of a name
By Danicl Colwell, Historian of the Order

(Continued from last isue )

of Columbus

N response to an invitation extended personally

by Father McGivney and the writer, a meeting
of what may be properly termed the faithful few
(for even in our carly days, there were thuse who
dropped from the enterprise through lack of con-
fidence in the success of the movement) was held
at my office, 157 Charch street, in the city of New
Haven, February 2, 1882. There wcre present at
this meeting Rev. M. J. McGivney. James T. Mullen,
Daniel Colwell. William H. Sellwood, William M.
Geary, Michael E. Tracy, John Tracy and James
T. McMaheon,

Michael E. Tracy called the mceting to_order, and
on motion James T. Mullen was made Chairman.

The first subject taken up was the selection of a
name for the new society. Father McGivney sug-
gested as a name “Sons of Columbus,” stating that
by the adoption of this name. we would be in-
dicating in a way the Cathol. d American char-
acter and tendency of the Order. James T. Mullen
took the floer, and in his remarks said that if he
understood the situation corrcetly, the new society
was to be a ritualistic onc® 1{ such were the case,
he would offer an amendment to Father MceGivney's
suggestion, and that the society should be known
as the Kuights of Columbus.

The precipitation of a ritual ar ceremonials for the
socicly was considered of sufficient importance to in-
duce the mecting to temporuarily set aside the ques-
tion of name.

James T. Mullen was requested to outline his idens
of a ceremonial and the nb; ct  he proposed to
gain through the same. He showed in his convincing
way the success attained by various non-Catholic
organizations which had availed of the uses of a
ritual, and drew attention to the short life usvally at-
iending organizations where ceremonials were lack-
ing. He believed that an initiation, with proper cere-
monies, was indispensible to success. and that the
adoption of a ritual appealed to him with great foree,
and was undoubtedly the wisest course to pursue:
that a ceremonial based or founded on Catholic-
American subjects would prove successful. Tt woull
serve lo attract to the membership beyond any other
scheme, and would be productive of a praiseworthy
ambition by members in conferring the degrees or
sections,

The theme, he said, should be along educational
lines, which would embrace social features not found
in cold and formal societies. JMr. Mullen believed
that a call had reached the observant Cathalic layman
in behalf of many young Catholic men, who were
daily entering prohibited organizations, and the best
remedy was a suitable substitute.

In order to impress this fact upon his hearers, he
cited the case of a young man of his own acquaintance,
a clever and singularly successful business man, who
was held in high csteem by the business people of
the city and state. This young man had had a good
Catholic father and mother, and a good early Catho-
lic training. His business brought him into daily
contact with other men at homc and abroad, and
often, when away from home, after the campletion
of the day's work, he had only his hotel or the
theatres to visit, and in consequence was often very
lonely. Not so with his fellow salesmen, many of
whom were members of societies of a general or
national extent. These men would visit the lodges of
the societies of which they were members, and on their
return to the hotel, recite the pl and often-

mittee. The Chairman announced that he had ap-
pointed Daniel Colwell as said committee, and re-
quested Mr. Colwell to expedite the preparation of
articles of incorporation. in erder that the same
e considered and passed wpon_by General Assembly
of the State, then in_session. The meeting adjourned
subject to call of the Chair.

All the carlicr gatherings were simply conferences,
having in view the formation of a fraternal benefit
society.

The meeting of February 2. 1882, must be regarded
as the first meeting of the Order of the Knights of
Columbus.

REV. M. ). McCIVNEY

Father Hecker, The Citizen
(Continued from page 5.3
works Judge O'Sullivan has described 1o you to-
night.

My friends. I am not herc to discuss or describe
the spiritual fruits of Father Hecker's career. I
want to point your attention now to the wonderful
services he has rendered this country as ome of its
citizens. All his_ letters and diaries show from the
very beginning his appreciation of the fact that there
was but one force which could keep this country
republican, and thdt Catholicism. The collapse of
the democratic movement throughout Europe, irre-
ligious as it was, confirmed his belief. Ile knew this
was the most successful government the world had
ever seen; but what was its essence? Why, it was
built upon confidence that men could be entrusted
with power, and that they would not abuse it; that
they could be entrusted with powers to govern, which
powers would not be abused by the majority. who are
always poor, to the plunder and oppression of the
rich, who are always a minority.

Based on Revelation
'l'ha( was in confict with all the notions of all the

times profits that ~ame to them through their identi-
fications with their membership.  These stories. or
repeated, finally overcame the scruples of the friend,
and he at last joined one of the prohibited societies.
He regretted his action, and said that if the Catholic
men had an organization of similar nature, he would
never have entered the prohibited ranks; that the
establishment of such an institution would put an
end to such lapses, greater in number than was gener-
ally known, on the part of Catholic men.

Mr. Mullen continued: “Let this new organization
be the medium (llrougl| which the need or remedy
may be applied.” The speaker closed his remarks by
saying: “I believe we have a grand mission before us:
a rarc opportunity to uplift and exalt from a Catholic
layman’s point of view, our fellow men."

Tather McGivney concurred, as did others, in all
Mr. Mullen had said, and it was voted that the new
socicty should have ritualistic ceremonies, provided
that_no objection should be raised by Church au-
thorities,

Father McGivney volunteered to take the matter
up with his Lordship, Bishop McMalon, at Hartford,
at once.
important subject having been concluded, the
mceting took up the subject of a name.

T'\ﬂmr MecGivney stated th:u after having hecard

Mullen's reasons, he was in favor of the name
as \[ullcn had suggested. and it was then and there
voted that the organization be known as the “Knights
of Columbus.”

Danicl Colwell stated that it was necessary that
the organization be incorporated under the laws of
the State of Connecticut, and advised that a com-
mittee be appointed to draw up the articles for pre-
sentation to the Legislature, then in session.

It was voted that Mr. Mullen appoint such com-

t ever wrote. The very essence of
every philosophy that dealt with government was
that man was so depraved that he could be restrained
from mkmg his neighbor’s goods only by fear—fear
of punishment, fear of prison, fear of torture, fear
of death. And Father Hecker asked himself where,
then, do we find the first suggestion of this idea
that man is necessarily depraved, but that also he is
capable of wonderful improvement; and. as his works
show, he found it in the revelation which came from
the very throne of God through the very lips of His
Son—the first suggestion ever made upon this
that man was capable of infinite perfectibil i
in thc Gospel of Jesus Christ.
there was not a single manifestation of virtue

or excelinme that He made as Man throughout Tis
whole life that you or I or any human being that
ever lived could not imitate in our lives. True. His
divine perfection no one could hape to equal: but all
could strive to imitate it. and in the endeavor to
imitate it we must improve ourselves immensely.
That was the origin, as Judge O Sunllivan has sug-
gested to-night, of this demncratic government nn-
der which we live and under which we prosper. We
find it not in any monument of human wisdom. not
in any charter of human liberty extorted from some
tottering tyrant or established by force of arms on 2
battlefield : but we find it in the word preached by the
shore of the Sea of Galilee—the word which had for
its fundamental feature the truth that all men were
equal in the sight of God. Of that truth the neces-
sary fruit was a_government which had for its cor-
nerstone the political belicf that all men are equal
in the sight of the law. 2

From the hour that the Gospel of Christ was
reached. the dawn of republicanism was incvitable,
rue, the process was slow. But Father Hecker
realized, when secing it here in its splendor and in

Knights of Columbus Article (Knights of Columbus Archives)
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