
A letter of His Holiness Leo XIII to His Eminence Cardinal John
Gibbons, Archbishop of Baltimore, concerning certain views to which

some have applied the term ‘Americanism’. 22nd January 1899.
We send you this letter as evidence of Our good-will towards you, your episcopal colleagues and 
the entire American people, which We have never ceased to profess throughout Our pontificate; and
with good reason, given the great growth of your church, and your very proper conduct, which has 
been so effective in defending and promoting the Catholic interest. Indeed We have often been 
struck with admiration and amazement at your great gift for rousing yourselves to, and pressing on 
with, every task that furthers the good of humanity and adds to the glory of your nation. — The 
purpose of this letter, though, is not to reconfirm the praise that you have received on many other 
occasions, but rather to point out some things that you need to guard against, and some that you 
need to correct. Nevertheless, We write it with the very same apostolic love with which We have 
always supported your progress, and often written to you. Therefore We have every hope that you 
will judge it no lesser a demonstration of Our affection than Our previous letters; not least because 
We have penned it to resolve some points of contention which have lately arisen amongst you, and 
which have unsettled, if not all, then at least many, minds amongst you, seriously disturbing the 
peace.

It has come to your attention, Our dear child, that a book about the life of Isaac Thomas Hacker has 
stirred up significant controversy, thanks especially to the work of its foreign language editors and 
translators. This controversy concerns certain opinions that it puts forth about the Christian rule of 
life. Hence We wanted to address a more thorough discourse to you about the entire matter; for it is 
the supreme duty of Our Apostolate to guard the integrity of the faith, and the peace of mind of the 
faithful.

The premise of the novel opinions mentioned above is really this: that, the better to convert 
dissenters from the Catholic faith, the Church ought to bring herself a little closer into line with the 
spirit of this advanced age, to relax her ancient severity, and to be more open to those sentiments 
and ways of thinking that have, of late, become popular. Yet many have understood this claim as 
relating not only to the rule of life, but also to the doctrines that form the deposit of the faith. For its 
proponents argue that the Church could be more appealing to those who dissent from her if it could 
drop certain points of its teachings—ones, as it were, of less weight—or at least soften them, so as 
to make them mean something other than what the Church has always held them to mean. — Well, 
Our dear child, it takes but a few words to show the error of this thinking; one need only look to the 
source and rationale of the Church’s tradition on these points. See the Vatican Council on the 
subject:

Nor is the doctrine of the faith, which God has revealed, put forth as a philosophical 
discovery, to be perfected by human wit; no, it is the divine deposit of the Bride of 
Christ, handed down to us. It is to be faithfully guarded, and infallibly declared: when 
once Holy Mother Church has declared the true sense of a sacred dogma, then that is the
sense that should always be kept to. We should never later resile from that sense— not 
even under the guise of some supposedly deeper new understanding. (Const. de Fid. 
Cath. C. 4). 

Nor is one entirely blameless if one keeps silent, deliberately passing over some of the principles of 
Catholic doctrine, letting them be obscured until they are forgotten. For the author of all truths—the



whole range that Christian teaching has embraced—is one and the same: ‘the only begotten Son, 
who is in the bosom of the Father’ (John 1.18). These truths are suited to all times and peoples, as 
we can infer from the words which Christ himself addressed to his apostles: ‘Go forth, teach 
everyone; teach all peoples to observe all that I have taught you; and I will be with you every day, 
until the end of the age’ (Matthew 28.19). For this reason the Vatican Council says similarly:

The divine, catholic faith requires one to believe as follows. If something is part of the 
written word of God, or the word of God as handed down to us, and the Church 
declares, either by a solemn judgement or by the universal and ordinary Magisterium, 
that one should believe that it is of divine revelation, then one should believe in it. 
(Const. de Fid. Cath. C. 3).

Then perish the thought that someone should subtract anything from the doctrine that has been 
handed on to us divinely! or omit any of it—whatever his reason for doing so! Anyone who does so 
means not so much to bring dissenters into the church, as to tear Catholics away from it. For sure, 
let all those who have wandered far from the sheepfold of Christ return to it; there is nothing We 
would rather see. But let them come by no other route than that which Christ himself has shown us. 
Nevertheless, the rules of life given to Catholics are not such that they can never be adapted to 
different times and places. — Indeed the Church, taking after her Maker, has a genius for clemency 
and mercy. Hence from her very beginning, she has eagerly lived out Paul’s declaration: ‘I am 
become all things to all people, that I might save all’. — Yet the history of every past age bears 
witness to the fact that this Apostolic See—upon which has been bestowed not only Magisterium, 
but also the supreme government of the whole Church—has, without fail, adhered to ‘the same 
dogma, understood in the same sense’. (Conc. Vatican Ibid. c. 4). Equally, history also shows that it 
has always been the Church’s custom to temper her rules of life; so that—while always upholding 
the Divine Law—the Church has never failed to heed the different customs and mindsets of the 
various nations that she has embraced. If the safety of souls were to demand this tempering today, 
who would doubt that we should undertake it? — But it is not for private individuals to decide 
whether there is a need for this tempering; they are often deceived by a semblance of right. No: this 
is a matter for the judgement of the Church; and every man must accept the fact, if he would rather 
avoid the rebuke of our predecessor Pius VI. For Pius declared proposition 78 of the Synod of 
Pistoia to be injurious to the Church and the Holy Spirit by which She is ruled, in that it subjected 
the declared and approved teaching of the Church to scrutiny, as though the Church were capable of
declaring a useless teaching, or one too burdensome for Christian liberty to endure.

But in the case before us, dear child, the followers of ‘innovative’ ideas advance an opinion yet 
more damaging to Catholic doctrine; one which carries with it a yet greater danger. For they claim 
that a new kind of freedom should be brought in to the Church. The say that the force of her 
authority, and the extent of her oversight, should be substantially curtailed. They say that we should 
afford rather greater license to each member of the faithful to indulge his own inclinations and 
powers of action. As evidence of the need for this change, they adduce the liberty lately introduced 
into the civil states, which now serves almost as those states’ standard of right and wrong—nay, as 
their very foundation. Now, we have already discussed this point in detail in the letters we have sent
to the college of bishops about the foundations of the state. In these letters, we have demonstrated 
the difference between the Church, which is of divine right, and all other associations of people, 
which get their strength from men’s freely willed choices. Hence it only remains to note one 
particular notion, which gets advanced—as if it were actually an argument—in an attempt to 



persuade Catholics of the merits of the new freedom. It runs thus: Now that the Vatican Council has 
made its solemn declaration about the infallible Magisterium of the Roman Pontiff, people need 
concern themselves about it no longer. It is established and secure; therefore, a greater scope for 
thinking and acting is now open to everyone. — But this is clearly an absurd kind of argument. If 
one can draw any conclusion from the fact that the Church possess an infallible Magisterium, it is 
surely that no-one should wish to stray from it; that, on the contrary, every man should devote 
himself to imbibing it and conforming himself to it, the more easily to keep himself safe from all 
private errors. And so, in truth, those who argue as above are but trying to secede from the 
providence of God, which, in willing the authority and Magisterium of the Church to be reaffirmed 
in the more solemn judgement of a Council, has more specifically willed that the Church may thus 
safeguard Catholics’ souls from the dangers of these present times with all the more force. The 
license which everywhere gets mistaken for freedom; the lust for saying anything and railing at 
anyone; what’s more, the opportunity to have any experiences one wants, and to express them in 
literary form: all have poured such deep shadows over everyone’s minds, that there is a greater need
of the Magisterium than previously, in order to prevent people from being lured away from their 
conscience and their duties. — Far be it from Us to reject everything that human ingenuity brings 
forth in our age; on the contrary, whenever through research and hard work we attain to something 
good and true, then that good thing only goes to increase the patrimony of doctrine, and to further 
the cause of public prosperity. We always welcome such things with great pleasure. But if such 
things are to be truly useful, and to have real strength, we must not place them above the wisdom 
and authority of the Church.

Thus we come to the conclusions that are said to follow from the views discussed above. We 
believe that the thinking behind them is not malicious; but even so it surely provokes suspicion. —
First: those who want to strive to attain Christian perfection reject all magisterial authority that lies 
outside themselves, claiming that such authority is superfluous, or less useful even than that. The 
Holy Spirit, they say, is breathing charisms into the souls of the faithful; greater and more fruitful 
charisms than in past ages. He is teaching the faithful and driving them on by an inner instinct, with 
no mediators required. — But We say that it is no little temerity to want to size up the ways by 
which God communicates with men. They depend wholly on his will, and he himself is a most 
generous dispenser of his gifts. ‘The Spirit breaths where it will’ (John 5.7). ‘Grace has been given 
to each one of us, in accordance with the measure of the gift of Christ’ (Eph. 4.7). How could 
anyone who looks to the history of the Apostles, the faith of the nascent church, the struggles and 
deaths of the brave martyrs, indeed to the many past ages so rich with the holiest men—how could 
any such person dare to compare past times to the present, and assert that the former were gifted 
with a lesser effusion of the Holy Spirit? Now, if we leave aside that claim, there is no one who 
would dispute that the Holy Spirit acts in the souls of the just, trickling in internally, and that He 
stirs the just by means of warnings and impulses. Indeed, if He did not do so, then all external 
oversight and Magisterium would be in vain. ‘If anyone affirms that it is possible to accept 
salvation, that is the preaching of the Gospel, without the illumination of the Holy Spirit, who 
provides all men with pleasure in assenting to and believing in the truth, that person is deceived by 
a spirit of heresy’. (The Second Council of Orange, can. 7). Indeed experience shows that, most of 
the time, we need a certain amount of help and, as it were, priming, if we are to perceive these 
warnings and impulses of the Holy Spirit—specifically, we need the help and priming of a 
Magisterium external to ourselves. As Augustine says: ‘The Holy Spirit himself works alongside 
good trees in their bearing of fruit. From without he waters and cultivates the trees, working through



the agency of men; from within, he gives them their growth, working through his own agency.’ (De 
Grat. Christ. c.19). In other words, this is a matter of the ordinary law: God in his providence has 
decided to make it that men are almost always saved by other men; similarly, God has established 
that those whom he calls to a preeminent degree of holiness are to be led to it by men: ‘so that’, as 
Chrysostom puts it, ‘we might learn about God through men’. (Hom. 1. in Inscri. altar.). We can 
draw on an example of this from the very beginnings of the Church. Saul, ‘bristling with menaces 
and slaughter’ (Act. Ap. c. 9). had heard the voice of Christ himself, and had sought his direction: 
‘Lord, what would you have me do?’. Yet he was sent to Ananias in Damascus: ‘Enter the city, and 
there you will be told what you must do’. Added to this is the fact that those who pursue a more 
perfect way of life are more liable to error, for the very reason that they enter upon a path that most 
do not attempt; and so they need a teacher and leader even more than most. — It has always been 
the Church’s practice to provide such teachers; and all those who, through the course of the 
centuries, have flourished in wisdom and sanctity have supported this practice to a man. To reject it 
would not only be reckless, but dangerous.

But if one considers the matter carefully, then—even putting aside all external teaching authority—
one will see that the innovators do not say where this supposedly richer new influx of the Holy 
Spirit ought to lead. — For sure, one certainly always needs the support of the Holy Spirit when one
tries to cultivate the virtues. But here is the problem. Those enamoured of the new ways give an 
excessive priority to the natural virtues, as if they were better fitted to the mores and needs of the 
present age. They say that the most important thing is to excel in these natural virtues, on the 
grounds that they render man readier and prompter of action. — It is difficult indeed to understand 
how those imbued with Christian wisdom can look to the natural virtues before the supernatural, 
and attribute to them a greater effectiveness and fecundity. Will then nature be weaker with grace 
added, than if left to manage by its own power? Did the saints whom the Church heeds and publicly
reveres prove themselves feeble-minded and incapable in the order of nature, just because they 
excelled in the Christian virtues? Besides, even if one is sometimes amazed by outstanding acts of 
the natural virtues, one must ask: What kind of man would he be who truly had the power to keep 
himself in a condition of natural virtue? For who is there that is not rocked by mental turmoil—and 
violently so? To overcome such trials unfailingly, man must have some divine assistance—just as he
must have it to uphold the whole of the law given in the order of nature itself. Indeed, when one 
looks at them more closely, the individual acts of natural virtue that We have mentioned themselves 
often turn out to have only the appearance, not the reality, of virtue. — There is one last point. If 
someone were to want to ‘run in a void’, forgetting the eternal beatitude for which God has destined
us, would he find anything to help him in the natural virtues, except where the gift and strength of 
divine grace were added to them? Augustine explained this well: ‘The strength is mighty, the course
is swift: but it is off the path’. (In Ps. 31, 4). For the nature of man, through its inherited crime, had 
slid into vice and shamefulness; but now grace straightens it out, raises it up and fortifies it with a 
new nobility. And in precisely the same way, the very same grace makes the virtues themselves—
which are exercised not only by natural strength, but also by her help—the same grace, I say, helps 
the virtues to bear the fruits of everlasting life, and to manifest an ever firmer and more reliable 
character.

Hand in hand with the exaltation of natural virtue goes a further idea. This divides all Christian 
virtues into two categories, the passive—as the idea’s proponents say—and the active. They claim 
that the former were more useful in past ages, and that the latter are more suited to the present time. 
— Now, it is obvious what one should think of this division: for there is no such thing as a purely 



passive virtue, nor could there be. “ ‘Virtue’, says St Thomas, “names a certain perfection of 
potential. The purpose of potential is action; and an act of virtue is nothing but a good use of free 
will” (IaIIae a. i.) (that is to say: a use made with the help of God’s grace, if the act is of a 
supernatural virtue). — No one, however, will imagine that some Christian virtues are particularly 
suited to some times, some to others, unless he forgets the words of the Apostle: ‘Them that he 
foreknew, he predestined to be conformed to this image of his son’. Christ is the teacher and 
example of all sanctity; anyone who longs to have a place amongst the ranks of the blessed must 
conform himself to His standard. Now then: Christ does not change with the passing of the ages, but
is ‘the same yesterday and today and for all ages’ (Hebr. 13, 8). The gospel verse is relevant to men 
of all ages: ‘Learn from me: for I am meek and humble of heart’. (Matt. 11, 29). At every point in 
history Christ reveals himself to us as ‘made obedient unto death’ (Philip. 2, 8). The saying of the 
Apostle is always valid: ‘Those who are of Christ have crucified their flesh, with its vices and 
inclinations’. (Galat. V, 24). — Oh if only many more men today cultivated these virtues, like the 
holy men of past ages, who, through self-effacement, obedience and abstinence were ‘powerful of 
word and deed’! Such accomplishments not only advanced religion; they also profitted the people 
and the state.

The position I have discussed, is, so to speak, a contempt of the evangelical virtues, which are 
wrongly labelled as ‘passive’. That the supporters of the novel views share this contempt, we can 
gather from some of their opinions on the vows that religious take. For they say that religious vows 
jar with the spirit of our age, in that they narrow the scope of human freedom. They say that they 
are more suited to weak minds than strong ones; that they most definitely have no value in the 
pursuit of Christian perfection and the good of human society, but rather obstruct and hinder it. — 
But the custom and doctrine of the Church shows how wrong this is: for the Church has always 
been particularly approving of the religious life. Nor without reason! Those who, called by God, are
not content with the duties common to all, but instead, of their own accord, embrace their vocation 
and embark upon following the evangelical counsels, show themselves keen and well-prepared 
soldiers of Christ. Shall we judge this the action of feeble minds? Or think it a useless or harmless 
means to the perfection of life? Those who bind themselves by religious vows, far from throwing 
away their liberty, enjoy a much fuller and nobler liberty, namely that ‘by which Christ has liberated
us’ (Galat. IV,51).

But its detractors also claim that the religious way of life does little or no good for the Church. 
What to say here? Leaving aside the fact that this claim is very offensive to the religious orders, not 
one man will agree with it, if he has but looked at the annals of the Church. Did not Your 
Eminence’s own United States take the beginnings of both its faith and its civilization from the 
pupils of religious families? Indeed your people have recently decreed the public erection of a 
statue to one such person; clearly a laudable decision. — And now—in this very age—how eager, 
how fruitful to the Catholic faith is the industry of the religious communities, wherever they are to 
be found! How they stride forth to water new shores with the gospel, and to widen the bounds of 
civilization, doing so under the greatest stress and danger! From these, no less than from the other 
clergy, the Christian people draw their heralds of the word of God, who help form their conscience; 
the young draw their instructors; and the very Church herself draws her examples of each and every
kind of holiness. — Nor should there be any difference in the amount of praise we give to those 
who follow an active way of life, and to those who, happy in their seclusion, empty themselves 
through prayer and mortification. Anyone who understands something of the power of ‘the 
continual prayer of the just man’ (James 5.16) in placating and winning over the Deity—especially 



when it is combined with bodily mortification—will know just how much the religious have 
deserved, and continue to deserve, from human society.

If, therefore some prefer to form themselves into an association unbound by vows, let them do as 
they wish: this practice will not be new to the Church, nor could one criticise it. But let them 
beware of presenting their association as superior to the religious Orders. On the contrary, given 
that the human race is now rather more prone to delight in gratification than it was previously, we 
should all the more value those who ‘leaving everything behind, have followed Christ’.

One final point, lest I detain you too long. Some are pronouncing that the theory and practice that 
Catholics have hitherto employed when trying to reconvert dissidents ought to be abandoned, and 
new means used henceforth. — On this, Our dear child, suffice it to note that it is imprudent to 
neglect the things that the ancient Church came to approve after long trial, instructed by the 
example of the apostles.  — We have it from God’s own word (Eccli. 17.4) that everyone has a duty
to work to further his neighbours’ salvation, so as his rank and station permits him. And the faithful 
can best carry out this function, as assigned to them by God, through honest behaviour, works of 
Christian charity, and through a ready and enduring habit of prayer to God himself. But the clergy 
should carry it out through insightful preaching of the Gospel, the gravity and splendour of the 
sacraments, and, most especially, by personally representing the kind of doctrine that the Apostle 
passed on to Titus and Timothy. – Of course, if, amongst the various ways of declaring the word of 
God, it sometimes seem best to engage with dissents in some suitable private setting, rather than in 
the church, and to do so in the context of an amicable gathering, rather than something more 
disputatious, then that need not be reproved. But do be sure that, for tasks of that kind, the bishops 
only appoint people who have already shown them their learning and their integrity. – After all, We 
reckon that many in your country dissent from Catholicism more through ignorance than by will: 
perhaps it will sometimes be easier to lead such people to the one sheepfold of Christ by putting the 
truth to them in friendly and familiar tones. And so, Our dear child, from what We have already 
said, it is clear that We cannot approve of those opinions for which some use the term 
‘Americanism’. — For sure, if by that term we mean to point to the particular intellectual qualities 
that adorn the American people, as others do other peoples, then We certainly see no reason to reject
it. This is equally true if we use it to signify the constitution of your United States, or your laws and 
customs. But if the term is to be requisitioned to name the doctrine discussed above—not only to 
designate it, but also to dignify it by association with America—then is there any doubt that our 
Venerable Brothers the Bishops of America will be the first to repudiate it, and condemn it, as a 
thing deeply damaging to them and all their people? For it creates the suspicion that there are 
among you those who would refashion the Church in America, making it different from the Church 
everywhere else. — The Church is one: it has one doctrine and one government, and so is catholic. 
Because God has established its central point, its heart in the Chair of Blessed Peter, it is rightly 
called Roman; for ‘where Peter is, there is the Church’ (S . Ambr. in Ps. II, 57). Therefore, whoever 
wants to be known by the name ‘Catholic’ should adopt as his own the words of Jerome to Pope 
Damasus: ‘I, following no prince but Christ, unite myself in communion with Your Holiness, that is,
with the Chair of Peter. For I know that the Church was built on that rock; whoever does not bind 
himself to you, is scattered abroad’. We are sending this letter individually to you, dear Child, as 
befits your position, but We will see that it is passed on to the other Bishops of the United States. 
Once again we profess our love; with which We embrace your entire people—a people which did 
much for religion in past times, and which, by the favour of God, seems set to do still greater things 



in the future. And so we bestow upon you and all the faithful of America the Apostolic benediction, 
the augur of divine aid, with the greatest love.

Given at Rome: St Peter’s, 22nd January 1899, in the twenty-first year of Our pontificate.

Leo PP. XIII


