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T
HE subject of secular institutes is currently a focus 
of special attention, not only because it relates to sorne 
of the most important problems in the life of the 

Church but also because the figure of secular institute has 
undergone a profound evolution-a process of diversification 
and differentiation, which is of absorbing interest-since it was 
first juridically formulated in the apostolic constitution Pro-
vi.da Mater EccleS'ia on February 2, 1947. 

One significant example will show what we mean. Im­
mediately after its promulgation, the Provi.da Mater EccZeS'ia 
was applied to Opus Dei, which Pope Pius XII described as 
"the model of secular institutes." Today, less than twenty 
years later, all specialists recognize that that association is 
quite different from the other secular institutes: so much so 
that it is only juridically correct to call it a secular institute; 

it is not so in fa.et. 
To describe adequately the figure of a secular institute, a 

reference to its sociological and scientific evolution must nec­
essarily accompany the study of the legal texts themselves. 
Accorclingly, we have divided our study into the following 

sections: 
l. Origin and Approval 
U. The Original Features of Secular Institutes 

• Thia article wa.s originally written in Spanish for lm Canonicum, Vol. 

IV, fa.se. II (Pamplona., 1964). 129 
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III. The Evolution of Secular Institutes 
IV. Supplementary Information 

J. ÜRIGIN AND APPROVAL 

On February 2, 1947, Pius XII promulgated the apostolic 
constitution Provida M ater Ecclesia.1 He thus granted of­
fi.cial recognition to secular institutes and laid down the fund­
amental laws to govern them in the lex peculwns, which is 
the legislative part of the constitution. In ten articles the 
following aspects were dealt with clearly: the juridical posi­
tion of secular institutes, their essential elements, the norms 
for their erection and approval, their organization and interna} 
government, and their relations with the ecclesiastical au­
thority. 

In this way, without upsetting the general lines of the cur­
rent canonical legislation on associations of the faithful or on 
the "state of perfection," the Provida M ater Ecclesia intro­
duced a profound juridical innovation: the recogriition and 
approval by the Church of associations whose aim is that 
their members live fully the life of Christian perfection and 
apostolate in the middle of the world. This was a juridical 
innovation with a signifi.cant doctrinal development, for it 
underlined clearly and decisively the call of the layman to 
sanctity. With good reason, an authoritative commentator 
described the Constitution as "a historical document for the 
interna} life of the Church." 2 

On March 12, 1948, one year after the promulgation of the 
Provida M ater Ecclesia, Pius XII perfected and completed 
the norms of the constitution with his motu proprio Primo 
Feliciter.8 A week later, on March 19, 1948, the Congrega­
tion of Religious, exercising the power which these documents 
had granted it, published the instruction Cum Sanct'Íssimus.• 

lAAS, XXXIX (1947), 114-124. 

2 L'Osservatore Romano, March 14, 1947. 

a AAS, XL (1948), 283-286. 

•AAS, XL (1948), 293-297. 
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This new figure in the law of the Church gave juridical 
structure to a vigorous movement of spirituality which had 
been developing for a number of years. It is natural that in 
the Church-a society which is at once charismatic and juridi­
cal-this should be the order of events: the legal norms are 
always determined by earlier social realities. In this case the 
social reality began to manifest itself sorne twenty years before 
the · Provida M ater E cclesia in the appearance of sorne asso­
ciations which aspired-with more or less precision-to live 
a life of perf ection and carry out the apostolate, but without 
cutting themselves off from the world. The existence of these 
associations moved the Roman Curia to study the question of 
their juridical position. His Holiness, Pius XI, put the prob­
lem in the hands of the Congregation of the Council, and 
under the presidency of Father Gemelli of Milan, a meeting 
of twenty-five representatives of these Associations from 
France, Hungary, Italy, Spain, Switzerland, and other coun-
tries took place at St. Gall in 1938. 

The studies made by the Congregation of the Council and 
the difficulties it met (it was this time considered the body 
exclusively competent in dealing with the ordinary associa­
tions of the faithful of a strictly diocesan character I>) moved 
the Congregation of Religious to take more decisive action in 
this matter. This Congregation took over the juridical study 
of these new associations, in spite of the fact that sorne of 
them did not have, or wished to have, common life-an indis­
pensable requirement, at that time, to come within the scope 
of the Congregation's competence. We have now reached the 
phase that immediately preceded and prepared the ground 
for the promulgation of the Provida Mater Ecclesia. 

5 Ciinons 684-725. The opinion is frequently heard that interdiocesan and 
international 11BBOciations of the faithful come also under the competence of 
the Congregation of the Council, as the revision of the present canonical 
norms referring to the ever more vigorous lay apostolate seems to dem~d. 
(See W. Onclin, " Principia generalia de fidelium Asociationibus," Apollin­
aria [1963], pp. 68-109; S. Canals, "Los Institutos Seculares," [Madrid, 19601, 

p. 170. 
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The Holy See worked for a four yea.r period (1941-1946) in 
~hree su_c~essive commissions (1944-45-46) at the correspond­
mg positw. Consultors of the Holy Office and of the Con­
gregations of Religious and of the Council took part in these 
commissions. When the questions of principle were resolved 
and made clear, the Congregation of Religious tackled the 
pro~le~. directly _and _investigated all the questions relating 
to 1undical pract1ce; it acted by means of commissions, ·and 
by _means of the so-called "plenary congress," i.e., with the 
ass1stance and help of consultors. 

Pope Pius X~I referred to all these investigations in the pre-
amble to Provida Mater Ecclesia with these words: "After 
diligent examination by the Supreme Sacred Congregation of 
the Holy Office on all that falls within its jurisdiction, a gen­
eral statute for secular institutes was drawn up and revised 
by the Sacred Congregation of Religious." 

So we come to the beginning of 1946. Up to then the . . . ' var~ous co~ss~ons º! the Congregation of Religious, acting 
mamly on d1rectives given by the Holy Office, were preparing 
a draf~ ~xt of an instruction or a decree of the Congregation 
of Relig1ous to make possible a juridical positioning of the new 
social forros. The mind of the Congregation of Religious at that 
time was to amplify the concept of the religious state inter­
preting lato sensu Title XVII of Pa.rt II of Book n' of the 
Code of Canon Law, in such a way that the new societies could 
be.~clude~ i~ the f~amework of Part U of Book U, De Religi­
osis. In its mtention to approve the new associations as con­
stituting one more variety of the religious state of perf ection, 
the Congregation was not a little influenced by the f act that 
the greater number of these new societies had not really suffi­
cient characteristic elements to warrant the creation of a new 
juridical forro distinct from the concept of status religiosus · 
some had intimated that they would favor a possible publi~ 
prof ession of the bond or consecration ( the taking of public 

6 
Cf. S. Ca.nals, Secul.ar Institutea and the State of Perjection (Chica.go­

Dublin: Scepter Publisbers, 1959), pp. 51-67. 
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or semi-public vows); others had stated that they wished to 
use some uniform or external ma.rk in the manner of a reli­
gious habit; others, finally, had cenonical comroon lif e end 
were re ad y to accept approval as societies of common lif e 

without vows.1 

One of these associations-the most clea.rly defi.ned and the 
la.rgest--had such special ascetic, apostolic, and organizational 
characteristics that it could in no way be included in any so­
cial pattern ad instar religiosorum. This was Opus Dei, whose 
special nature was to have a determining influence in the pre­
paration of the Provida Mater Ecclesia-as was expressly 
stated in the decretum laudis granted to this association. The 
petition for approval of the Opus Dei, made by its founder to 
the Holy See, had the eff ect of changing the direction of the 
preparatory studies we have referred to. The evidence sub­
mitted by Opus Dei provoked a fuller examination of the 
problem, which clearly showed the need for creating a sep­
arate juridical framework for the new associations. It was a 
question, then, not of broadening the scope of the religious 
state, thus straining the norms of the existing law, but rather 
of recognizing the existence of a species qualificata within 
the genus of associations of the faithf ul, as the final resolution 

of the Congregation of Religious stated. 
The result was the defi.nitive text of the apostolic constitu-

tion promulgated on February 2, 1947. At that time the 
founder of Opus Dei wrote: "There springs up now in the 
house of the Father, where 'there are manY mansions' (John 
14:2), a new forro of life of perfection, in which the members 
are not religious and do not, therefore, cut themselves off from 
the world." And he went on to emphasize, after describing 
the evolution of the types of life of perfection in the Church, 
that the members of all these earlier societies of perfection, 
from the time of monasticism up to 1947 "were always reli­
gious, cut off from and foreign to the world. Now it is from 

1 Cf. N. Gira.o Ferreira., "Itinerario Jurídico de los Institutos Seculares," 

NueJJlro Tiempo, IX (1958), 3--19. 
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the world itself that these apostles rise up, who dare to sanc­
tiíy all oí the everyday activities oí men." 8 

The new juridical figure thus created led to the pontifical 
approval oí Opus Dei on February 24, only twenty-two days 
aíter the promulgation oí the Provida. At the same time 
those other associations to which we have referred, were al~ 
off ered the possibility oí being erected by the Holy See as 
secular institutes, aíter accommodating themselves wherever . ' 
~t was necessary, to the new juridical figure. The Holy See 
1tself expressly insisted on this previous process oí adaptation: 

Associations which previous to the constitution Provi,da Mater 
Ecclesia were legitimately erected or approved by bishops 
according to the norms of older laws, or which had obtained 
sorne pontifical approval as lay associations, must submit 
the following to this Sacred Congregation in order to be rec­
ognized by it as secular institutes of either diocesan or pontifi­
cal right: documents of erection or approval, the constitutions 
by which they have hitherto been governed, a brief history of 
t?e association, of its discipline and apostolate, and also, par­
ticularly if it be only of diocesan right, evidence from the or­
dinaries in whose diocese they reside. Once all these have 
been thoroughly and carefully examined under the regulations 
of Articles VI and VII of Provida Mater Ecclesia, a permission 
for erection or a decree of praise may be granted according 
to the nature of the case.9 

With regard to new associations which might be founded 
in the future and might seek approval as secular institutes the . ' 
same mstruction established that: 

Even though they may have every hope that, if things continue 
as they are, well established and genuine secular institutes 
may arise out of them, ... as a general rule, admitting ex­
ceptions only for serious and clearly proven reasons, these 

8 J. M. Escrivá de Ba.Iaguer, La Constitución Apostólica "Provida Mater 
Ecclesia" y el Opus Dei (Madrid, 1947), pp. 16-17. 

9 Instruction Cu.m SanctissimUB of the S.C. of Religious, n. 4. 
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new associations should be retained and tested under the im­
mediate and watchful care of the diocesan authority .

10 

These norms, recommending adaptation oí prior prudent 
probation, as the case may be, show a desire to avoid possible 
inexact theoretical interpretations or practical applications oí 
this new juridical figure that had been sketched only in its 
broad general lines. Hence the call to prudence on the part 
oí the diocesan authorities and oí the associations aspiring to 
be approved as secular institutes. In íact, the subsequent 
years did prove how fragile this figure w_as. . . 

But before the discussion oí the evolut10n oí secular mst1-
tutes (1949-1964), it seems necessary to examine the basic 
characteristics oí the type oí association instituted by the 
Provida Mater Ecclesia, and perfected by the other documents 
already referred to: the motu proprio Primo Feliciter and the 
instruction Cum Sanctissimus. 

II. THE ORIGINAL FEATURES OF SECULAR !NSTITUTES 

A. Essential characteristics 
Article I oí the apostolic constitution Provida Mater Ec­

clesia defines secular institutes as " societies, whether clerical 
or lay whose members proíess the evangelical counsels in the 
world 'as their airo, in order to attain Christian perf ection and 
the full exercise oí the apostolate." These institutes have, 
therefore, three essential characteristics: (1) life oí conse­
cration; (2) full exercise oí the apostolate; (3) secular ~ature. 

l. Lif e of consecration. In addition to those exermses oí 
piety and self-denial which create the climate necessary for 
the life oí perfection,11 the stricto sensu members oí secular 
institutes are required to practice the three main evange~cal 
counsels: perfect chastity, confirmed by vow, oath or prormse; 
obedience to the superiors oí the institute; and a poverty 

10 Jbid., n. 5. 
11 Cf. Provi.da M ater Ecclesia, art. III, § 2, and the lnstruction Cu.m Sanc-

tissimu.s, n. 7 a. 
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whlch limits, in a well-defined and strict manner, the free use 
of material goods.12 

This full consecration also entails incorporation in the in­
stitute and commitment to carrying out its aims, by means of 
a mutual, complete, and stable bond-perpetua! or temporal, 
~o tempore renovando-in such a way that the member gives 
hunself completely to the institute, and the institute looks 
after and cares for the member in all his needs, material as 
well as spiritual.13 

This consecration is done without any change in the canon­
ical st~te of the person-who continues being secular, layman 
o.r clerical, as he was before entering the institute. The prac­
t1cal consequences of this fa.et do not signify a possible relaxa­
tion of the rigor with which the evangelical counsels are prac­
ticed.14 True, the self-surrender to God is lived without the 
common life, the habit, the cloister, and the other juridical 
elei:ien~~ which go to m~e up the canonical "state of per­
fection. But the exclus1on of these elements <loes not dimin­
ish the fullness of the consecration; they are excluded beca use 
" this perf ection is to be exercised and professed in the world 
(in saeculo) and, consequently, it must be adapted to secular 
life." 111 

The lex peculiaris of the secular institutes leaves it to the 
interna! law of ea.ch institute to decide the specific form in 
which the consecration is to be made---vow oath consecra-. ' ' 
t1on, or promise---But, whatever form be chosen, the obligation 
deriving from it is grave in conscience ex genere suo and per­
manent. 

Regardin~ chastity, the lex peculiaris permits a vow, oath, 
or consecrat10n, i.e., the o:ffering of one's self. Any brea.ch of 

12 Cf. Provida M ater Ecclesia, art. ID, § 2. 

13 Cf. Provida Mater Ecclesw, art. III, § 3. 
14 A. del ~ortillo, " Constitutio, formae diversae, institutio, regimen, apoa­

tolatus Inst1tutorum Saecularium," Acta et documenta Congres8U8 Generalis 
de Statibm perfectionis, II (Rome, 1950), 289-303. 

111 Motu proprio Primo Feliciter, n. II. 

-
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this obligation constitutes a sin against chastity and, at the 
same time, a sin against the virtue of religion. But since this 
bond-which is not public-does not make the member a · 
sacred person, sacrilege is not committed.16 As far as obedi­
ence and poverty are concerned, it admits a vow to God or a 
promise to the superior; the vow obliges ex religione, the 
promise ex iustitia or ex fidelitate. A promissory oath is also 
allowed, but not a simple resolution, in itself changeable. 

In any case, no matter what the specific nature of the bond, 
it will always 17 be a question of vows, oaths, or promises 
which are not public but prívate, i.e., not received by the 
superior in the name of the Church.18 

This is why, in spite of the fa.et that there is a full and sta­
ble consecration, the person does not acquire a new juridical 
personality coram Ecclesia. As we have already stated, the in­
corporation in the institute does not change the canonical state 
of the person: the Church does not regard the members as 
religious, but as secular clergy or secular lay people who have 
consecrated themselves to God fully and stably in a prívate 
way. That is to say, they are not persons in a canonical 
"state of perfection." 19 

2. Full apostolate. In the very definition of secular insti­
tute it is stated that the profession of the evangelical counsels 
is made apostolatum plene exercendi causa-in order to exer­
cise the apostolate fully. This full apostolate will have to be, 

16 KC. de Religiosis, decla.ration of May 15, 1949; A. Larraona., C.M.F., 
"Commentarium in Legem Peculia.rem," De Imtitutis Saecularibus, I (Rome, 

1951)' p. 90. 

17 Provida Mater Ecclesia, art. III, § 2. 

18 Ca.nons 488, 1 º; 1308, § l. 

19 J.M. Escrivá de Balaguer, op. cit., pp. 16-20; A. del Portillo, loe. cit.; 
Los Institutos Seculares (Rome, 1949), pp. 22-75; "Naturaleza de los Insti­
tutos Seculares," Actas del COfl{lreso Nacional de perfección y apostolado 
(Madrid, 1957), pp. 445-450; "The Present Position of Secular Institutes 
on the XIII th Anniversary of Provida M ater E cclesia," I rish E cclesiastical 
Record, XCII (1959), 29-40; S. Cana.Is, op. cit.; "De Natura Iuridica Status 
Perfectionis," Commentarium pro Religiosis (1956), pp. 57-72. 
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therefore! a requirement that is essential and necessary quoad 
~ubstant~"1:·2º The Church's desire to emphasize this aspect 
~s v~ry Blgm.ficant. In comparing the definition of a religious 
mst1tute--given in canon 488, 1 º, of the Code of Canon Law­
with the definition, also legal, of a secular institute, one notices 
~ow the former lacks this explicit union between the profes-
810n of the evangelical counsels and the exercise of the aposto­
late (understood as a specific, organized and external activ­
ity). In the case of the secular institutes this intimate and 
intrinsic union is expressly stated. 

The motu proprio Primo Feliciter points out that in the 
secular institutes the apostolate 11 seems to have happily pro­
vided the opportunity for alife of consecration "; "has called 
for and created that end which is called specific or even gen­
eric ";, moves the members of the Secular Institutes to give 
~hemselves to it 11 always and everywhere "; 11 has imposed 
its own essence and forro on this lif e of consecration "; and 
makes the entire life of the members to be turned into aposto­
late. 21 But, in addition, this apostolate, which is to be fully 
exercised, must also be clearly secular: 

This apostolate of the secular institutes is to be faithfully 
excercised not only in the world [in saeculo J but also as orig­
inating from the world [ veluti ex saeculo J and, consequently, 
throu~h those professions, occupations, and jobs, and in places 
and c1rcumstances, corresponding to this secular condition.22 

The basic reason why this secular character was required 
and recommended so clearly and energetically was the con­
sideration that the nearer these institutes approached religious 
forros of apostolate, the more their strength and ability to 
penetrate all environments would diminish.23 

20 " Comparaci6n ascética, jurídica. y apostólica de los Institutos Seculares 
con las Religiones, las Sociedades de vida común y las Asociaciones " Actas 
del Congreso Nacional de perfeccion y apostolado, I (Madrid 19S7) pp. 
488-491. ' ' 

21 Cf. Primo Feliciter, n. I and II. 
22 !bid., II in finem. 
23 A. del Portillo, Los Institutos Seculares, pp. 101-116; " Lee Profeesione et 

les Institus Seculiers,'' Supplement of La Vie Spiritu.elle (1959), pp. 440-449. 
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These two characteristics--full and integrally secular apos­
tolate-were thus clearly established in the constitutive docu­
ments, with a real desire of ensuring that secular institutes 
would be apostolic instruments of social penetration capable 
of bringing the life of perfection to all places (

11 
ad vitam per­

fectionis semper et ubique serio ducendam ") ; to bring about 
a deep Christian renewal in the sphere of the families, in the 
professions and civil society ( 11 ad impensam familiarum, pro­
fessionum ac civilis societatis christianam renovationem "); 
to carry out a manifold apostolate (11 ad multiformem aposto­
latum ") ; and to exercise these apostolic tasks in places, times, 
and circumstances in which priests or religious are forbidden 
to work or can make no headway ( 11 ad ministeria exercenda 
locis, temporibus et rerum adiunctis sacerdotibus religiosisque 
vetitis, vel imperviis ") .24 

3. Secularity. The three documents of the Holy See, which 
we have been studying, insistently proclaim that secularity 
must be an essential characteristic of a secular institute-to 
such an extent that it distinguishes, or should distinguish, 
secular institutes from the canonical 11 states of perf ection." 

Indeed, this secularity is proclaimed in the very title of 
secular institutes. The definition which the legislator has 
given us in Article I of the lex peculiaris, establishes that sec­
ularity is not only one of the three substantial juridical ele­
ments of these Institutes but also the determining and condi­
tioning element of the mode in which the other two-life of 
consecration and apostolate-are to be realized. The pream­
ble to the Provida Mater Ecclesia in a fundamental para~aph 
-of which to date perhaps no satisfactory commentary has 
been made from the viewpoint of the theology of vocation­
speaks of perfection practiced in the world, not only as an 
individual initiative of a few people, but also by means of so­
cieties formed for that purpose. In numerous other passages 
-already cited when discussing the manner of consecration 
and apostolate-both the Provida and Primo Feliciter refer to 

24 Cf. Provida M ater Ecclesia, introduction; as regareis the prohibitions 
referred to, see canons 139, 141, 142, and 592. 
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the concrete manifestations which this secularity should have 
concludin.g that always and in ali secular institutes the prope; 
and particular character of this new juridical figure must 
shine, i.e., " that they are secular-and in this lies the whole 
reason for the existence of such institutes." ~5 

It is to be noted that the concept of secularity does not coin­
cide with that of laity, for, in the canonical division of per­
sons,26 secular is opposed to religious-not to clerical-whereas 
la~ or laymen is opposed to clerical or cleric. Therefore, both 
pnests and lay people may belong to secular institutes; there 
are, in fact, secular institutes for priests.27 Secularity is com­
mon to lay people consecrated to God and to lay people not 
~nsecra~ed, as well as to secular priests; for all these persona, 
1rrespective of their different positions from the hierarchical 
point of view, are de iure et de facto in the world that is in 
the middle of the ordinary and everyday life of me~.28 

On the 
contrary, it is essential to the religious, who lives in the canon­
ical" state of perfection," to be separated from the world 

29
-

contemptus saeculi-so much so that if he later on abandons 
the religious state, he is said to have been " secularized " 

3º or 
to have been "sent back to the world." 

81 

Secularity, therefore, must exclude everything which in the 
religious state symbolizes or represents in any way this cutting 
oneself off from the world, in particular the taking of public 
vows and the canonical common life.82 This is laid down in 
Article II of the lex peculiaris. For the same reason-espe-

25 Primo Feliciter, n. Il. 

26 Ca.non 107. 

27 Cf. Provida Mater Ecdesia, art. l. 

28 A. del Portillo, "Les professions •.. ," op. cit.; S. Canals, "Secul.aridad 
y profesiones en los Institutos Seculares," Nuestro Tiempo VIl1 (1959) 131-
141. , , 

29 Canon 585. 

so Canons 638; 640, § 1; 641, § 1; 643. 

31 Canons 642, § 1; 653; 668; 7M, § 2. 

32 Canons 487 ff.; 673 ff. 
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cially if one takes into account the fact that the whole life 
and apostolate of the members of secular institutes must be 
developed not only in saeculo but also ex saeculo-it is ob­
vious that they should be completely secular, not only re­
garding the manner of dress ( thus excluding the use of habit, 
uniform, or external sign symbolizing their dedication), but 
also regarding the use of special forros of address or titles, and, 
in general, any social manifestation not in keeping with secu­
lar life, both in the ecclesiastical sphere and in the midst of 

civil society.83 

But secularity is above all a positive juridical requisite, the 
consequence of a theological fact that is also positive: a spe­
cific vocation, since the roembers of secular institutes must 
reroain and work in the middle of the world ex divina d~posi­
tione.84 The presence of these consecrated persons in the 
midst of the world manifests, therefore, a demand of their vo­
cation and a perfect right. So that their presence may be fully 
apostolic, it also demands that they be in no way distinguished 
juridically from other lay people, in the case of'\ay people, or 
from other priests, in the case of priests. That is to say, 
coram Ecclesia they must retain the same canonical person­
ality which they had before their consecration, with all the 
practical consequences arising from it. Coram Statu, they 
are to have the same juridical position which corresponds to 
ordinary citizens of the same civil status, with all its accom­
panying rights and duties in the family, social, professional, 

or political sphere. 
Besides all of these specifications pertaining more particu-

larly to the juridical order, secularity-a secular consecration 
or a consecrated secularity-also requires a special asceticism 
anda special mentality. This mentality will guide the mem­
ber's evaluation of all worthy human realities and their value 
with respect to God's plan. Secularity also requires that the 

33 A. del Portillo, " Constitutio, formae ... ," Acta et documenta Congresrua 
Generalis de Statibus perfectioniB, 11 Rome, 1950), 230. 

H Primo Feliciter, preface. 
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members of secular institutes be open to and involve them­
selves in the life and problema of the contemporary world, 
especially those problema that are common to the people with 
whom they live and work. The only limits to this involve­
ment would be what is illicit or what could be unbecoming to 
their condition as consecrated souls.85 

B. The proper law, competence, and kinds of secular institutes 

The figure of secular institutes-defined by the three funda­
mental characteristics we have outlined-may be summed up 
in these words: Secular institutes are or should be considered 
juridically as clerical or lay societies, essentially secular, which 
neither are religious nor can be equated to religious. As secu­
lar ~cieties, these institutes fall under the category of secular 
associations or associations of the faithful,36 but within this 
genus they have a defined personality that requires a name 
and a law of their own, corresponding to their specific charac­
teristics and needs. 

Article II of the lex peculiaris determines the norms which 
are to be applied to these institutes. It gives first a negative 
criterion: the law proper to religious institutes (orders or con­
gregations) and to the societies of common life without vows, 
does not bind secular institutes, nor can it be invoked by them. 
This principle is most general and extends both to ius condi­
tum and to ius condendum, which will be. applied to them only 
when it is expressly established, after the circumstances of 
each case have been pondered. The law of religious was ini­
tially under no circumstances thought of as a supplementary 
law for secular institutes.87 (We must remind the reader that, 
as we have noted previously, we are referring here to the type 
of secular institute of the years 1947-1948). 

The common laws of Canon Law constitute the general 
35 Cf. Primo Feliciter, n. II. 

36 Cf. A. del Portillo, Los Institutos Seculares (Rome, 1949), pp. 32-38. 

37Cf. J. M. Escrivá de Balaguer, op. cit., p. 17; A. del Portillo, Los Insti--
tutos ... , op. cit., pp. 170-191; S. Canals, "Secular Inatitutes and the State of 
Perfection," op. cit., p. 73 ff.; "De Institutibus Saecularibus doctrina et praxis," 
Monitor Ecclesiasticm (1949), pp. 151-163. 
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source of law for secular institutes, prov~ded they have not 
been derogated by a particular law of the1r ow.n. These laws 
bind the institutes in so far as they are collegiat~ moral per~ 
so ns, and the members in so far as they are phys1cal persona. 
clerical or lay, according to the case. . 

The special sources of the law proper to Secular Inst1tutes 

are three: . · (F b 
(a) the apostolic constitution Prov~da M at.e~ Ecclesia e -

2 1947) · the motu proprio Primo Feltciter (March 12, 
ruary ' ' . . (M h 19 
1948); and the instruction Cum Sanctissimus are , 

1948); . f R li · to 
(b) the norms given by the Congregat10n o e gious, 

which the legislator delegated the power. to interp:et, .apply: 
and complete the pontifical laws governmg these mst1tutes, 

and 1 · f h 
(e) the constitutions or constitutional regu ations o. eac 

institute. These are an expression of their own par~1cular 
law. They make one institute diff~rent from another 1~ ~he 
accidental ways of carrying out their apostolate and o~ livmg 
the evangelical counsels. Nevertheless the s~bs~ant1al ele­
ments of this new juridical figure, the secular mst1tute, must 

always be carefully preserved. . 
Thus the laws proper to religious are not applied to them, 

nor the duties or rights of clerics, in the case of lay p~ople. 
Not even in genere are the laws of associations of ~he fa1thf~l 
applied. The law proper to them was to be dec1ded de~ -
tively after the passage of time, by the development and m­
te r~tation which the numerous institutions, approved . as 

rph . 1948 would make of the norms of the Provida suc smce , 
Mater Ecclesia. of 

Article IV of the lex peculiaris outlines the .compete~ce 
the Congregation of Religious over these inst1tutes, w1thout 

. d. t the rights of the Congregation for the Propaga-
preJU ice o . · · f · t . f th F •th (can 252 § 3) concermng societ1es o pnes s tion o e a1 · ' . . . 88 
and seminaries for the fore1gn rmss1ons. . . 

It should be noted, however, that it is not obligatory or 
ss Cf. Primo Feliciter, n. V, and the inatruction Cum Sancti.ssimm, n. 2. 
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strictly necessary for all the institutions of an inter-diocesan 
and. universal character, whose members seek Christian per­
fection, to take or exhibit the forro of secular institutes, and 
thus to be under the competence of the Congregation of Re­
ligious: in such a case they would be under the congregation 
of the Council.89 

Articles V and VI of the lex peculiaris contain the norms re­
garding the erection and approval of secular institutes of dio- . 
cesan right, while Article VII discusses their elevation to the 
category of secular institutes of pontifical right. Only bish­
ops, but not vicars capitular or vicars general can erect them, 
after having obtained the nihil obstat of the Congregation of 
~eligious. This erection is given only after the society aspir­
rng to become a secular institute has undergone conscien­
tiously the indispensable period of probation 4º under sorne 
special forro of association of the faithful, as pious union so­
dality, third order, or confraternity, as the case may be. This 
period of probation is of special importance because it must 
provide the certainty that the associations possess-not only 
apparently, but also substantially, in the theological and as­
cetical orders-all the notes which are required to constitute 
a true secular institute. 

If a secular institute obtains the decretum laudis from the 
Holy See it becomes an institute of pontifical right; it is 
erected as an institute with a universal juridical structure. 
But it does not become exempt from the jurisdiction of the 
ordinary, in the proper sense of the term. The secular insti­
tutes of pontifical right, like the congregations and the soci­
eties of common life, are subject to the jurisdiction of the 
ordinary, but not to his dominative power. That is to say in 
the case of clerical institutes, they are exempt as regards ~ov­
ernment and interna} affairs, according to the rule of canon 
618 of the Code. 

From what we have already said, we can establish a first 
89 Cf. S. Canals, Los Institutos Seculares (Madrid, 1960), p. 170. 

40 Cf. Cum Sanctissimus, n. 5. 
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division of secular institutes-on the ~asís of thei~ go.vern­
ment and the nature of their erection-mto secular mst1tutes 
of diocesan right and secular institutes ?f pontifica~ right. 
The institutes of diocesan right are conSidered as v1~~~lly 
universal and can spread to other dioceses. A second div1s1on 
originates with the defi.nition itself of t~eS: Institut~s as So­
cietates clericales vel laicales. The adJect1ves, clericales vel 
laicales, do not refer to the nature of the societies, which are 
always ecclesiastical moral persons, but to the memb~rs w?o 
belong to them. The clerical or lay character of a given 1~­
stitute is determined by the traditional criterion laid down rn 
canon 488, 4 º. Those institutes are clerical, therefore, in 
which plerique sodales sacerdotio augentu:· The t~rm pler­
ique, however, should not be interpreted m ~he ~tr1ct sense, 
but the circumstances and specific airo of the mstitute should 
be taken into account. Plerique does not necessarily mean the 
majority but, rather, a relatively high number (followin~ t~e 
rule, plerique uni et paucis opponitur). Therefo~e, an mst1-
tute will be clerical when a considerable part of 1ts member­
ship is made up of clerics or when the most i~~ortant. po~­
tions of government are reserved to cle~ics. S1~larly, it w1:1 
be clerical if its airo refers also to the pnestly m1mstry, even if 
not all the members become clerics. 

Finally, i t is also necessary to say that when a d~ocesan 
priest is incorporated into a secular institute, n~ h~m is done 
to the divine law commanding a priest to obey h1s b1shop, or to 
any of the canonical laws governing the juridical life of the 

diocesan priest.41 

III. THE EvoLUTION OF SECULAR lNSTITUTES 

We have explained, thus far, the substantial and formal ele­
ments of the juridical figure of i!ecular institute as it was, or 
appeared to be, outlined by the three pontifical documen.ts. 
Since then (1947 and 1948) the very concept of secular m-

41 Cf. Pius XII, " Discourse to the delegates of the General Congress of 
the States of Perfection," December 8, 1950: AAS, XLIII (1951), 26-36. 
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stitute has been progressively evolving, both in its theoretical 
development and in its practica! materialization, to the ex­
tent that the present concept is proxime accedens or vere ae­
quipollens to the figure of the religious institute.42 

Scarcely two years after the promulgation of the Provida 
M ater Ecclesia, the evolution of secular institutes becarne no­
ticeable. Already in 1950, one could find an authoritative 
c~onical publication 43 comparing the then incipient evolu­
t1on of secular institutes with the evolution of religious con­
gregations whose members, after having been tolerated far 
~enturies as pii laici, were at last recognized as religious pleno 
iure when they were canonically incorporated into the religious 
state. 

But in the case of secular institutes the evolution has been 
~~ch more rap~d. Only seventeen years after their approval, 
it l~ ~lready bemg proposed-with an eye to the farthcoming 
rev1s1on. ~f t.he Code-that the existing title XVII of the part 
De Religwsis, be expanded so that it may include both socie­
ties of common life without vows and secular institutes.44 

This is not just a mere possibility de iure condendo, but a de 
facto reality, especially if we take into account the similarities 
and relationship that exist between secular institutes and so­
cieties of common life ( or even between secular institutes and 
religious congregations). "If our infarmation is correct" 
Father Jean Béyer, S.J., wrote already in 1953, "certain S~­
u.lar Institutes have public vows. There is no impediment 
either to others having common life and a unifarm of sorne 
sort, very similar to that of nurses. lt is, therefare, very diffi­
cult to distinguish clearly between societies of common life 

42 " Instituta Saecularia," Dictionarium Canonicum et Morale, Vol. II, 
(Rome, 1964); R. Gutierrez, "Institvtos Seculares," Enciclopedia de la cuUura 
española (Madrid) ; l. R. Segarra, "Secular Institutes " H amiletíc and Pastoral 
Review, V (1963), 726-732. ' 

43 Cf. Commentarium pro Religiosis (1950), pp. 273 and 279. 
44 Cf. R. Carpentier, S.J., Vida y estados de perfección. Qué piensa la 

Igleaiar (SpaniBh trans., Santander, 1961), p. 16. 

t 
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and secular institutes." 411 Indeed, someone has suggested, per­
haps with exaggeration, that, when studying the life of sec~lar 
institutes "we shall inevitably have to cut across canomcal 
distinctio~s far already the anomaly has arisen that of two 
societies le~ing much the same life, one has been placed in 
the first category and the other in the second ... Thus the 
Daughters of Mary, faunded at the time of the French Revo­
lution, are religious, while the Carmelite Tertiaries of N otr~­
Dame-de-V ie who ha ve more monastic observances in the1r , . . t " 46 
central house are classed as members of a secular mst1tu e. 

It is very difficult to determine with precision how much, or 
in what way, the evolution of the concept of secular insti~u~e 
has influenced its practica! realization, or vice versa. But it is 
quite clear that the two factors have simultaneously con~ri­
buted to the shaping of the present-day figure of secular m­
stitute. We must now deal with these factors, if only briefly. 

A. A new f orm or an adaptation of the religious state? 

The title itself of the Provida M ater Ecclesia: De statibus 
canonicis 1 nstitutisque saecularibus christianae perf ectionis 
adquirendae, suggested the existence of a r~al ~~tincti~n. be­
tween the two canonical " states of perfection i.e., relig¡ous 
institutes and societies of common life-and the state proper 
to secular institutes. The lex peculiaris explicitly recorded 
this distinction in Article 11. The rest of the articles carefully 

. " . "" d" avoided describing the new Inst1tutes as a species, gra e, 
or " type" of the religious state, and applying to it ~he com­
mon law and the characteristics of this state ( canomcal com­
mon life, public vows, etc.). They affirm, however,. the. exist­
en ce of an authentic practice of the life of perfection m the 
secular institute. 

These reason&-and those arising from the nature of their 
apostolate, from theological considerations, etc., which we 
have already touched on when describing the initial figure of a 

45 Les Inatituts Seculiers (Louvain, 1953), p. 213. 
46 M. O'Leary, Our Time is Now (London, 1955), PP· 8-9. 
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secular institute, made one think that the proper and peculiar 
character of the secular institutes, saecularitas, had molded a 
new forro of "state of perfection,, in ecclesiaatical law, clearly 
distinct from the religious state, and which was called " a 
secular state of perfection ,, 47 in order to stress the existence 
of a true secular consecration or consecrated secularity. 

Secularity, therefore, was not only of :first importance for 
distinguishing and qualifying the juridical figure created by 
the Provida, but it also determined how the corporate life of 
these institutes and the persona.l life of each member was to 
be expressed. Thus, for example, secularity was to color the 
practice of the evangelical counsels and the virtues proper to 
the life of perf ection; it was ~ specify the manner and, in 
good part, the means of apostolate; it also made precise de­
mands as to the means of formation and ascetical struggle · . , 
it was to saf eguard the canonical personality, clerical or lay, 
of the members; and finally it could and should ha ve increased 
the possibilities of their apostolic penetration in civil society. 

This was the interpretation which the members of the first 
association approved under the Provida Mater Ecclesia 

48 
held 

with particular firmness. It seemed, besides, to have been 
confirmed by the motu proprio Primo Feliciter and the in­
struction Cum Sanctissimus. These documents not only in­
sisted on the existence of a special vocation ( distinct from the 
religious vocation), but also referred to secularity as the ratio 
essendi of the new institutes. 

47 See the bibliography of footnote 19. 

48 We should cite in the first place e. document of exceptional interest, since 
it we.s the first publication on the Provida Mater Ecclesia, e.nd since it is 
e. commentary by one of the persona who most infiuenced the prepe.re.tion of 
the Apostolic Constitution: La Comtituci6n Apostólica "Provida Mater Ec­
clesia" V el Opus Dei, by Msgr. Joseme.rie. Escrivá. de Be.le.guer, founder of 

the.t e.ssociation (Madrid, 1947). 
W e could e.lso e.dd the studies cited in footnote 37. It we.s to be expected 

the.t theae writers would agree; although this e.ssocie.tion does not impose 
on its members e.ny particular opinion on debe.table theological, juridice.l, 
or other me.tters, in this ce.se the very ne.ture of the voce.tion which they 
share led them to the same criterion of interpretation of the pontifica.! con-

stitution. 
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.AB aga.inst this interpretation of the juridica.l and theologi­
cal personality of the new institutes, a different position was 
gradually being defined which saw them as merely a further 
stage, though an important one, in the evolution of the r:li­
gious state of perfection: as a new form-and ther~f~re w1th 
sorne special juridical norms-through which the religious vo­
cation expressed itself.49 The supporters of this interpretation 
held that the two basic statements of the pontifical documents 
were: that these Institutes constitute a true status perfectionis 
and that the consecration required by them is quoad substan-

tiam vere religiosa.50 

The distinction between " secular state of perf ection " and 
status canonicus perfectionis, seu status religiosus began to 
be viewed as a mere terminological nuance or " grammatical 
subtlety." 51 At most, they granted that secularity was of a 
relative or merely functional importance, namely, broadening 
the possible manifestations of the religious state, in the sense 
of giving a greater latitude to the juridical norm as far as the 
bond and the type of life were concerned. But they deprived 
secularity of its being a basic and determining positive juridi­
cal quality and of its deep content, something which others 
had given it on account of its theological significance and its 

connection with apostolic eff ectiveness. 
Fr. Creusen, S.J.,52 and Fr. Bergh, S.J.,

63 
were the first to 

reject, already in 1948, the consideration of sec~l~ institutes 
as a qualified species within the genus of assoc1ations of the 
faithful. Bergh denied that the members of secular institutes 
could be termed " consecrated lay people "; there were, rather, 

religious. And he went on to say: 
49 G. M. Benucci, Gli Istituti Secolari nella nuova legislazione canonica 

(Rome, 1955), p . 9. 
50 Cf. Primo Feliciter, n. 11; Cu.m Sanctissimus, n. 7. 

lilJ. Beyer, S.J., Les Institu.tes Seculiers, p. 297. 
52 Cf. " Adnotationes e.d documenta pontificia. de Institutis Saecule.ribus," 

Periodica de re morali, canonica et litu.rgica (1948), pp. 255-271. 

63 Cf. " Les Instituts Seculiers," N ouvelle Revue Theologique (1948), PP· 

1052-1062. 
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!h~ pontifical documenta of 1947 
J~prudence írom the Co . . and 1948, as well as the 
sire that they be considere:rn1ss1on for Secular Institutes, de­
t~e canonical states of er e~;.st and .foremost as adhering to 
wdl be more explicitly Jeaft ~~'· wh1ch are dealt with (and 
part of book II of the Code ;1 t~ the future) in the second 
ably avoid the term "con . teodr is reason, one should prob-
the to h secra layman ,, h' h m t e faithful and th . . ' w ic would relate 
with in the third part of bo:ka~sl~~!at10ns of the faithful, dealt 

By this refusal to the secul . . 
ar:iong the associations of the fai8;hf~i8t1tutes of. membership 
with. a na.me and law of their ' as a particular species 
lose its strength and m . own, seculanty was forced to 
being a status perf ectio:::ung. ~nstead, t~e characteristic of 
way of ~nderstanding and :: r. ~t deterr?m.e~ decisively the 
secular mstitutes Thu L p ammg the JUnd1cal position of 
F li . s, auwers 55 T . S og asso, S.D B 58 Car t. ' om, .J.,

56 
Beyer S J 57 

che CM F . ., pen ter S J so Jomb t S J ' .. , 
' • • ·161 Guitierrez e M F.~~ s . ar ' . •1

60 

Goyene-' . . ., etien,63 Benucci 64 E 
54 Op. cit ., p. 1057. ' scu-
llll "So. cietates sine votis et 

Theologicae Lovanienses (1952) status canonicus perfectionia," E PP 59-89 d phemerides 
ll6 Los Institutos Se la ' . an 215-237. 
ll cu res (Saragossa 1952) 

7 Cf. Les lnstitutes S cul' ' , pp. 56 ff. 
58 "D . . . . e iers, pp. 289-296. 

. e mridicis relationibus . 
Salesianum (1960), pp. 507-567. mter status perfectionis et ordinan'um 

59 Vid loci," 
a y estados de perfecci6n (S 

60" antander 1961) 16 
Un novel état d f . ' • p. · et . e per ection · Les I . mystiqu.e (1948) 

26 
· nstituts Séculiers,, R 

des Communautés, ;~Ügw9-281; "Fondation d'un Instit~te ~vueli d''!:cetique 
mundo ex acc da . uses (1948), pp. 11-113· "S cu er, Revue 
151-157. "U ?mo tione circumstantíis,, M . lla, tatus perfectionia in 

• n etat de perfe r ' isce nea Comillas 0951) 
noniqu.e (1952) PP 57 77 e ion au millieu du monde " Re de D . , pp. 

61

" • ' • - • ' vue roit Ca-

Adnotationes ad Cons A ' . pp. 15-41 . " C . . . p. Provida Mater E 1 . , " 
cularibus , chris~DBtitutio Ap~stolica de Statibus ::.n esi~.. Apo~li~TÍ.<! (1947), 
Comment . anae perfectionis adquirenda 'p º1?cIB InstitutIBque Sae-
torum sa:::i~:.=º d~finiel~t~sis (1947), pp. 1-1;•; "~~::!~ta~ater dEcclesia,',, 

t . ione et de d. iones e Iruititu 
men anum pro Religi.osis (1951) 3eorum ifferentia a Religiosis,, C -

62 " e , pp. 2-39. , om. 
ommentarium in Motu p . ' . roprio Primo Feliciter ' p .. p u p. )(JI et In-
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dero, C.M.F.,65 Alberione, S.S.P.,66 among many others, elabor­
ated the following statements: 

(a) The essential and primary element of secular institutes 
is the fact that they constitute a state of perf ection, i.e., they 
have as their airo the acquiring of Christian perfection through 
the practice of the evangelical counsels which each member is 
obliged to observe by virtue of a complete and stable bond. 

(b) There is no "state of perfection " other than the canon­
ica.lly regulated state of perfection. But over the centuries, 
as the legislation of the Church has done away with certain 
requirements that went into making the religious life, because 
they were considered secondary and inessential, the canonical 
state of perfection has admitted of different degrees. 

(c) Thus, by ceasing to demand solemn vows as essential 
requirements, the religious congregations were admitted into 
the religious state alongside the orders; by ceasing to require 
public vows, either solemn or simple, the societies of common 
life were also admitted; and finally, by ceasing to demand 
either public vows or common life, the secular institutes have 
also been admitted into the religious state. 

( d) Therefore, secular institutes are quoad substantiam 
within the religious state-as regards its essential and primary 
element. They constitute the third degree in the evolution of 
that state, its lowest forro or species. 
structionem S.C. de Religiosis ' Curo Sanctissímus,'" Commentarium pro 
Reli,giosis (1949), pp. 259-291; "Doctrina generalis de statu perfectionis et 
compare.tío ínter varios gradua ab Ecclesia iurídice ordínatos," Commentarium 
pro Religiosis (1950), pp. 61-126; "Instituta Saecularia ut status recognitua 
perfectionis," Acta et documenta Congressus Generalis de Statibus perfectionis, 
II (Rome, 1952), pp. 234-279; "De natura Institutorum Saecularium," Com­
mentarium pro Religiosis (1953), pp. 72-93; "De natura voti publici et voti 
privati, status publici et status priva.ti perfectionis," Commentarium pro Re-

ligiosis (1959), pp. 277-329. 
63 Institutos seculares para el clero diocesano (Vitoria, 1957) ; cf. pp. 24 ff. 

64 Gli Istituti Secol.ari nella nuova Zegislazione canonica (Rome, 1955); 

cf. p. 60. 
6ll Los Institutos Seculares, su naturaleza y su derecho (Madrid, 1954); 

cf. p . 67. 
66"lstituti Secolari," Vita Pastorale (1958), p. 81. 
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(e) Furthermore, the members of the Secular Institutes are 
truly religious, even though they are not required to keep cer­
tain public or external manifestations of their religious char­
acter or condition, as the Institutes themselves to which they 
belong are not required. 

(f) Even more, the f act that the lex peculiaris does not im-
pose those requirements on the institutes considered collec­
tively does not mean that the individual secular institute may 
not, exceptionally, include them in its particular law (consti­
tutions, or regulations). 

The juridical condition of secular institutes having been de­
fined in this fashion in many publications by religious ( whose 
special mentality made it difficult for them to understand the 
juridico-ascetical "lay" phenomenon of the primitive figure 
of secular institute), and the traditional theory of status per­
i ectionis ( which the ecclesiastical law took from the Roman 
Law concept of status) having been taken into consideration, 
the identification of these institutes with religious institutes 
was now complete. It was so, not only as regards their theo­
logical and ascetical nature,67 but also from the legal point of 
view. This was, in fact, confirmed by the application to sec­
ular institutes of the greater part of the common law De Re­
ligiosis.68 

Today, therefore, concrete statements of the following type 
are generally accepted and found in the extensive bibliography 
available on this subject: 

• 
67 Sorne authors had indeed allowed that secular institutes could be called 

religious, but only quoad substantiam theologicam: cf. A. Larraona, C.M.F., 
" Constitutionis Apostolicae para altera, seu Legis peculiaris Institutorum 
saecularium exegetica, dogme.tica, pre.ctica illustratio," De Institutis Saeculari­
bus, I (Rome, 1951), 62; G. Escudero, C.M.F., "De natura. Institutorum Se.e­
cule.rium," Commentarium pro Religiosis, 1953, pp. 72-93; A. Gutiérrez, C.M.F., 
"Instituto. se.ecule.rie. ut ste.tus recognitus perfectionis," Acta et documenta 
congressus GeneTali.s de Statibus perfectionis, II (Rome, 1952), 234-279; G. M. 

Bennuci, op. cit., p. 56 ff. 
68 Cf. A. Larraona, C.M.F., "Iurisprudentiae pro Institutis Saeculanbus 

hucusque condite.e summa lineamento.," Commentarium pro Religiosis, XXVIII 

(1949)' 3~45. 
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(a) The social phenomenon that originated the figure of 
secular institute did not appear after the promulgation of the 
Code of Canon Law, but at the time of the French Revolution 
and the beginning of the nineteenth century. It originated 
with associations that did not require either habit or common 
life dueto special political and social circumstances, but which 
did already aspire to be recognized as religious institutes.69 

(b) Secular institutes should be defined as a present-day 
manifestation of the religious vocation.70 

(c) The closer these are identified with the religious state,71 

and the more they depend on the spirituality of religious ord­
ers for their own spirituality, the richer and greater their the­
ological content and their efficacy will be.72 

( d) Even though the vows taken by the members of secular 
institutes are not stricto sensu public vows, nevertheless they 
are public, and should be so considered, lato sen.su, inasmuch 
as they are recognized by the Church and have juridical effects 
in her eyes. 73 

(e) Such vows place the members of secular institutes in 
statu publico perfectionis.74 

(f) There are certain secular professions and activities 
which, though in themselves honorable, are prohibited to 
members of secular institutes, for example, commerce.711 

69 Cf. J. Beyer, op. cit., p. 35; G. M. Benucci, op. cit., pp. 3&-39; S. Reidy, 
O.F.M., "Secubr Institutes," Twentieth CentUT'/I Encyclopedia o/ Catholicism 
(New York, 1962), p. 124; J. L. de Urrutie., SJ., "Evolucion de la vide. Re­
ligi088.," Confer (1963), pp. 77-80 . 

70 Cf. G. M. Benucci, op. cit., p. 9. 
71 Cf. M. O'Lee.ry, op. cit., p. 96. 
72 A. Gutierrez, C.M.F., "Commente.rium in Motu Proprio 'Primo Felici­

ter' Pii Pp. XII et Instructionem S.C. de Religiosis ' Cum Sanctissimus,' " 
Commentarium pro Religiosis (1949), p. 278. 

73 Cf. A. Larre.ona, C.M.F., "Constitutionis Apostolice.e • .. ," op. cit., p. 
167; E. Foglie.sso, SD.B., op. cit., p. 525. 

74 Cf. E. Regatillo, S.J., and M. Za.lbs., S.J., De statibus particularibus trac­
tatm (Santander, 1954), p. 252. 

711 Cf. G. Escudero, C.M.F., "Los Institutos Secule.res," op. cit., pp. 244-
245. 
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(g) It is quite understandable-though it need not be the 
general rule-that sorne institutes prescribe the wearing of a 
habit, uniform or special dress.76 

(h) There is no objection to their having canonical com­
mon life, provided no form of enclosure is imposed.77 

(i) It is normal for secular institutes to make use of even 
the terminology of religious institutes, not only for the titles 
of the persons but also for the rest of the nomenclature.78 

(j) Sorne authors maintain that, in order to facilitate the 
apostolic action among the faithful of these " religious with­
out a habit," it is necessary or at least desirable that the con­
stitutions require secrecy. Others say that the very absence of 
a habit or uniform already amounts to this secret character.79 

(k) Finally, sorne consider the very name of "secular insti­
tute" to be equivoca} and confusing.80 

W e feel that we should also refer here to a point of view 
according to which " consecrated persons can never be secu­
lar." 81 Although this view is of course outside the limits of 
the concrete problem of secular institutes, since its view is pre­
sented as a question of principle, we think we should discuss 
it here. To our mind, this blunt affirmation is theologically 
untenable, since, by virtue of the sacrament of baptism itself 
all Christians are fundamentally consecrated persons.82 Eve~ 
if the author refers concretely to the particular consecration 

76 Cf. G. Reidy, O.F.M., "The Secular Institutes: Their Universal Rele­
vance," The Clergy Review (1951), p. 276, note 4; M. O'Leary, op. cit., p. 
168 (in the Spanish translation); J. Beyer, S.J., op. cit ., p. 213. 

77 Cf. J. Beyer, S.J., op. cit., p. 213. 
78 Cf. G. Escudero, Los Institutos Seculares pp. 153 ff.; G. Reidy, O.F.M., 

"Secular Institutes," op. cit., pp. 15, 99 ff. 
79 Cf. A. Larraona, C.M.F., " Constitutionis Apostolicae .. . ,'' op. cit., p. 

299; G. Escudero, Los Institutos Seculares, pp. 77 ff.; G. Alberione, "Istituti 
Secolari,'' Vita Pastorale (1958), p. 81. 

80 Cf. J. Beyer, S.J., op. cit., p. 295. 
81 J. Beyer, S.J., op. cit., p. 297; cf. also his contribution to Etudes sur les 

lnstituts Seculiers (Bruges, 1963), p. 191. 

82 St. Thomas, Summa Theowgica, III, q.66, a.9. 
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conferred by the practice of the evangelical counsels, a dis­
tinction should be made, since the whole question depends on 
the specific vocation of each person. If the vocation is to the 
religious state-that is to say, to a public consecration, with 
the breaking of f amilial, social, professional bonds-then the 
consecrated person has ceased to be secular. But if, on the 
other hand, the vocation respects those human bonds and even 
encourages them-precisely because it wishes to consecrate 
them through the person-then the man or woman will con­
tinue to be secular, though there will be nothing profane in 
his or her consecrated life. In eff ect, the sacred is opposed to 
the profane: not to the secular. If it were otherwise, the con-­
secratio mundi would amo un t to the denaturalization of the 
creative work of God. 

B. Jurisprudence and development 

It seems logical to think that in the evolution of the juridi­
cal doctrine of secular institutes, from their early concept to 
the present position within the religious state, de facto situa­
tions must have had a powerful influence. 

The first, and perhaps the most significant fact, was the 
application to secular institutes, in 1949, of an important num­
ber of norms from the second part of Book II of the Code, 
De Religiosis. This application, which was detailed in a non­
official way in publications by persons in authority within the 
Congregation of Religious,83 and in an official way in the grow­
ing jurisprudence of the same Congregation, was intended to 
complete the general norms contained in the lex peculiaris. 
It was not a matter of an application in toto of the canonical 
legislation referred to above. N evertheless, even though an 
attempt was made to proceed congrua congruis referendo, the 

83 Cf. especially A. Larraona, C.M.F., "Iurisprudentiae ... ," loe. cit., A. 
Larraona, C.M.F., and J. B. Fuertes, C.M.F., "Adnotationes in decreta re­
scripta, formulas S.C. de Religiosis pro Institutis Saecularibus," Commen­
tarium pro Religiosi.s (1949), pp. 292-307; A. Gutierrez, C.M.F., "Commen­
tarium in Motu Proprio . .. ,'' wc. cit. 
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end result was a real equating of the new institutes to religious 
institutes. 

It is remarkable how such an application, which placed 
secular institutes on a par with religious institutes, could have 
taken place. · For this was contrary to what was laid down 
by the apostolic constitution Provida Mater Ecclesia, which in 
Article II forbade that the laws proper to religious be applied 
to the new institutes, except by way of exception. And yet, 
the explanation of this fa.et must be found, undoubtedly, in the 
Provida Mater itself, which conferred on the Congregation of 
Religious the power of interpreting authentically and ap­
plying the laws of that pontifical document. Using this power 
in the way it considered most opportune, the Congregation of 
Religious applied to secular institutes a series of norms which 
were not secular but religious. If one considers that hardly 
two secular institutes had been approved before this process 
of equalization began to be evident,84 one can readily under­
stand the influence that this fact must have had on the char­
acter and features of all other secular institutes approved later 
on. These institutes were " incarnating " and outlining, little 
by little, the figure of secular institute as it appears today. 

W e believe that the appearance in increasing numbers of 
new secular institutes ad instar r13ligiosorum, must have had 
its influence, because of its exemplary value, in conditioning 
the doctrinal interpretations previously referred to. Without 
trying to give an exhaustive list---which would be difficult in 
any case due to the natural reserve of the possible sources of 
information-it is worthwhile to give sorne examples of secu­
lar institutes whose members: 

(a) take public vows (such as Notre-Dame du Travail), or 
semi-public vows which they profess in a public and solemn 

84 These associationa were Opus Dei and the Filiae Reginae Apostolorum. 
It me.y be pointed out tha.t, while Opus Dei wa.e a.pproved twenty two da.ya 
a.fter the promulga.tion of the Provida M ater Ecclesia, the a.pprova.l of the 
Inetitute of the Filia.e Regina.e Apostolorum-which, incidenta.lly, requiree 
secrecy of ite members-was given some months la.ter and not as of pontifical 
right, but a.e of diocesa.n right. 
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manner (Hijas de la Natividad de Maria, Istituto Santa 
Maria Annunziata, Operarias Parroquiales, etc.); 

(b) live a canonical common life, su ch as the Ancillae Ec­
clesiae or the Institut Carmelitain de Notre-Dame-de-Vie; 

( c) wear a habit or special uniform, always or on certain 
occasions (Sisters of Mary, Hermanas de la Sagrada Familia, 
Operarias Parroquiales, Familia Beato Angelico, Missionaries 
of the Kinship of Christ, Hijas de la Natividad de Maria, 
Obra del Espiritu Santo, etc.); 

(d) use, unaltered, the training structure (" postulancy," 
"novitiate," "profession ") or terminology (" religious," "sis­
ter," "reverend mother," etc.) proper to religious (such as 
Fieles Siervas de Jesus, Misioneras de los enfermos, Opera del 
Divino Amore, Society of the Heart of Jesus, Compagnia della 
Sacra Famiglia, Company of St. Paul, Le Petit Group Domini­
cain de Jésus Crucifié, Institut Carmelitain de Notre-Dame­
de-Vie, Institut Seculier Dominican d'Orleans, Apostoles del 
Sagrado Corazon, Institut Seculier Dominicain du Saint-Nom 
de Jésus, Missionaires de Notre-Dame du Mont Carmel, and 

many others) ; 
(e) are obligated to secrecy, such as Filiae Reginae Apostol-

orum, founded by Elena Persico (of pontifical right), Institute 
of Notre-Dame du Travail (of pontifical right), Missionaries 
of the Kingship of Christ, founded by Armida Barelli and Fr. 
Gemelli (of pontifical right), Equipieres Sociales, Milites 
Christi, founded by the Italian deputy Signor Lazzati, and 
probably other secular institutes of diocesan right which are 
difficult to know about because sometimes secrecy is imposed 
even as regards the very existence of the association.

85 

Moreover, we should also note that most secular institutes 

85 A typica.l ca.se is tha.t of the two societiee founded by the Jeeuit Fa.ther 
de Cloriviere during the period of the French Revolution. One of these la.ter 
succeeded in being recognized as a. secular inatitute; both ha.d secrecy a.e a. 
conatitutiona.l norm. One could ea.eily cite other exa.mples of similar societiee 
founded by Jesuita or by other religious, in a.ccorda.nce with a. ma.nner of 
acting tha.t led to the founding of secret societies to extend their own a.po&-

tola.tes. 
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do not live seculari.ty because they devote themselves to apos­
tolates which entail that their members abandon the positions 
they had in the world, instead of seeking their sanctification 
through the exercise of one's profession; e.g., they may dedi­
cate themselves to give missions or to adoration of the Blessed 
Sacrament. 

Although we could mention other constitutional norms on 
more or less the same lines, we think that what we have al­
ready mentioned will suffice to show how all those de facto 
situations and circumsta.nces ( with their parallel jurispruden­
tial decisions) have contributed to the progressive develop­
ment and evolution of the juridical doctrine on the secular 
institute, to the extent of moulding its definitive features as in­
stitute proxime ac.cedens (in sorne cases) or totally equated to 
(in most cases) the juridical figure of the religious institute. 

IV. SUPPLEMENTARY INFORMATION 

The Annuario Pontificio of 1964 lists five secular institutes 
for men 86 and eleven for women, 87 i.e., a total of sixteen secu­
lar institutes of pontifical right. 

It is not possible to give the exact number of secular insti­
tutes of diocesa.n right, since no recent statistics are ava.ilable. 
The latest published statistics 88 gave thirty-seven institutes 
of diocesan right at the end of 1957. One must suppose that 
t~is figure has greatly increased over the past seven years, 
smce by December 1957 the number of applications for recog­
nition before the Congregation of Religious had risen to 197. 

The institutes approved from 1947 to 1957 had been 
founded in the following countries: Italy, 21; Spain, 7; Fra.nce, 
7; Germany, Colombia, Switzerland and Austria 2 each · Bel-. ' ' gmm, Canada, England, Yugoslavia, Mexico and Uruguay, 1 
each. 

86 Cf. pp. 870-871. 
87 Cf. p. 1403. 
88 Cf. A. del Portillo, " Lo Stato attuale degli Istituti Secolari,'' Studi 

Cattolici, I (1958), 4-14. 

THE EVOLUTION OF SECULAR INSTITUTES 159 

Both the number and geographical extension of secular in­
stitutes lead one to suppose that these figures, already signifi­
cant, will be mu ch greater in time, due to the f act that this 
new form of the religious state offers, as it has been frequently 
said, 89 an opportunity of following a religious vocation to 
many people who otherwise could not do it. Due to family, 
health, or other reasons, they were prevented from asking ad­
mission to an order, congregation, or society of common life. 

Furthermore, the fact that the process of juridical and theo­
logical evolution has taken place does not seem to present any 
obstacle to the numerical growth of secular institutes or of 
their membership. The immense majority of the secular insti­
tutes existing today had sought approval as such institutes 
when the juridical trend of equating secular institutes to the 
other forros of the religious state had already begun (from 
1949) or had already been completed. They accommodated 
satisfactorily the letter and spirit of their constitutional regu­
lations to the juridical and theological reality. This holds true 
also for secret institutes, which, precisely because of this char­
acteristic, do not feel in their apostolate the practica! conse­
quences of the assimilation to the religious institutes. 

The present position of Opus Dei. At the conclusion of this 
study, we consider it necessary to refer to the fact, already 
well known, that the founder of Opus Dei, Msgr. Escrivá de 
Balaguer, on seeing how the primitive concept of secular in­
stitute was being changed, made respectful protests to the 
Roman Congregations, from 1948 on, so as to defend that juri­
dical figure in all its integrity. 

As we have said, Opus Dei was the only association granted 
the decretum laudis before the equation of Secular Institutes 
with religious began. Furthermore, it may be affirmed that 
the legislation of the Provida M ater Ecclesia has been applied 

89 This idea is also found in books and information pamphlets published 
by some secular institutes : cf., e.g., thoae published by the secular institute 
Maria Santissima Annunziata on the occasion of the " Church Exhibit " held 
in 1962. 
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in all its extension and integrity, without the addition of 
~orms taken from .the law proper to religious, only and exclu­
s1vely to Opus Dei. 

Opus Dei constitutes an association of the faithful of uni-
' versal government and extension,90 whose member&-<>rdinary 

lay people and secular cleric&-devote themselves, in virtue 
of a well-defined vocation, to a secular apostolate and to seek­
ing Christian perfection in their own state, ea.ch through the 
practice of his own profession or trade. In its triple aspect­
theological or ascetical, jurídica} and apostolio----secularity 
manifests the main characteristic of the spirit and organiza­
tion of Opus Dei. These are the features which have defined 
this association since its beginnings, and which its founder has 
clearly defined on numerous occasions. The text written by 
him, which we have already cited, states: 

Opus Dei embraces Christians from all walks of life, men 
and women, celibate and married, who, being in the middle 
of the world, or better, being of the world-since they are 
ordinary secular people-aspire by divine vocation to Chris­
tian perfection and to bringing the light of Christ to others 
within their environment, through the sanctification of their 
ordinary work. 

And f urther on he adds: 

Anyone unable to see further than the classical moulds of the 
life of perfection will not understand the structure of Opus 
Dei. Opus Dei members are not religioU&-to give an example 
-who, full of holy zeal, work as lawyers, doctora, engineers, 
or workers. They are simply lawyers, doctora, engineers, 
workers, who have a great interest in their profession and 

90 Opus Dei, then, is not a common association of the faithful, nor can it 
be compared with the so-called " apostolic movements." It is distinguished 
from these other associations of the faithful by the special dedícation to 
God that is lived by the greater part of its members, by the complete and 
mutual bond that unites the members to the Association, by the continuous 
ascetical formation which the members receive, etc. 
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have their characteristic mentality, for whom their profession, 
and naturally their whole life, acquires a fuller meaning when 
it is directed completely to God and to the salvation of souls.91 

Despite the social and juridical evolution affecting the secu­
lar institutes, Opus Dei has firmly kept the characteristics of 
its spirit and asceticism. "The other secular institutes," a 
Spanish author wrote lately,92 "have veered toward the con­
cept of religious institute, while Opus Dei has maintained the 
straight line of secularity, the essential and fundamental char­
acteristic of its spirit." Hence, Opus Dei can no longer be con­
sidered a secular institute because it is not so de facto; indeed, 
no one considers it as such any more.93 

The existence of this association, founded in 1928 with a 
clearly defined personality, could not but have had a decisive 
influence on the process of preparation of the Pro vida M ater 
Eccles-ia 94 and even on the interpretation of that constitution 
immediately after its promulgation.95 This is a fa.et to be 
borne in mind when studying the legal texts and facts on secu­
lar institutes: we have tried to do it throughout this study. 
And for the same reasons, in outlining the figure of the secular 
inst¡'tute in the following years, we also have had to consider 
the characteristics ad instar religiosorum of the hundreds of 
associations which have already been approved, or desire to 
be approved in the future, as secular institutes. Those char­
acteristics distinguish these associations clearly from Opus Dei. 
Resides the fundamental note of secularity, Opus Dei, among 

91 J. M. Escrivá de Balaguer, vp. cit., pp. 18-20. 

92 V. M. Encinas, "Una asociación llamada Opus Dei," CoUigite, X (1964), 
67. 

93 Cf. R Gutierrez " Opus Dei," Enciclopedia de la CuUura Española (Ma­
drid); A. 'de Fuenm~yor, "Opus Dei," Diccionario de Historia Ecclesiástica 
de España (Madrid); V. M. Encinas, "Una asociacion llamada Opus Dei," 
op. cit., pp. 61-68. 

94 See section 1 of this etudy. 

95 See footnote 48. 
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other characteristics, is neither a secret association, nor do its 
members live ad instar religiosorum---af ter the manner of re­
ligious. We can truly say that during these years we have wit­
nessed a process of differentiation that has contributed to em­
phasize even more clearly the special features of Opus Dei and 
its position in the life of the Church. 

JuLIAN HERRANz, J.C.D. 
ROME 

HUMANITAS, YESTERDAY AND TODAY 

)\ S A Catholic and an American, who has a particular in­
~ terest in the old Roman law, but who has notas yet so 

buried himself within it as to lose awareness and ap­
preciation of the present, the writer is moved to make an ob­
servation. And the point is simply this: in dealing with the 
laws of the Romans, their development, and the various men­
tal attitudes or philosophies associated therewith, one concept, 
trend, ideal, or whatever one wishes to call it for now, unceas­
ingly comes to mind today, because its essential elements are 
seen at play within the framework of both Church and State. 

That Roman creation is, of course, humanitas. And one 
needs only partially to understand it, in its origin and devel­
opment, to be able to appreciate its obvious and prevailing 
infiuence at the present time. The burden of this article will 
accordingly be a simple exposition of the original Roman 
meaning and subsequent developments of humanitas. Beyond 
the few examples finally offered to show humanitas at work 
in the current thinking of the civil government and the Cath­
olic Church, the countless number of further applications is 
left to the ingenuity of the reader; to present more than 
those few examples would be to stultify him. 

Scholars are in substantial agreement that the word hu­
manitas is an original Roman creation.1 It is evidently such 
from the fact that subsequent cultures adopted the term to 
indicate their Roman heritage in this respect, and that earlier 
civilizations had no term to parallel precisely the conceptual 
content of humanitas.' Scholars further agree that the term, 
rich in meaning and history, arose in the circle of the younger 

1 Cf. F. Schulz, Principles of Roman Law (Oxford, 1936), p. 189 (hereafter 
.cited Schulz, Principles). 

2 Cf. R. Reitzenstein, Werden und Wachsen der Humanitiit im Altertum 
(Str8BSburg, 1907), p. 4; Schulz, Principles, loe. cit. 
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