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-327-Pnmacy of the Spiritual in the Nation 

The 'distinct society' of Quebec lay in its civil legislation, which enforces Christian 

morality. The moral revolution of the 1960s is the bane of Groulx's nationalist vision. 

He constantly exhorted his people to maintain high moral standards. His is a biblical, 

indeed Old Testament concept of a separate, that is to say, a holy people. Groulx based 

the viability of a state on the independence of the spiritual. A national state serves as an 

auxiliary to assure the collective spiritual well-being of a people. In this light alone can 

one understand his 1937 declaration that French Canada would have its own state. The 

telos of that state lies in making Quebec a spiritual homeland for French-Canadians, a 

spiritual nation. An independent state thus becomes an imperative in order to assure the 

primacy of the spiritual French-Canadian society. Only an independent state would have 

at its disposal all the means necessary to preserve the primacy of the spiritual in French 

Canada as it faces the seemingless relentless onslaught of materialist Americanism. 

In the 1920s and 1930s, through L'Action frangaise and Catholic Action, 

respectively, Groulx argued for the spirituality of the national. However after World 

War II he insisted that the national be subsidiary to the spiritual. This is due to his 

increasing concern to contribute to the spirituality of French Canada. He wanted to stem 

the tide of a nationalism unbridled by the spiritual, a secular nationalism which has no 

higher aim than the nation-state. Profoundly affected by the nationalist debacle of 

World War II, in 1953 he warned: 

Forbidding the means to an end from becoming an 
end unto itself does not undermine the means; by 
the same token our culture need not seem less 
significant to us because it serves as a bastion of the 
faith. Furthermore, has not contemporary history 

se christianiser si, dans Punique province catholique de la Puissance, les intellectuels se desinteressent de 
la morale ou pis encore, travaillent a la corrompre?" (L. Groulx, Orientations, pp. 34-35). 



Primacy of the Spiritual in the Nation -328-

taught us that no one can deify a human being, 
nation, or fatherland without paying the price? By 
virtually deifying humanity, or at least instituting a 
religion of Humankind, Karl Marx sought to free 
humanity from the shackles of capitalism. Yet in 
effect he chained it to the hellish depths of 
communism. Nor can we forget the catastrophic 
consequences when other political leaders vainly 
sought to aggrandize the nation or fatherland by 
deifying it.21 

This quote reveals Groulx's simultaneous rejection of both communism and fascism 

and categorically contradicts Esther Delisle's Nietzschean, Fascist concept of Groulx's 

deification of man. Groulx put nationalism in its place, yet at the same time he affirmed 

its validity as a vehicle for attaining the spiritual. Nationalism that abuses others, as in 

World War II, does not mean that the national is intrinsically evil in and of itself. The 

significance of the nation derives from its relationship to the spiritual. 

Groulx's argument concerning Roman Catholicism and the French-Canadian 

nationalist movement naturally shifted focus over the years, because the task of the 

apologist is to render the faith relevant to contemporary society. In the wake of World 

War II, Groulx insisted on a corrective for nationalism. When he believed the church 

needed to adopt a nationalist position he promoted it; when he believed the nationalist 

movement in Quebec was secularizing, he sought to subject it to Roman Catholicism. 

This makes him appear equivocal, which is typical for the Christian apologist: his 

message changes as the times do. Throughout the rapid evolution of Quebec and 

21"Ce n'est pas affaiblir un moyen que de lui interdire de se substituer a la fin; notre culture ne se 
deprecie nullement a nous apparaitre ... comme un contrefort de la foi. Au reste, Phistoire contemporaine 
ne nous a-t-elle point appris qu'on ne deifie pas impunement ni l'homme, ni la nation, ni la patrie? En 
deifiant l'homme en quelque sorte, ou en tout cas, en instituant une religion de l'homme, Karl Marx 
pretendait bien le liberer des servitudes capitalistes. II n'a fait que Penchainer au fond de Penfer du 
communisme. D'autres chefs de peuple, que nous n'avons pas oublies, ont tenti de deifier la nation ou la 
patrie, pour le faux espoir de les grandir; ils les ont acheminees vers les tragiques catastrophes" (L. 
Groulx, Pour batir, p. 159). 



-329-Primacy of the Spiritual in the Nation 

Western society in the twentieth century, Groulx sought to apply Roman Catholicism to 

these changes in the specific context of Quebec. He evolved with the times, which 

explains in part the enigmatic character of his thought and work. 

Groulx attacked communism first, rather than fascism. He did so because, 

while fascism was apparently defeated in World War II, communism came out with a 

firm grip on Eastern Europe and China, which resulted in the Cold War. By 1953, when 

Groulx published Pour Batir, Stalin had ruled the Soviet Union with an iron fist for 

some twenty-five years. This is a remarkable statement in light of Groulx's militant 

nationalist perspective. It indicates how he reevaluated his nationalist commitment in 

the tragic aftermath of World War II. This is one of the instances when Groulx refers to 

chefs (leaders) in a distinctly negative sense. The nationalist travesty of Hitler and 

Mussolini forced him to abandon the myth of the chef, at least for the time being. 

Groulx reviled the chef of the nation in sacrilegious terms of deity and deification. 

He rejected nationalism which virtually became a religion and presented itself 

as the ultimate reality, so that it replaced religion as the finality of society and the 

epicenter of human existence. He supported the nation as the means to a Christian end 

rather than nationalism as a secular religion fundamentally contrary to Christianity. 

Groulx emphasized the disastrous consequences of nationalism elevated to the religion 

of the state and accepted nationalism insofar as it represented a form of Christian 

humanism. For him nationalism could be Christian if it led to the spiritual or was 

informed by Catholicism, or it could be secular, an end unto itself, in which case it is 

deviant and dangerous. If the nation becomes the final end, nationalism becomes 

idolatry. Yet nationalism remains useful only to the extent that it brings humanity to its 

spiritual finality, but it is destructive when an individual, a chef sets himself or the 



-330-Pnmacy of the Spiritual in the Nation 

nation as the finality of collective human existence and thus usurps that transcendence 

which belongs only to Christianity, by setting itself up as a religion. Groulx 

circumspectly delineated the parameters of nationalism by subjecting it to Christianity. 

He did this in the aftermath of World War II, not in the midst of the Great Depression, 

especially not in his debate with Georges-Henri Levesque, where he virtually equated 

the spiritual with the national in Quebec in the aftermath of the condemnation of 

L Action frangaise in order to prove his orthodoxy. 

By 1953, Groulx saw nationalism as secularism in patriotic garb — which of 

course paralleled the way many perceived it — consequently refusing to give it Catholic 

sanction. The nation rests valid to the extent that it buttresses Catholicism. If it detracts 

therefrom, it must be rejected. The elevation of the nation and the chef to supreme 

finality is the antithesis of Christianity and is disastrous for humanity. Supreme finality 

belongs only to the divine, the transcendent. The nation and the chef cannot be objects 

of faith. Groulx critiqued nationalism on a religious basis, just as he had previously 

defended the nation on the basis of the faith. His nationalist rationale stayed 

consistently religious. 

Groulx believed the common denominator of Communism and Fascism lies in 

the fact that both are secular religions. Both glorify collective humanity, the nation or a 

social class, as independent from God, faith, and any authority higher than themselves. 

As such they are forms of atheism or paganism. The nation and the chef must be 

accountable to the spiritual. Otherwise they become unethical, immoral, and destructive 

to humanity. Groulx argued for a transcendent religion. He considered Karl Marx a 

chef but along with Hitler and Mussolini, an evil chef. The chef can. be as great a 

villain, as he is a hero, hence the sacrilegious terms in which he describes such chefs. 
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As long as he believed the spiritual and the national were symbiotic Groulx 

promoted the French-Canadian nationalist movement. However, once he realized 

nationalism was secularly asserting itself to the detriment of Catholicism, he distanced 

himself from it. In Chemins de VAvenir (1964), his open letter to 'Quiet Revolution' 

Quebec and its younger generation of secular nationalists, Groulx attempted to bring 

them and their movement back within the pale of Catholicism. Beginning in the early 

1950s, Groulx's pursuits became increasingly sacerdotal. He led spiritual retreats, 

which he collated in his book Rencontres avec Dieu (1955). He lamented more and 

more that he had not given enough attention to preaching and the parish ministry. He 

undertook his memoirs as an "apostolic work." Moreover he came to feel almost 

intolerably estranged from the nationalist movement because of its blatant 

secularization, indeed anticlericalism. Thus, on October 20, 1952, Groulx wrote to 

Francois-Albert Angers: 

I cannot deny that like many seniors involved in our 
ACTION NATIONALE, its state deeply concerns 
me. Andre [Laurendeau] insists on resigning as 
editor of the JOURNAL. Who will succeed him? I 
see none among the younger set with enough 
authority and discernment to assume the editorship. 
The prevalent attitude of this group seems 
disconcerting to me. Such anticlericalism cannot 
secure the future of a journal over half of whose 
subscribers are people of the Church. Nor do I 
believe that the time has come in French Canada 
when a nationalist movement can succeed if it 
flaunts a thinly veiled anticlericalism. Moreover, 
when that day comes it goes without saying that I 
will no longer be on the nationalist side.22 

22"Je ne vous cacherai pas qu'avec plusieurs aines, je suis fort inquiet au sujet de notre ACTION 
NATIONALE. Andre veut absolument quitter la direction de la REVUE. Qui lui succedera? Dans 
l'equipe des jeunes, je ne vois personne d'assez d'autorite et de jugement pour assumer la succession. La 
toumure d'esprit en ce camp-la ne me parait guere rassurante. Ce n'est pas avec de Panticlericalisme 
qu'on peut assurer Pavenir d'une Revue dont la bonne moitie des abonnes sont gens d'Eglise. Je ne crois 
pas, non plus, que le temps soit venu ou un mouvement nationaliste ait chance de reussir au Canada 
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There was an obvious generation gap between Groulx and the young French-Canadian 

nationalists. These heady nationalists had little respect, if not actual scorn for the 

Church. As of the 1950s, Groulx argued that it was inopportune to promote publicly 

nationalist aspirations in an anticlerical vein. On the contrary, he counseled nationalists 

to assume a Catholic appearance in order to make inroads into religious and educational 

circles. This was his advice to Barbeau. Such a tactic was not simply a matter of 

strategy for promoting the French-Canadian nationalist movement; it was the non-

negotiable condition for Groulx's public support of that movement. As far as Groulx 

was concerned there would never come a time when it could free itself from 

Catholicism. Groulx pretended it was a matter of pragmatics, so as to secure the 

movement's success. In reality it reflected Groulx's own religious concern. He worked 

all his life to prevent the divorce of Catholicism from French-Canadian nationalism and 

he never wanted to force French Canadians to choose between the two. Ironically that 

choice was now foisted on Groulx himself. Circumstances in Quebec had become such 

that he himself could not avoid being forced to choose between them. For Groulx this 

represented a cruel dilemma because he attempted to hold the two together for over half 

a century. Groulx offered his counsel for the good of the nationalist movement. He also 

did so as a Catholic priest, so that he would not be caught in an insufferable dilemma. 

He did not want to be placed in the untenable position of promoting secular 

nationalism; all the while he professed his commitment to the primacy of Catholicism 

in society. 

frangais, en affichant des sentiments antictericaux plus ou moins camouftes. Quand ce jour-la sera venu, 
du reste, je n'ai pas besoin de vous dire que je ne serai plus du cote nationaliste" (CRLG, L. Groulx 
papers, L. Groulx to Frangois-Albert Angers, 20 October 1952). 
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7.5 The Realization of the Kingdom of God in the Nation 

Christ established the primacy of the spiritual through the principle of seeking 

first the kingdom of God. Groulx equated the establishment of the kingdom of God 

with the maintenance of the primacy of the spiritual. Civilization, as he defined it in 

1950, was functionally equivalent to the kingdom of God, the final outcome of the 

primacy of the spiritual in the nation: 

Seek above all ... in the first place we forget the 
importance of above all, whereby Christ sought to 
affirm the primacy of the spiritual. We then fail to 
agree on the meaning of kingdom of God, which 
comprises not only a heavenly, but also a worldly 
kingdom. We must make the eternal kingdom a 
reality here on earth. If Catholic nations do indeed 
have a mission it is undoubtedly to establish a 
Catholic culture or civilization here on earth. Such 
an international, or in some respects universal 
civilization, has never been achieved outside of a 
national framework. The task before Catholics is to 
further the Incarnation of Christ in the temporal 
sphere, to infuse institutions with justice in every 
sense of the word ... As Catholics we, above all 
others, have a responsibility to live the Christian 
faith in all realms, to ensure the Incarnation of 
Christ in temporal realities.23 

For Groulx, the kingdom of God is in time and space, not only in eternity. Not 

contradicting the eternal kingdom of God, it is a continuum from the temporal and 

spatial to the eternal. He did not conceive the national and the universal as contradictory 

23"Cherchez d'abord ... on oublie d'abord de retenir d'abord par quoi le Christ a voulu simplement 
affirmer la primaute du spirituel. On neglige ensuite de s'entendre sur le sens de royaume de Dieu. Pas 
seulement le royaume la haut - mais le royaume ici-bas. C'est ici-bas que se conquiert le royaume eternel. 
Si les nations catholiques ont vraiment une mission, c'est bien d'etablir ici-bas une culture, une 
civilisation catholique. Cette civilisation - internationale, universelle en quelques-unes de ses notes - ne 
s'est jamais realisee que dans le cadre national. L'oeuvre des catholiques - c'est de poursuivre 
Pincarnation du Christ dans le temporel, dans les institutions, y intigrer la justice - dans tous les sens du 
mot... et parce que catholiques - tenus plus que personne a la vie chretienne totale - a Pincarnation du 
Christ dans le temporel" (CRLG, L. Groulx papers, "Relations de foi et patriotisme" [periode 1950-
1960], Spicileges 1950). 
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nor mutually exclusive. The kingdom of God is necessarily a national and universal 

phenomenon. 

The mission of Catholicism is to incarnate the spiritual in the temporal. 

Groulx conceived Incarnation as an on-going process. The perpetuation of Christ's 

incarnation demands Catholicism to inform the entirety of human existence. Catholics 

must vicariously incarnate Christ temporally and spatially. Groulx referred specifically 

to the institutionalization of the faith, not to an abstract principle. Incarnation is a social 

construct in Groulx's scheme, not an individual phenomenon or a personal matter. 

Groulx insisted it must inform the infrastructure of society. He resorted once again to 

the 'total' metaphor, which in this context clearly means the spiritual informing all 

temporal realities. The Incarnation of Christ initiates the assumption of the temporal by 

the spiritual and thereafter, through the church and Catholic nations, the Incarnation 

extends the spiritual into all temporalities. The Incarnation begins a process, which 

must continue until the spiritual assimilates all temporal phenomena. Christ is the 

microcosm of the spiritual completely assuming the human condition. Incarnation 

therefore is not only a divine accomplishment, but long-term undertaking which 

Catholics must complete. Incarnation is incumbent on all of the faithful. It must be 

realized through them. Incarnation is not solely a divine one time, one place event, but 

the essence of Christian mission. 

Mission is a leitmotif of Groulx's thought. He devoted an entire study to it as 

his last major scholarly work in 1962. To assert that the primacy of the spiritual is 

applicable only to the celestial kingdom of God is pointless. Christ did not establish this 

principle for heaven but for earth. Superfluous in heaven, it is an absolute necessity for 

the human community. The kingdom of God is temporal and spatial in that the 
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incarnation of the spiritual in the temporal must be realized here and now. This 

understanding of the kingdom of God is not unlike that of the Presbyterians in the turn 

of the twentieth-century Canada, as dealt with by Brian Fraser in The Social Uplifters. 

Akin to the social Gospel understanding of the kingdom of God, Groulx's scheme of 

the kingdom of God has temporal and spatial referents. 

Biblical Israel, seventeenth-century France, and New France throughout its 

existence, are all archetypes of the kingdom of God realized in time and space. To 

realize the kingdom of God is practically equivalent to establishing the primacy of the 

spiritual over the temporal. This is the task of mission and civilization. Groulx argued 

that historically the kingdom of God always had been realized only within a national 

framework and therefore its future establishment would necessarily be national. Indeed 

Groulx looked to the post-Catholic Reformation nation, namely seventeenth-century 

France, rather than to medieval Christendom, as the archetype of the kingdom of God. 

Although he studied and admired the Middle Ages, Groulx did not even mention them 

as an example of the social realization of the primacy of the spiritual. 

His understanding of the kingdom of God is essentially social since he 

equated Christ's incarnation in the temporal with the integration of justice into social 

institutions. This social orientation explains why Groulx insisted on the establishment 

in time and space {ici-bas) of the kingdom of God. Morality and ethics are likewise 

defined by the primacy of the spiritual. Immorality, injustice, unethical practices are the 

result of the domination of the spiritual by the temporal. 

Mission is critical to Groulx's ecclesiological scheme, because it provides the 

means for the geographic expansion and socio-cultural development of the church 

through its incarnation/inculturation in peoples, societies, and nations. Mission remains 
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a necessity for the church, because it constitutes the praxis of incarnation and only the 

incarnation of Christianity, through inculturation, can effect the redemption of all 

humanity as envisaged in the Christian scriptures. Groulx could not accept the 

accusation that he had a narrow, provincial outlook, in view of the fact that he so 

thoroughly promoted the endeavors of French-Canadian missionaries to needy peoples 

around the globe. On the contrary, he argued that mission safeguards him against 

nationalist tunnel vision by providing a window on the world which constantly 

reminded him of the global scale of the redemptive enterprise. The principle of mission 

informs the thought and work of Groulx to such an extent that although highly critical 

of him, the inveterate secularist Maurice Blain nevertheless recognizes in Groulx a man 

so unmistakably imbued with a religious sense of mission and considers him a 

missionary to increasingly secular and modem Quebec society.24 

In keeping with this traditional vision of French Canadians as a missionary 

people, Groulx devoted the final decade of his life to reaffirming their allegedly 

apostolic vocation. Indeed to substantiate this claim he spent years gathering historical, 

demographic, and geographical facts about French-Canadian missionary endeavours 

around the world. He systematically collated this mass of material into a comprehensive 

overview of the missionary outreach from French Canada to the four corners of the 

earth. Entitled Le Canada frangais missionnaire (1962), this monograph not only stands 

as Groulx's last major scholarly work, it soon proved to be a source book for Canadian 

missionary literature, so that a decade later, John Webster Grant, a leading Canadian 

church historian wrote, "In a class by itself among general surveys is Lionel Groulx, Le 

24M. Blain, Approximations: Essais, (1967), p. 235. 
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Canada Frangais Missionnaire. "25 For all its contribution to the scholarship of the day, 

Groulx's study represents much more than an academic pursuit. By marshalling the 

results of his extensive research into an armada of facts, figures, and statistics on the 

history and contemporary status of worldwide missionary undertakings based in French 

Canada, Groulx offered apparently overwhelming, concrete evidence that French 

Canada constituted nothing less than "a land of apostles," as Groulx put it.26 

Furthermore, the historical method and factual tenor of Groulx's argument in Le 

Canada frangais missionnaire lends credibility to its fundamental contention that 

French Canadians form a missionary nation. This thesis is strengthened by the fact that 

Groulx carefully correlated the historical development of French Canada to the course 

of Christian mission and thus interprets French-Canadian history within a missiological 

frame of reference. Through historiography Groulx attempted to impart intellectual 

legitimacy to the claim that French Canadians possess an "apostolic spirit,"27 or ethos, 

whence their collective calling to engage in Christian mission. 

Catholics must realize the kingdom of God on earth by integrating the spiritual 

in the temporal through the establishment of social justice. The historic event of the 

Incarnation initiated this process, while Christian mission extends it throughout time 

and space. Based on the assumption that Protestantism does not insist on the integration 

of the spiritual and the temporal, much less the primacy of the spiritual over the 

temporal, Groulx concluded that Protestants to all intents and purposes marginalized the 

spiritual in society and thus undermined the establishment of the kingdom of God. 

Protestantism is not integral to Christianity. The mission of Catholics is to continue and 

25 J. W. Grant, The Church in the Canadian Era: The First Century of Confederation, (1972), p. 230. 
26"Pays d'apotres" (L. Groulx, Memoires, 4: 291). 
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complete the incarnation of the spiritual in the temporal, because, as Groulx understood 

it, their integration is the essence of redemption. The Incarnation is not only God 

becoming human, but also more basically the spiritual assuming the temporal. Not 

merely a theological event, it is also a precept applied to the relationship of the spiritual 

and the temporal in society. As Christ historically incarnated God, so too all Catholics 

must incarnate the spiritual in society. In effect then, the incarnation represents a social 

doctrine for Groulx. 

Both the clergy and laity must establish the primacy of the spiritual in all 

temporal realities. The kingdom of God is immediately realizable, because it is not 

primarily an eschatalogical event, or even an elaborate social program to be 

implemented. Rather it is a singular principle which must be established and 

maintained. Groulx readily believed it had been realized in seventeenth-century France, 

as well as in New France. Little wonder he considered it feasible for contemporary 

French Canada. His concept of the kingdom of God requires no extraordinary divine 

intervention for its realization. The Incarnation had already begun the process and now 

human beings must effect the rest. Not a remote possibility in the far distant future, it 

was ready to be realized here and now. The Incarnation of Christ must be extended 

through Catholics, who are the temporal and spatial body which continues and expands 

the Incarnation until God thereby becomes all in all (I Cor. 15:28). The Church is the 

incarnate vicar of Christ. This includes all collective entities, such as Catholic cultures, 

peoples and nations. The laity by virtue of their proximity to the temporal are 

particularly responsible to incarnate the spiritual in the temporal. Groulx called for such 

27"Esprit apostolique" (L. Groulx, Le Canada frangais missionnaire, p. 9). 
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a morally rigorous laity. He specifically mentioned social institutions as the object of 

the kingdom of God because they are the bastions of the temporal. 

Mission is not only evangelism; it is also the integration of the spiritual in the 

temporal. Protestants are half-Christians because they virtually deny the applicability of 

the spiritual to the temporal. They minimize the spiritualization of the temporal. Groulx 

therefore classed them with agnostics. Catholicity as Groulx understood it, is the 

universal assumption of the temporal by the spiritual. Incarnation is the raison d'etre of 

Catholicism. 

Le Canada frangais missionnaire was written in 1962, a period of Groulx's 

life when he was definitely more oriented toward defending the spiritual to those who 

were temporally minded. This contrasts with his pre-World War II orientation, which 

emphasized the temporal to those who were exclusively oriented to the spiritual. The 

primacy of the spiritual came to the forefront of Groulx's thought with the impending 

secularization of Quebec. While always present in his scheme, it became more 

pronounced after the condemnation of l'Action Frangaise and Jacques Maritain's 

response to it. Groulx's public confession of orthodoxy in the last years of his life was a 

defense against the inroads of secularism in French Canada. The kingdom of God was 

not a preoccupation for Groulx prior to World War II, rather he sought to shore up the 

spirituality of his people. After World War II Groulx's concept of the kingdom of God 

was not other-worldly. He saw the kingdom of God as the imperative to establish an 

integrally Catholic society here and now. Certainly that is what Groulx meant when he 

referred in 1937 to French Canada inevitably having its own nation which would be its 

"spiritual home." A simple survey of Groulx's speeches, lectures, writings, books in the 

1950s and 1960s clearly indicates the religious, spiritual orientation and preoccupation 



Primacy of the Spiritual in the Nation 

of his thought in his latter years, as evident in Rencontres avec Dieu, Le Canada 

frangais missionnaire, Chemins de I 'avenir, Marie de L Incarnation. As he recalled in 

1961: 

When an inferior element unduly takes precedence 
over others it acts as a poison which sows the seeds 
of degeneration and death in the heart of a people. 
Christian civilizations, like all others, perish when 
they fatally lapse into materialism or false beliefs. 
Where then can we find a transcendent agency to 
maintain the proper social order? Where do we look 
for a guardian of the harmony essential to society? 
Once again the witness of history and its 
confirmation by current events attests that only a 
living, integral Christianity, can serve as supreme 
overseer because it alone attributes to the temporal 
and the eternal, the natural and the spiritual, their 
appropriate roles.28 

The Scylla and Charybdis of society are materialism on one hand and heresy on the 

other. The role of the Church is to steer the nation straight through these great social 

evils and temptations. Groulx often used terms such as balance, equilibrium, or 

synthesis. The Incarnation is the archetype of equilibrium and thus became a model for 

social order, a leitmotif of his thought. Although he operates with polarities, Groulx is 

not Manichean, as his validation of the temporal makes clear, contrary to Gaboury's 

assertion. He seeks to qualify the temporal, not to negate it. He was religious, even 

pietistic, but not an ascetic as many living witnesses are quick to attest. His 

28"Qu'un element inferieur Pemporte indument sur les autres, et c'est le poison, un germe de decadence 
ou de mort introduit au coeur d'un peuple. Les civilisations chretiennes perissent comme les autres 
lorsqu'elles se laissent sombrer dans la fatalite de la matiere ou de Perreur. Oil done trouver le souverain 
regulateur qui maintiendra Pordre bien en place? Oil chercher le mainteneur de Pessentiel equilibre? 
Cette fois encore Phistoire temoigne et te spectacle du monde contemporain n'infirme pas le temoignage, 
seul le christianisme, un christianisme vivant, intigre peut tenir ce role souverain du supreme regulateur, 
parce que seul il repartit justement la part du terrestre et de Peternel, du naturel et du spirituel" (CRLG, 
L. Groulx, "Religion et humanisme," Spicileges 1961). 
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understanding of Christianity was not that of self-effacement. On the contrary, as his 

militant nationalism indicated, his faith affirmed the collective self. 

Like his Protestant contemporaries, Groulx turned to the Christian faith to 

provide answers to pressing social issues. He did so with the intent to integrate 

Christianity into contemporary society. Groulx believed this could not be realized in the 

rest of Canada, because it simply was not practicable in a pluralistic society. It was 

possible in French Canada because of its virtual religious homogeneity. At this point 

Groulx differed with "progressives" of the Social Gospel.29 As a Catholic he did not 

perceive the individual as the prime referent for the creation of a Christian society. Such 

an emphasis on the individual is indicative of the spirit of both Protestantism and 

philosophical liberalism. Groulx believed a Christian society would be achieved only 

through the Catholization of the state, public and educational institutions. Collective 

means were essential to Christianize society; the church and state must work together to 

this end. The nation, not the individual, is the locus classicus of Christian social 

reformation in Groulx's scheme. Unlike Americans who insist on social salvation first, 

or the Canadian Protestants, who concentrate on the individual conscience, Groulx 

conceived salvation as national. 

Groulx shifted the focus on mission and evangelism to those outside the faith. 

Since French Canadians are baptized believers, he concentrated all his energy on 

Christian moral and social reform in Quebec to assure that French Canadians would not 

be merely nominal Catholics. He pushed for an integral Catholicism in Quebec. The 

29See Brian J. Fraser, The Social Uplifters: Presbyterian Progressives and the Social Gospel in Canada, 
1875-1915. 
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attainment of Christian perfection through society made it unacceptable to dichotomize 

individual and social salvation. 

Although not in the modernist sense, Groulx would agree with Paul Tillich's 

well-known statement that "religion is the substance of culture, culture is the form of 

religion,"30 and he would intend this in an incarnational sense. Culture is the 

incarnation of Catholicism. By the same token, Groulx believed religion to be the 

foundation of French-Canadian culture. Indeed he believed there could be no 

civilization apart from Christianity, and he applied the paradigm of the Incarnation to 

all issues, not simply to doctrinal questions. Here one can refer to Groulx's 

incarnational world view, rather than simply his incarnational theology. 

Secularism introduced a dualistic principle, according to Groulx; it 

dichotomized Christianity. Groulx used the words organique and unite to refer to the 

holism of Catholicism. Although he recognized the distinctions between the profane 

and the sacred, because of the teleological perspective of his thought he insisted that 

ultimately they share the same spiritual end. Groulx decried secularism because it posits 

religious neutrality, or the adiaphoric nature of much of human existence: 

How rare today those full-orbed Christians in whom 
the same spirit informs every facet of their lives and 
all that they do contributes to the same end, so that 
even the most seemingly commonplace and profane 
acts take on supernatural significance ... Yet, instead 
of such wholesome unity in their lives one routinely 
finds an entrenched, ruinous dualism, thus 
establishing a neutral zone which covers the greater 
part of human existence.31 

30Paul Tillich, Theology of Culture, p. 48. 
31"Combien rares aujourd'hui ces vies chretiennes organiques ou tout s'inspire du meme esprit, de la 
meme fin, oil les moindres actes, les plus profanes en apparence, prennent une valeur sumaturelle ... Au 
lieu de cette feconde unite de la vie humaine, Phabitude s'etablit d'un dualisme desastreux ou la zone 
neutre de Pexistence occupe le plus de place" (L. Groulx, Memoires, 4: 202). 
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All must be directed towards its spiritual finality, where the spiritual and the temporal 

are united in the Incarnation. What appears to be profane is ultimately sacred. This 

reinforced his conviction that he was more Catholic, more orthodox, than those who 

were ready to abandon the nation, culture and society to secularism, rather than claim 

them for Catholicism. 
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8 -THE GREAT DEBATE 

Groulx's critique of American and Protestant Canadian society as well as the 

economy and nationalism, reveals how he viewed societies in which he believed the 

temporal had primacy over the spiritual. We will now examine his critique of Catholic 

Action and what he believed took place when the spiritual is so otherworldly as to be 

divorced from the temporal. Catholic Action is an early twentieth century expression of 

social Catholicism, a means for the laity to engage in the apostolic work of the Church 

while adapting to social needs and realities. This movement of the laity under the 

guidance of the Catholic hierarchy carries out organized religious activity of a social, 

educational or quasi-political kind. For Groulx, Catholic Action in French Canada was 

not a tool for nationalism, but the vehicle for Catholicism to adapt to the nationalist 

reality of Quebec society. 

What Groulx decried in Catholic Action was a notion of the spiritual that is 

irrelevant to temporal realities, specifically to the nationalist concerns of Quebec. Here 

he believed the Catholic Action movement emphasized the spiritual to such an extent 

that it was out of touch with the temporal concerns of contemporary society, namely 

nationalism in French Canada. Groulx was so consumed by this movement that, even 

after the Great Debate in 1939, he carried on a theological discussion of Catholic 

Action until the end of his life. His book, Chemins de Tavenir (1964), elaborated his 

critique of Catholic Action. The last volume of Groulx's memoirs, and his other 

writings, speeches and correspondence reveal a scathing indictment of Catholic Action 
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as the main culprit responsible for the secularization of French Canada, the Quiet 

Revolution with its marginalization of religion and secular nationalism. 

Like Henry Edward Manning,' the English ultramontanist in mid-Victorian 

Great Britain, Lionel Groulx, himself a late Victorian French-Canadian ultramontanist, 

shared the conviction that the church must not force the faithful to choose between 

religion and patriotism. Manning told Crehan: "one should never allow the faithful to 

be maneuvered into a position where they had to choose between their faith and their 

patriotism. That had been fatal in Reformation England."2 It is intriguing that Manning, 

at the heart of the imperialist British empire, and Groulx, a French-Canadian nationalist 

in a former colony of Britain, had the same conviction. By virtue of their 

ultramontanism, these two had much in common. For them forcing their compatriots to 

choose between their faith and their country would be suicidal for the church. Their 

mutual ultramontane commitment to Catholicism is that the church held the keys to the 

welfare of society. As a result they shared a social consciousness to meet these needs 

through Catholicism. 

Like many Christian apologists, Groulx spent much of his life standing in the 

breach trying to hold together Christianity and contemporary ideological movements. In 

the early 1930s a debate arose between Groulx and George-Henri Levesque.3 They 

'Henry Edward Manning (1808-92). Catholic archbishop of Westminster. At the First Vatican Council 
(1869-70) he was a leader of the ultramontane move to define the dogma of papal infallibility. He 
consistently promoted Catholic social consciousness, with particular concern for the condition of the 
poor and working class. After 1875, when he was made a cardinal, Manning championed social work of 
all kinds. 
Joseph H. Crehan, "Modernism," in A Catholic Dictionary of Theology, 1: 289 (1971). 
'Georges-Henri Levesque (1903-1999), professor of moral theology at the Dominican College in Ottawa 
(1933-1935). Levesque went on to become professor of economic philosophy at the University of 
Montreal (1935) and in the department of philosophy at the Universite Laval in Quebec (1936); first 
director of social science department at the Universite Laval in Quebec (1938); cofounder and first 
president of Conseil superieur de la Cooperation (1939); founder and director of the revue Ensemble 
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thrashed out the nature of Catholic Action. For Groulx the debate over Catholic Action 

represented a battle against secularism and became all the more fierce when clerics 

such as Levesque, and later prominent lay figures such as Claude Ryan, seemingly led 

the assault against the primacy of the spiritual in all social issues. Would it have been 

proper to prevent Catholic Action from addressing the nationalist concerns of Quebec, 

as Levesque contended? Or should Catholic Action, by virtue of its social mandate, 

have spoken to the concerns of the nationalist movement, as Groulx insisted? For 

Groulx the question of an acceptable nationalism was the preeminent social issue. If the 

church could not deal with nationalism it could not deal with the heart of the French-

Canadian nation. His fundamental criticism of Catholic Action was that it tended to 

downplay the temporal at the expense of the spiritual, and in this way, to denationalize 

Catholicism and equate it with disincarnate Catholicism. To its own detriment, Catholic 

Action kept Catholicism out of nationalist concerns. For Groulx, Catholic Action let 

secularism through the front door of nationalism, the most burning issue in Quebec. If 

Catholicism could not be relevant to the heart of French-Canadian society, the church 

was doomed to insignificance in Quebec. The essence of the debate was that Catholic 

Action separated Catholicism and nationalism and thus forced people to choose 

between their faith and their country." 

(1940); social advisor for the Corporation des Agronomes (1940-1949); member of Conseil superieur du 
Travail for the Province of Quebec (1941-1951); member of the Conseil d'Orientation economique for 
the Province of Quebec (1942). 
*See Yvan Lamonde et Claude Corbo, Le rouge et te bleu: Une anthologie de la pensee politique au 
Quebec de la Conquete a la Revolution tranquille^ p. 414-415, for a brief introduction to the 
correspondence between Groulx and Levesque on the relationship of Catholic action to contemporary 
nationalist youth movements in Quebec. 

See Georges-Henri Levesque, Souvenances 1: 257, where Levesque affirms that the debate over 
Catholic action and contemporary nationalist youth movements in Quebec marked the turning point in 
his relationship with Groulx: "A partir de ce jour, nos relations devinrent moins cordiales, entachees 
d'une gene feutree que manifestent, du reste, les propres memoires de Pabbe." 



The Great Debate -347-

8.1 The Role of the Clergy 

Groulx did not want not only Catholic lay movements, but also the clergy to 

be excluded from nationalism and even from any social dimension in the name of a 

pure, more spiritual Catholicism. In his October 27, 1935 letter to Georges-Alexandre 

Courchesne (1880-1950), bishop of Rimouski (1928-1946), Groulx deplored the 

implications of such developments: 

If one persists in countenancing those Catholic youth 
organizations, which in the name of Catholic action 
forbid nationalist pursuits, logically speaking must not 
the same ban apply to every cleric? How does the 
episcopate see this new line of thinking? It in effect 
obfuscates what the faith and patriotism represent for 
our people. It will split the youth into two camps, one 
Catholic, the other patriotic. In its wake will come lay 
secondary schools. I meet many model Catholic 
laypersons who have no intention of passively 
accepting what amounts to the denationalization of 
their children. Indeed who can, in the name of 
Catholicism, ask them for such a sacrifice? I frankly 
believe we have never entertained a line of thinking so 
profoundly inimical to our existence. I know several 
lay and ecclesiastical circles find this most disturbing. 
It appears the bishops have not yet sanctioned this 
approach. Is it not rather strange that in such a grave 
matter as this case they seem to have given a blank 
check to some mavericks? I still ask myself how one 
can consider nationalist pursuits on the same plane as 
political activities, and how we will survive without 
nationalist activism.5 

"Si Pon laisse se continuer ces organisations de jeunesse catholique auxquelles on interdit Paction 
nationale, sous pretexte d'action catholique, la meme interdiction ne devra-t-elle pas frapper logiquement 
tout ecciesiastique? Que pensent les eveques de cette nouvelle orientation? Voila done la foi et le 
patriotisme brouiltes chez nous. Voici venir deux jeunesses: la jeunesse catholique et la jeunesse 
patriote. Et voici venir les lycees laics. Car je rencontre beaucoup de laics et d'excellents catholiques qui 
n'entendent pas toierer sans resistance cette denationalisation pratique de leurs enfants. Peut-on 
d'ailleurs, au nom du catholicisme, leur demander pared sacrifice?... Franchement je ne crois pas que 
jamais aussi grave, aussi perilleuse, orientation ait eti domtee a notre vie. Je sais bien des milieux laics et 
meme ecctesiastiques fort inquiets. On nous dit que les ev6ques n'ont pas encore approuve cette 
orientation. N'est-il pas un peu etrange, en ce cas, qu'en une aussi grave affaire, ils se donnent Pair de 
laisser carte blanche a des gens sans mandat? J'en suis encore a me demander comment on peut mettre 



The Great Debate -348-

However, less than one month after Groulx's letter to Mgr. Courchesne quoted above, 

in which he incited the bishop and the hierarchy to insist on the conjunction of Catholic 

Action and action nationale, he wrote to Georges-Henri Levesque in the opposite vein. 

He expressed his belief that the hierarchy would rule in favor of Levesque's strict 

distinction between Catholic Action and action nationale. Yet behind the scenes he did 

all he could to influence his episcopal friends, Courchesne and Villeneuve, to prevent 

this from happening. Groulx professed his concern that the dissociation of Catholic 

Action and action nationale would exclude him from pursuing action nationale, since it 

would mean his work would be profane. He went so far as to suggest that a parting of 

the ways between Catholic Action and action nationale would compel him to retire 

from active life to pursue more sacerdotal goals. Such contradictory letters belie 

Groulx's crocodile tears.6 

Groulx contended that action nationale and action politique did not occupy 

the same plane. Yet without action nationale, and its corollary, action politique, 

French-Canadian survivance had no future. Although the clergy could not get involved 

in action politique, they could contribute to action nationale in order to maintain the 

status of the church in nationalist Quebec. Through the caveat of distinguishing clearly 

between action politique and action nationale, Catholic clergy and even laity could 

participate in national activism, which they could not have done if it were portrayed as 

sur le meme plan action politique et action nationale, et comment, sans action nationale, nous avons 
chance de survivre" (CRLG, L. Groulx's papers, L. Groulx to G.-A. Courchesne, 27 October 1935). 
6CRLG, L. Groulx Papers: L. Groulx to Georges-Alexandre Courchesne, 27 October, 1935; L. Groulx to 
Georges-Henri Levesque, 24 November 1935; L. Groulx to Georges-Henri Levesque, 8 December 1935; 
L. Groulx to Rodrigue Villeneuve, 24 January 1936. 
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political partisanship, much less political activism. Such involvement would surely 

entail censorship from the Catholic hierarchy. 

Groulx argued that Catholic Action and action nationale must go hand in 

hand. Indeed, Catholic Action was supernatural, as Levesque maintained. But, and this 

is the crux of his reasoning - he insisted that French Canada is an entity sui generis. 

Quebec was an exception to the rest of Canada. Unlike all others, the spiritual included 

the national in French Canada. Indeed Groulx maintained that in Quebec, as nowhere 

else in the world, the spiritual and the temporal existed interdependently. So much is 

French Canada surrounded by antagonistic forces that, unlike any other Catholic entity, 

national and religious survivance are one and the same. Groulx took Bourrassa's 

argument of 'language as guardian of the faith' and expanded it to include not only 

language but the entire French-Canadian nation. 

8.2 Fusion or Division? 

For Groulx no Catholic culture could exist unless it were anchored in a nation; 

Catholic Action, therefore, had to support a nation which incarnated Catholicism. He 

called for realism in Catholic Action, as well as relevance to the French-Canadian 

nationalist concerns. Salvation is social and concrete so that the thrust of Catholic 

Action had to be national. Catholic Action provided the corrective necessary to prevent 

nationalism from becoming secular, or indeed fascist. Groulx was convinced that his 

view of Catholic Action was based on orthodox theology and philosophy. There was an 

essential link between his social concern, moral theology, and nationalism, not 

surprisingly then nationalism represented a moral issue for him. The referents of his 

nationalism are three-fold: philosophy, theology, and morality. He did not realize that a 
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conservative morality does not necessarily assure orthodoxy. This is one reason he, like 

many of his contemporaries, had been attracted initially to fascism. His article, Veut-on 

nous faire fasciste?, refers in no way to political nationalism, but to the rigorous, 

authoritarian social morality of fascism. 

Whereas Levesque distinguished between the spiritual and the national, 

Groulx integrated the two. Their separatism in Quebec would precipitate the greatest 

crisis in French Canadian history, and to Groulx the Quiet Revolution seemed the 

fulfillment of this apprehension. Groulx considered nationalism the thin edge of the 

wedge whereby secularism would cleave French-Canadian society. He implicitly asked 

Levesque not to diminish the status or influence of the church by sequestering it from 

the nationalist realm. He found inconceivable that clerics such as Levesque publicly 

declared the church inappropriate to deal with the national. This explains his 

vehemence towards "unmandated clerics" such as Levesque who pontificated on these 

matters. 

8.3 Rightly Dividing the Word of God, or Theological Semantics? 

In his letter of November 24, 1935 to Levesque Groulx readily acknowledged: 

As for me, I must confess that I am like a man who 
needs to get his life back on track. I had no qualms 
about what I was doing as long as in the minds of our 
people Catholic and nationalist activism so informed 
one another that the two appeared inextricably 
connected. Now that they will develop in separate 
spheres no one can keep the people from perceiving 
them as fundamentally disparate. In such 
circumstances to devote my energies to an essentially 
nationalist enterprise would hardly seem to me in 
keeping with the priesthood. I have suffered a great 
deal these last twenty years having found myself 
chained, indeed condemned to teach what is 
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ultimately profane. I can plead that at the university I 
am simply fulfilling my clerical duty since I neither 
requested nor sought this type of ministry. The same 
excuse cannot apply in the case of the Review. 
Perhaps this will at last afford me the long-awaited 
opportunity to withdraw from all such pursuits and 
concentrate on my historiographical work. I ask the 
Good Lord to enlighten me. 

Rest assured nevertheless that I hold no grudge 
against you because of your viewpoint; I merely 
would have liked to know it earlier. You may well be 
right. In fact I tend to believe that our bishops will call 
for the dissociation of these spheres of activity. Where 
will this lead? To a new, if not the most serious crisis 
in the existence of our people. Our laity are not ready 
nor have they been prepared to take care of their 
national interests on their own. There is no 
infrastructure, especially not among the youth, and our 
educators are ill disposed to set up these structures. 
We can still count on Providence, but only It.7 

The words imbrique, and compinitri are indicative of the inextricable relationship of 

Catholic and national action in Groulx's view. Groulx patronized the laity by depicting 

them as incapable of assuming sole responsibility for the future of Quebec as a nation. 

"Quant a moi, je vous Pavoue, je suis comme un homme qui aurait a redresser Paxe de sa vie. Tant que 
les deux actions, catholique et nationale, ont paru, a Pesprit de notre peuple, parfaitement imbriquees, 
compenetrees Pune par Pautre, je n'ai pas ressenti de scrupules a faire ce que j'ai fait. Maintenant que les 
deux actions evolueront en des cadres dissoctes, vous ne pourrez faire qu'en Pesprit de notre peuple, 
elles n'apparaissent tres profondement dissoctees. Me donner d'une facon active, en pareille occurrence, 
a une oeuvre d'action nationale au premier chef, me semblerait peu sacerdotal. J'ai beaucoup souffert, 
depuis vingt ans, de me voir condamne, cloue, a un enseignement en realite profane. A 1'universite je 
garde au moins l'excuse du devoir d'etat, n'ayant ni sollicite ni choisi cette sorte de ministere. L'excuse 
ne vaut point dans le cas de la Revue. Peut-£tre aurai-je enfin trouve Foccasion que j'ai bien souvent 
souhaiti; celle de me retirer de toute vie active pour me confiner a mes travaux d'histoire. Je prie le Bon 
Dieu de m'edairer. 

Soyez persuade toutefois que je ne vous en veux nullement de votre attitude; j'aurais tout au plus 
souhaite la connaitre plus tot. II se peut que vous ayez raison. Et j ' incline a croire que nos eveques se 
prononceront pour une division des cadres. Qu'en resultera-t-il? Une nouvelle crise et peut-etre la plus 
grave dans la vie de notre peuple. Nos laics ne sont pas prepares et n'ont pas eti prepares a se charger 
eux seuls de leurs intirets nationaux. Les cadres n'existent point, surtout dans les milieux de jeunesse. Et 
ces cadres, nos educateurs ne sont pas enclins a les former. II reste la Providence, mais rien qu'Elle" 
(CRLG, L. Groulx's papers, L. Groulx to G.-H. Levesque, November 24, 1935). See Y. Lamonde et C. 
Corbo, Le rouge et le bleu, pp. 419-420. See also, G.-H. Levesque, Souvenances 1: 267, where Levesque 
states , in reference to this letter from Groulx: "Le reste de sa lettre laisse entrevoir un homme angoisse, 
tirailie, nettement pessimiste." 
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At the same time he was prophetic because what he had anticipated did take place 

during the Quiet Revolution, when the French-Canadian nationalist movement 

definitively parted ways with the Catholic Church. He often used the term imbriqui to 

refer to the integration of Catholic Action and action nationale, as though the two were 

inseparable. For him, as long as the two went hand in hand, a cleric could pursue action 

nationale. If they were dichotomized, the clergy, like himself, could not participate in 

action nationale. 

Georges-Henri Levesque contended that according to papal doctrine, Groulx 

did not adequately distinguish between action nationale and Catholic Action. For 

Levesque nationalism constituted a purely political movement. His December 2, 1935 

letter sharply refuted Groulx's argument. Couched in Scholastic distinctions, 

Levesque's rebuke illustrates that Thomism informs his thought as well as Groulx's. 

Their divergent positions represent two different interpretations within the same 

theological framework. Levesque had no doubt he had 'rightly divided the word of 

truth' (II Tim. 2:15) when he drew a sharp distinction between Catholic Action and 

action nationale, and unequivocally associated the latter with action politique: 

We simply affirm, in accord with the Pope, that they 
both [i.e. national and political activism] belong to the 
same natural, human and temporal realm, unlike 
Catholic Action, which belongs to the supernatural, 
religious, and divine realm. - Furthermore, you must 
realize that we know as well as anyone else how to 
distinguish the different subdivisions within the 
natural and temporal realm, specifically that which 
pertains to national activism and that which pertains to 
political activism. 

In sum, national activism and political activism each 
have their own distinctive features, which make little 
difference to Catholic Action. Yet both share a 
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common attribute, that of belonging to the natural and 
temporal realm; it is above all this latter characteristic 
which disqualifies them both from Catholic Action. 
(By this we still mean of course national activism and 
political activism in the sense of direct involvement).8 

Groulx conceived secularism as the subjugation of the spiritual to the temporal, so that 

once having admitted the principle of secularism, it would inevitably gain sway over 

society, thus rendering the spiritual in general, and the church in particular, subservient 

to temporal ends. He contended that by keeping aloof from nationalism the church 

virtually relegated itself to insignificance by ignoring to all intents and purposes the 

most pressing issue in French-Canadian society. From Groulx's perspective then, if the 

church shunned the nationalist movement it would not only forfeit a hold on the 

French-Canadian people, but worse still would condemn itself to irrelevance in Quebec 

society. 

Groulx adamantly opposed an exclusively spiritual interpretation of Catholic 

Action, along with a solely temporal notion of action nationale. In order to justify its 

appropriateness for Catholic Action, he argued that action nationale belonged to the 

realm of the spiritual, or the supernatural, to use Levesque's term. He took great pains 

to argue that action nationale was integral to Catholic Action, and he identified the 

national with the spiritual on the basis that the national expressed concretely the 

""Nous voulons uniquement dire avec le Pape que les deux sont sur le meme plan naturel, humain et 
terrestre, a la difference de Faction catholique qui est sur le plan surnaturel, religieux et divin. - D'autre 
part, comprenez aussi que, a Finterieur meme du plan naturel et terrestre, nous savons distinguer aussi 
bien que quiconque des sous-plans differents, v.g. celui de Paction nationale et celui de Faction politique. 
En resume, Faction nationale et Paction politique ont des caracteres propres distincts, et cette distinction 
importe peu a Paction catholique. Mais toutes deux ont un caractere commun^ celui d'etre d'ordre naturel 
et terrestre: c'est principalement ce dernier caractere qui exclut les deux actions de Paction catholique. 
(Bien entendu, il s'agit toujours d'action nationale et d'action politique entendue dans le sens d'action 
directe). (CRLG, L. Groulx papers, G. H. Levesque to L. Groulx, 2 December 1935). See Y. Lamonde, 
C. Corbo, Le rouge et le bleu^ pp. 414-415, for a brief introduction to the correspondence between 
Groulx and Levesque on the relationship of Catholic Action to contemporary nationalist youth 
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spirituality of a people. Since he equated the national with the spiritual, rather than the 

temporal, he was prepared to excise action politique from Catholic Action. In his view, 

action nationale was on the transcendent side of the balance sheet with Catholic 

Action, whereas action politique was exclusively temporal. This rejection of a 

dichotomy between the temporal and the spiritual compelled Groulx to argue for the 

essential affinity of Catholic Action and action nationale. 

In his December 8, 1935 letter to Levesque Groulx professed to have revised 

his position: "Already for several days now ... I have considered your opinion. For 

many years the political and national will be mixed up. It is necessary for the youth to 

organize itself in totally free structures."' Groulx ostensibly conceded Levesque's 

distinction on the basis of the theological watershed between the supernatural and the 

natural. He undoubtedly acquiesced in order to prevent a public, ecclesiastical polemic, 

which would expose his teachings to dogmatic scrutiny, a prospect he dreaded 

throughout his controversial clerical career. This agreement satisfied the doctrinally 

punctilious Dominican. 

In this letter Groulx's theological repentance to Levesque once again seemed 

more apparent than real. In fact, he thereby accomodated French-Canadian nationalism. 

He equated action politique and action nationale on practical, not theological grounds, 

thus practicing what might be called theopolitik, i.e. a political agenda that realized 

theological imperatives. Realpolitik in Quebec required action nationale to supersede 

Catholic Action, and warranted its recourse to action politique as well. The nationalist 

movements in Quebec, pp. 415-418, for a previous letter (18 November 1935) to Groulx which Levesque 
wrote in a similar though somewhat less theological vein. 
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concerns of French Canada justified the autonomy of action nationale from Catholic 

Action. This steeled the political will of Quebec and inadvertently contributed to the 

secularization of its nationalism. 

Groulx attempted to portray both clerical and lay insistence for the 

conjunction of action nationale and Catholic Action. Obviously this was a defense of 

L'Action nationale, a publication to which Groulx contributed heavily and which he 

influenced. He was convinced that nationalism without Catholic spirituality might 

become the Pandora's box of secularism in Quebec. Once the secular principle was 

released in French-Canadian society through nationalism, the entire social fabric of 

Quebec would be secularized. 

His remarks to a fellow cleric indicate his patronizing attitude toward the 

laity. They needed the church to lead them to the 'Promised Land' of nationalism. For 

their benefit, French Canadians needed to see the integration of Catholic Action and 

action nationale. He believed that nationalist interests were properly the object of the 

church and that Catholic Action could help accomplish this. Levesque called for a 

fundamental distinction between the national and the spiritual, so that they would not 

be on the same plane at all, but rather as far apart as the natural is from the 

supernatural. Hierarchy meant liaison for Groulx, but Levesque interpreted it as the 

strict dissociation of these elements. Groulx proposed a Catholic means to achieve 

nationalist ends. His clerical paternalism led him to believe that the French-Canadian 

nationalist movement needed the church. Catholic Action allowed Groulx to be both 

"Voila deja plusieurs jours que ... je me suis range a votre avis. Politique et national seront trop metes en 
notre vie, d'ici de longues annees. II faut que la jeunesse s'organise en des cadres absolument libres." 
(CRLG, L. Groulx papers, L. Groulx to Georges-Henri Levesque, 8 December 1935) 
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clerical and nationalist, to serve the church and the nation, yet to give the church 

primacy. 

On January 24, 1936, two months after his letter to Levesque, Groulx wrote in 

the opposite vein to Cardinal J. M. Rodrigue Villeneuve:10 

Several friends, including a few bishops, have 
requested that I write to you in Paris or Rome about 
the debate over Catholic Action and national activism 
which has somewhat troubled people ... The position 
we took at L Action nationale appears to me quite 
reasonable. In keeping with what I would call my 
totalistic conception of Catholicism, I for one deemed 
it essential to prevent creating two bodies of youth in 
our society. It seemed to me that whether individually 
or collectively, Catholics must not feel themselves 
hindered from fulfilling any of their duties, not even 
to the nation. Some reflection, and the latest 
provincial elections in particular, has opened my eyes. 
I believe that for now and a long time to come in our 
province, national and political affairs will 
inextricably mesh to such an important, indeed critical 
degree, that young members of Catholic Action will 
find it virtually impossible to participate directly in 
national activism. Moreover, I can attest that due to 
recent events young people have already begun to take 
matters into their own hands. Everywhere I look I see 
them organizing exclusively nationalist, political 
clubs, which rival the local youth chapters of Catholic 
Action. In view of this rift will we continue to share 
the same moral vision? Will the youth wing of 
Catholic Action know how to deal with patriotic 
young people in such a way as to exercise a strong, 
positive influence on them? There clearly exists a 
danger that our leading youth will split into two 
factions, and much worse, that a narrow-minded 
perspective will deter many young people from 
Catholic Action itself. The letters I receive about this 
from various college instructors and senior students 
tell a sad story. Some of the chaplains in Catholic 
Action seemingly do their best to confuse the issue 
and disturb impressionable young people by 
displaying utter contempt for nationalist concerns. If I 

°J. M. Rodrigue Villeneuve (1883-1947), o.m.i., was archbishop of Quebec from 1931 to 1947. 



The Great Debate -357-

may be so bold, I would propose that the episcopate 
take an unequivocal stand on this subject at its next 
assembly. We cannot allow any of the youth to 
believe that in the name of Catholic Action they must 
renounce their nationalist orientation and activism." 

His subsequent actions and letters belie any intention of his retirement to a cloistered 

life. He denounced Levesque's concept of Catholic Action to Villeneuve and tried to 

convince the cardinal to decide in favor of action nationale as the proper object of 

Catholic Action. He particularly wanted to silence those who declared the two were 

separate. He artificially created an atmosphere of crisis, which he entreated the cardinal 

to resolve by pronouncing in his favor. He held forth the specter of a lay reaction 

against the church if it rejected action nationale as integral to Catholic Action. The 

notion of the faith as totalistic could hardly lack appeal for this latter-day 

ultramontanist, particularly since it meant the primacy of the Church over the temporal. 

Since the nationalist issue was the most important in Quebec, the Church could not 

abandon it to secularism. Groulx's use of the word totalistic indicates his holistic 

"Plusieurs amis, et quelques-uns episcopaux, m'avaient prie de vous ecrire a Paris ou a Rome, au sujet 
du debat a propos d'action catholique et d'action nationale qui a emu un peu les esprits ... La position que 
nous avons prise a PAction nationale s'explique, ce me semble, facilement. J'ai cru, pour ma part, qu'il 
fallait empecher a tout prix, chez nous, la naissance de deux jeunesses - avec ma conception que je dirais 
totalitaire du catholicisme, il me semblait que te catholique, soit individuellement, soit en groupe, ne 
pouvait se sentir gene par Paccomplissement d'aucun de ses devoirs, fut-ce le devoir national. Quelques 
reflexions et surtout les demieres elections provinciates m'ont ouvert les yeux. II me parait qu'en notre 
province et d'ici longtemps, le national sera tellement mete au politique, et de facon si urgente, si 
imperieuse, qu'il est bien impossible que la jeunesse d'action catholique s'occupe activement d'action 
nationale. Sous la poussee des evenements, je constate, au surplus, que la jeunesse a deja pris le devant 
d'elle-meme. Et partout je la vois s'organiser, a cote des jeunesses d'action catholique, en des cadres 
strictement nationaux et politiques. Garderons-nous, avec ce dedoublement, l'unite morale? La jeunesse 
d'action catholique saura-t-elle se menager sur la jeunesse patriote une action bienfaisante et puissante? 
... La git le danger de division en deux camps dans notre meilleure jeunesse et le danger aussi, par 
etroitesse d'esprit, de degouter toute une portion des jeunes, de Faction catholique elle-meme: ce qui est 
infiniment plus grave. Des lettres qui me viennent de coltegiens ages et de quelques educateurs sont 
tristement reveiatrices a ce sujet. II semblerait que des aumoniers d'action catholique s'appliquent de leur 
mieux a brouiller les cartes et a troubler les jeunes esprits - par le ntepris qu'ils affichent pour tout ce qui 
est national. Si j'osais, j'emettrais le voeu qu'a leur prochaine reunion, les eveques se montrent bien 
categoriques sur ces points. II ne faudrait pas laisser dans Pesprit d'aucune jeunesse que sous pretexte 
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conception of Catholicism. He perceived no cleavage between the national and the 

spiritual because Catholicism addressed the gamut of the human condition; 

comprehensive, it provides the answers to all questions, resolves all issues, and pertains 

to every sphere of human existence. His expression 'moral unity' reveals his conviction 

that Christian morality must have the primacy in all spheres of society, including the 

political and national. Groulx wrote to bishop Courchesne and archbishop Villeneuve, 

so that they would pronounce in favor of his definition of Catholic Action and by 

implication oppose officially that of Levesque. 

As Groulx's correspondence reveals, he said one thing to Levesque and the 

opposite to Villeneuve and Courchesne. His protagonist was not unaware of Groulx's 

duplicity as Levesque's memoirs inform us.12 Levesque was also convinced that Groulx 

was theologically incorrect to transpose Catholic doctrines from the supernatural plane 

to the natural. According to him, Groulx misapplied, not to say abused, theological 

principles by erroneously equating the natural and the supernatural. He considered 

Groulx's thought "an indiscriminate mishmash of national and religious issues."" 

Groulx, on the other hand, felt justified to do so on the analogy of the Incarnation. 

Writing on June 22, 1939, barely two months before the outbreak of World 

War II, Groulx responded to a letter from the Reverend Father Maurice Laplante. In 

this letter Groulx gave his own succinct definition of Catholic Action and its working 

relationship with the Quebec nation, as he envisaged it. Reflecting on Catholic Action 

and what he considered its failure in Europe, Groulx expressed his desire to save 

d'action catholique, on lui demande de se desinteresser de sa formation nationale et de Paction 
nationale..." (CRLG, L. Groulx papers, L. Groulx to J.-M. Rodrigue Villeneuve, 24 January 1936). 

G.-H. Levesque, Souvenances 1: 264-269. 
' "une confusion abusive du national et du religieux" (G.-H. Levesque, Souvenances 1: 257). 
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Quebec from a similar fate. This letter shows beyond a doubt that he always maintained 

the same position concerning Catholic Action and Quebec nationalism: 

I have not in the least changed my opinion. Someone 
has told you a tall tale. I still accept, as I always have, 
the definition of Catholic Action given by Pius XI. I 
believe it has thoroughly spiritual aims and should 
intervene in the temporal realm only to defend its own 
interests. However, I also believe that in our country, 
French Canada, the temporal and spiritual spheres 
interface more than anywhere else. The national and 
spiritual domains in particular mesh almost 
inextricably with one another. I maintain therefore 
that because the national domain comprises some of 
the vital interests of Catholic Action, it must intervene 
so as to protect, strengthen, and watch over the 
national domain. I readily concur that it should 
intervene only on spiritual grounds. Yet spiritual 
imperatives dictate that Catholic Action must not only 
intervene on a few momentous occasions, but at all 
times, otherwise it risks appearing quite incapable of 
sustaining the life and vision of a Catholic people. We 
are a small people of three million and represent 
perhaps the only ethnic group in the world surrounded 
by a consorted host of some 150 million Protestants or 
agnostics. No small people in central Europe or 
elsewhere lives in so perilous circumstances, nor face 
such a behemoth. The loss of our national character 
would not only amount to tearing down one of the 
foremost walls of defense which continue to shield us 
from insidious influences, but it would also entail 
breaking faith with France, which still serves as the 
source of our finest Catholic teachings and spiritual 
doctrines. 

Nor do I subscribe to the theory of those who claim to 
minister only to the souls of people. How preposterous 
to seek to save souls alone, as if one could save souls 
alone, as if one could save the souls of people without 
regard for the milieu in which they live! Surely 
everybody must know that we live on earth, that 
human beings have roots in their native land, and that 
humans cannot hermetically seal themselves off from 
the ambience or ethos of their native land. The task of 
Catholic Action consists not only in saving individual 
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souls, rather it must also endeavor to preserve and 
shore up our country as a Catholic nation. It must 
strive to create a Catholic culture and civilization. As 
far as I know there does not exist a single civilization 
on earth so insularly Catholic that it has no links to 
some nation or country. If we wish to create the 
Catholic civilization and culture on which our spiritual 
development hinges, then we must secure its 
foundation, namely its French-Canadian basis. The 
error of those you call 'Separationists' or abstract 
Catholics lies in their failure to see this glaring reality. 
Due to the woeful education they received they so 
lack national bearings that they do not perceive the 
exceptional nature of our situation. In our country the 
issue of culture and civilization represents something 
quite different than it does for France, Italy, Spain, or 
Belgium. Their heritage remains so vibrant that one 
need only live there to retain their French, Italian, 
Spanish or Belgian culture. Can we say the same for 
our country? Does not the future of our culture 
constantly hang in doubt? Must we not still determine 
what it will be? These remain my steadfast opinions. I 
cannot broadcast them in public for obvious reasons. 
However, every chance I get - such as I did again 
most recently with Jesuit theology students at 
Immaculate Conception - I do not hesitate to affirm 
that we stand to lose the best young members of 
Catholic Action because our leading youth cannot 
accept that in a country like ours one would deal 
apathetically, if not inimically with what they call the 
'national.' Each day harsh reality reminds them of the 
importance, indeed the spiritual significance of these 
matters. I have said it many times: if there arose in 
Quebec a genuinely national movement headed by a 
charismatic leader, the youth of this province would 
empty the ranks of Catholic Action. What would 
occur here would parallel what took place in 
Germany, to a certain degree in Italy, and what would 
also have happened in Spain if, in this last country, the 
episcopate had not had foresight." 

'""Je n'ai nullement change d'opinion. On vous aura colte quelque tegende. J'accepte toujours comme 
dans le passe, la definition donnee par Pie XI de Paction catholique. Je crois qu'elle a des fins 
rigoureusement spirituelles et qu'elle ne doit intervenir dans le temporel que pour y defendre ses propres 
interets. Mais voila: j'estime que chez nous au Canada francais, le temporel est lie au spirituel plus que 
partout ailleurs. Le national, en particulier, est tres etroitement attache au spirituel et le spirituel au 
national. En consequence je soutiens que Paction catholique doit intervenir dans le national, s'en 
pr6occuper, le defendre, le fortifier, parce que quelques-uns de ses supremes interets y sont engages. Elle 
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As on previous occasions Groulx insisted that Catholicism must control nationalism to 

prevent upheaval in Quebec. Catholic Action would provide the means to retain French 

Canada for Catholicism and safeguard it from the nationalistic excesses that plagued 

contemporary Germany. Groulx signaled the dangers of nationalism going awry in 

Quebec, should Catholic Action fail to keep the nationalist movement within its pale. 

Groulx turned to Esdras Minville, a layperson, to promote his concept of 

Catholic Action. Groulx perceived the layperson as the epitome of the spiritual engaged 

in the temporal. He mocked "airplane" Catholics, those who divorce the spiritual from 

n'y doit intervenir, je le veux bien, qu'au nom du spirituel. Mais le spirituel exige qu'elle intervienne non 
en quelques grandes occasions, mais constamment, si elle ne veut pas s'averer manifestement impropre a 
maintenir la vie et Fideal d'un peuple catholique. Nous sommes peut-etre le seul groupe ethnique au 
monde - petit peuple de trois millions - qui sont encerctes par une immense agglomeration presque 
entierement protestante ou agnostique de pres de 150 millions d'ames. Aucun petit peuple du centre de 
PEurope ou d'ailleurs ne vit dans une situation aussi perilleuse, n'affronte pareils colosses. Perdre notre 
nationalite, c'est abattre Pune des hautes barrieres qui nous protegent encore contre les infiltrations 
mortelles, c'est rompre avec la France d'ou nous vient encore le meilleur de notre enseignement 
catholique, de notre doctrine surnaturelle. 

Je ne crois pas, non plus, a la theorie de ceux qui pretendent ne s'occuper que des ames. Ne vouloir 
sauver que des ames, comme si Pon pouvait sauver des ames en se desinteressant du milieu oil elles 
vivent! Chacun doit pourtant savoir que nous vivons sur terre, que les hommes ont des racines dans un 
terroir et que l'homme ne peut s'abstraire totalement ni de la qualite de ce terroir ni de son atmosphere. 
L'action catholique n'a pas seulement pour tache de s'occuper des ames individuelles; elle doit viser a 
fortifier et a sauvegarder, chez nous, une nation catholique. Elle doit viser a creer une culture et une 
civilisation catholiques. Or, il n'existe point, que je sache, de civilisation au monde qui soit 
exclusivement catholique, qui ne soit en meme temps ltee a une nationalite, a un pays. Si nous voulons 
done creer une civilisation et une culture catholiques, conditions de notre essor spirituel, il nous faut nous 
occuper de ['element de base, je veux dire, Petement canadien-francais. Le tort de ceux que vous appelez 
'Separateux' ou catholiques abstraits c'est de ne pas voir ces realties qui crevent pourtant les yeux. Trop 
depourvus de sens national par suite de la triste education qu'ils ont recue, ils ne voient pas le caractere 
exceptionnel de notre situation. En France, en Italie, en Espagne, en Belgique, la question culture ou 
civilisation ne se pose pas comme chez nous. II suffit de vivre dans ces pays tellement leur passe est 
vivant, pour rester de culture francaise, italienne, espagnole ou beige. En est-il ainsi chez nous? L'avenir 
de notre culture ne se pose-t-elle pas tous les jours? N'avons-nous pas encore a decider quelle elle sera? 
Voila ce qui reste toujours mes opinions. Je ne puis pas les crier sur les toits, vous devinez pourquoi. 
Chaque fois que Foccasion, pourtant, s'en presente, - je le faisais encore tout recemment chez les 
scolastiques jesuites de Plmmacutee-Conception, - je ne crains pas de dire que Pon fait fausse route, que 
Pon est en train de detacher la meilleure partie de notre jeunesse de l'action catholique, parce que les 
meilleurs de nos jeunes gens ne peuvent pas admettre que, dans un pays comme le notre, Pon traite, avec 
indifference, sinon avec hostilite, ce qu'ils appellent le 'national.' Tous les jours, la dure realite les avertit 
de Pimportance meme spirituelle de cette question. Je Pai dit bien des fois: s'il survenait, dans la 
province de Quebec, un mouvement vraiment national, ayant a sa tete un chef magnetique, la jeunesse 
viderait les cadres de l'action catholique. II se passerait ici ce qui s'est passe en Allemagne, ce qui s'est 
passe un peu en Italie, ce qui se serait egalement passe en Espagne si, en ce dernier pays, l'episcopat 
n'avait pas vu clair" (CRLG, L. Groulx papers, L. Groulx to Maurice Laplante, 22 June 1939). 
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the national in their concept of Catholic Action. Groulx had to find a theological basis 

which not only allowed but also actually incited Catholic Action to nationalist 

involvement. His thought thus represents a synthesis of theology and ideology. In 

reference to Le citoyen canadien-frangais (1946) by Esdras Minville, Groulx wrote: 

We must stop creating Catholics without roots, ill-
suited, if not totally unadapted to their milieu, so that 
they have no idea of the spiritual benefits conferred by 
this milieu, nor their consequent civil duties to it. 
Since we foster aerial Catholics it comes as no 
surprise that such people all too easily fail to keep 
their feet on the ground. 

At a time when some leaders of Catholic Action do 
their utmost to segregate the national and Catholic 
spheres, it seems fitting that a layman should enter the 
fray to remind us that inasmuch as the temporal and 
spiritual realms overlap in the human soul, our 
cultural heritage constitutes a virtually untapped 
source of enrichment. 

Catholics without roots do not nor will they ever exist 
- rather they live first and foremost in their immediate 
milieu, with their closest coreligionists. 

... One wishes that the leaders of Catholic Action, 
particularly those attempting to set up some sort of 
abstract Catholic society, alien to all the temporal 
structures of our Catholicism, as well as its societal 
and cultural structures, would read this book in its 
entirety. Herein they might find the key to many of 
their failures, namely, that doctrines too far removed 
from down to earth and human realities have little 
hold on young people.'5 

15"Qu'on cesse de nous former des catholiques deracines, mal ou point adaptes a leur milieu, ignorants 
des valeurs spirituelles encloses en ce milieu, et par consequent de leurs responsabilitees terrestres ... 
Quand on forme des catholiques d'avion, il n'est pas etonnant que ces sortes de gens perdent si 
facilement pied sur terre. 

Dans un temps oil certains dirigeants d'action catholique s'emploient a operer le divorce entre le 
national et le catholique, il n'est pas inopportun que ce soit un laic qui vienne nous rappeler, avec les 
imbrications, dans Patne humaine, du temporel et du spirituel, les richesses trop peu explores de notre 
patrimoine culturel. Le catholique n'est point et ne saurait etre un deracine - mais d'abord de son milieu 
immediat et de ses freres les plus proches. 
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While Groulx professedly distinguished between action nationale and action politique, 

he carried on both simultaneously. He did not hesitate to influence action politique. 

Indeed, he justified his interference on the principle that nothing is secular, not even 

politics. Rather Catholicism must inform politics. Although the church could not be a 

political leader, it could orient politics towards Catholic objectives. His correspondence 

with the leaders of the Bloc populaire canadien" revealed his political dealings. In his 

August 10, 1942 letter to Andre Laurendeau," Groulx orchestrated the inaugural public 

presentation of the Bloc and its leader, Maxime Raymond:'8 

Mr. Raymond came to my house yesterday...He has to 
all intents and purposes jumped on the bandwagon. A 
few details remain to discuss, including the date to 
announce officially the movement ... perhaps you 
could invite him to preside over the evening ... so that 
he could publicly assume the role of leader. I also 
conveyed to him that the platform would be more a 
manifesto and serve less to 'specify a political agenda 
than to orient it.' He accepts this watchword. As for 
the Devoir he seems quite confident about it. He cited 
facts and pledges which warrant such confidence ... I 
give you permission to repeat to Mr. Gouin and Mr. 
Chaloult whatever you deem expedient to tell them. I 
confess that I myself have prayed and had prayers said 
in order for us to come to this point. I ask you yourself 
to pray ... so that this lofty aim may at last clearly 
become a reality." 

... II est a souhaiter que ce livre soit lu et mediti par les dirigeants d'action catholique, par ceux-la en 
particulier qui tentent d'edifier je ne sais quel ordre catholique abstrait, etranger a tous les cadres 
temporels de notre catholicisme, a toutes nos structures sociales et culturelles. Ils y decouvriront peut-
etre le secret de trop de leurs echecs, te manque de prise sur la jeunesse de doctrines trop detachees du 
terrestre et de Phumain" (CRLG, L. Groulx papers, L. Groulx to Esdras Minville, 31 December 1946). 
"1942-1949. 
'71912-1968. 
'"1883-1961. 
19 

"M. Raymond est venu chez moi hier ... On peut te considerer comme embarque. Quelques points 
resteraient a debattre, entre la date a laquelle annoncer le mouvement... vous pourrez peut-etre lui offrir 
la presidence de la soiree ... pour permettre au chef de paraitre Je lui ai alors parte d'un programme 
qui serait plutot un manifeste et qui serait moins 'la definition d'une politique que Porientation d'une 
politique.' II accepte le mot... Un mot a propos du Devoir. II me parait assez rassure de ce cote. II m'a 
cite des faits et des paroles qui justifient cette assurance ... Je vous autorise a en livrer a M. Gouin et M. 
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Groulx did not hesitate to create a chef when necessary, nor did he see any 

contradiction between a priest engaged in prayer, on one hand, and in political schemes, 

on the other hand. He had a keen sense of political opportunism, so that he timed the 

revelation of the chef to coincide with the conscription crisis of World War II. 

Hastening to secure the support of the press for his political enterprise, Groulx used his 

key contacts to act as power broker for the nascent party. As a priest his political praxis 

needed a theological basis to justify, indeed to sanctify his political interventions. 

Catholic Action provided his rationale for Catholic support of the French-Canadian 

nationalist movement. Groulx's hidden political manoeuvres certainly belie A. J. 

Belanger's contention that Groulx's nationalist scheme was apolitical.20 

Groulx conceived Catholic Action as a corrective to secularism, which 

assumed the guise of nationalism. Groulx spoke of Catholic Action which 

detemporalized and dehumanized. His point was that such an interpretation of Catholic 

Action amounted to an atrophied Catholicism, out of touch with the nationalist reality 

of French-Canadian society. The objective of Catholic Action was to provide the means 

for Catholicism to address relevantly the contemporary issues of society. This theme is 

evident in Groulx's letter to Cardinal Paul-Emile Leger,2' March 24, 1958: 

There is another matter, your Excellency, which I 
broach with the utmost reticence: under the pretext of 
bringing our youth to practice an ostensibly 'purer' 

Chaloult ce qu'il vous paraitra opportun de leur en dire. Je vous Pavoue: j'ai prie et fait prier pour en 
arriver a ce resultat. Je vous demanderai de prier vous-meme ... pour que ce grand espoir devienne une 
solide realisation enfin!" (CRLG, L. Groulx papers, L. Groulx to Andre Laurendeau, 10 August 1942) 
A. J. Belanger maintains this thesis in his monograph, L 'Apolitisme des ideologies quebecoises: le 

grand tournant de 1934-1936. 
21Paul-Emile Leger (1904-1991), born in Valleyfield, Quebec, was educated in Canada and France and 
ordained a priest (Sulpician Order) in 1929. He founded the Sulpician Seminary in Fukuoka (Japan) and 
taught philosophy there (1933-39). Rector of the Pontifical Canadian College in Rome (1947-50), he was 
appointed archbishop of Montreal in 1950, and was created a cardinal in 1953. 
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Catholicism, have we not gone so far as to 
detemporalize and thus dehumanize both the concept 
itself of Catholic Action and religious training in 
preparation for it? I have always believed that 
Catholicism addresses the entire human being and 
must take hold of all of their person, not only their 
spirit, but every facet of humanity which they possess 
by virtue of their temporal and historical roots. In my 
humble opinion Catholic Action has overemphasized 
the individual or a class at the expense of attaining the 
whole social milieu.22 

Catholic Action could be anchorless Catholicism if it had no temporal referent and was 

uninformed by its milieu. Groulx admired Jeunesse Laurentienne rather than the 

seemingly more Catholic and religious Catholic Action because the former addressed 

the temporal reality of French Canada, whereas Catholic Action was atemporal. 

Jeunesses Laurentiennes stood for affirmative nationalist action. In his memoirs Groulx 

contrasted Jeunessses Laurentiennes with Catholic Action in order to highlight the 

superiority of the former because of its affirmation of the temporal. For him Jeunesses 

Laurentiennes was what Catholic Action should have been. 

In Le Canada frangais missionaire and his letters to Victor Barbeau, Groulx 

tried to fill old wineskins with new wine, pointing to Catholic Action as the proper 

means to achieve nationalist aspirations. In his letter of January 4, 1962, to Raymond 

Barbeau, labeled strictement personnelle, Groulx proposes a totally outmoded 

expression of Catholic Action and French-Canadian nationalism in order to respond to 

the new realities of the Quiet Revolution: 

22"Autre cause que je n'aborde, Eminence, qu'avec crainte: sous pretexte de faire pratiquer a notre 
jeunesse un catholicisme qu'on pretendait 'plus pur,' n'aurions-nous pas trop detemporalise, et par 
consequent trop deshumanise la formation religieuse et meme la notion de l'action catholique? J'ai 
toujours cru que le catholicisme s'adresse a tout l'homme et doit saisir tout l'homme, non seulement son 
esprit, mais tout ce que l'homme peut-etre de par ses racines historiques et terrestres. L'action catholique 
a trop insiste sur la conquete de Pindividu ou de la classe sociale, pas assez, a mon humble avis, sur tout 
le milieu" (CRLG, L. Groulx papers, L. Groulx to Paul-Emile Leger, 24 March 1958). 
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As a matter of fact, why not revive the old ACJC? Its 
erstwhile program led straight to a solution like yours. 
Moreover, it respected the highest principles of the 
moral order. Under the auspices of an ACJC you 
would easily gain entrance into all our secondary 
educational institutions, whereas with a solely 
political agenda you will find it difficult to get a foot 
in the door of colleges and convents. Furthermore, if I 
were in your shoes, I would immediately stir up the 
young generation by calling for economic liberation. 
It seems to me that this constitutes the first and 
foremost issue to resolve. It also carries enough 
explosive potential to galvanize the youth." 

Groulx did not realize how much Quebec had changed since his own involvement in 

ACJC early in the century. He was quick to exploit social injustices to incite the youth 

towards a militant nationalism to achieve what he believed was necessary for the 

Church and the nation. He realized nationalism had to work with the Church, not 

against it, in order to gain credibility and support in a society where the Church was 

traditionally prominent. Again and again Groulx directed Catholic Action back to its 

comprehensive endeavor at the beginning of the century.24 

In the 1960s Groulx continued to speak sarcastically of a so-called 'pure 

Catholicism,' which he believed some used as a pretext to exclude the church from the-

nationalist movement in Quebec. He decried the allegedly false doctrines of Catholic 

Action which, according to him, had promoted the secularization of Quebec. Groulx 

""Et pourquoi ne pas recreer notre ancienne ACJC? Son programme de jadis menait tout droit a une 
solution comme la votre. Et ce programme s'adaptait a la plus parfaite hiearchie des valeurs. Avec une 
ACJC, vous pourriez sans peine penetrer dans toutes nos institutions d'enseignement superieur, au lieu 
que vous aurez beaucoup de peine a vous faire ouvrir les portes des colleges et des couvents avec un 
simple programme d'action politique. Et, a votre place, j'essaierais de soulever tout de suite la jeune 
generation, au nom de la liberation economique. II s'agit la du probteme initial a resoudre, ce me semble, 
avant tout autre. Et il y a la-dedans assez de passion explosive pour remuer une jeunesse" (CRLG, L. 
Groulx papers, L. Groulx to Victor Barbeau, 4 January 1962). 
"La nation manquera d'une ecole comme celle de 1904 ou former une elite pour l'action temporelle, 

nationale, politique, economique, sociale, culturelle et meme catholique au vrai et beau sens du mot" (L. 
Groulx, Memoires, 4: 220). 
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indicated that he specifically wrote his last book, Chemins de Tavenir (\964\ as a 

critique of Catholic Action. The title is significant because Groulx believed French 

Canada to be at the crossroads of Catholicism and secularism. He did not realize that 

Quebec had already crossed the Rubicon and moved into modernity. He seems aware 

but unwilling to acknowledge this lest he be forced to forfeit his dream of a godly 

nation in North America, which he had worked all his life to achieve. Catholic Action 

remained the crux of his religio-nationalist schema. In this light one understands the 

importance of the Catholic Action debate for Groulx. It acts as the lynchpin of his 

social Catholicism. He complained in reference to Chemins de Tavenir: 

They berated my critique of ... the angelic, Claude 
Ryan model of Catholic action ... No, I will never 
forgive this school or form of Catholic action. How 
can one so lead astray a generation, rob them of the 
ground on which they stood, their homeland, raise 
them as though there existed no earthly pursuits worth 
the investment of their lives, and try to make them live 
an intemporal and vague Catholicism! Yet every 
human being lives in this world, and while their spirit 
must dwell in the faith, nevertheless, the spiritual 
nature of this faith does not absolve it from meeting 
the temporal needs of its milieu. Moreover, the work 
of God also consists in striving for harmony, justice, 
beneficence, and all that constitutes those lasting 
values that serve to improve the temporal city.25 

""On me reprocha ma critique ... de l'Action catholique a Pangeiisme ou a la Claude Ryan ... Et que j'en 
veux a une certaine ecole ou forme d'Action catholique. Que Pon peut done derouter une generation en 
lui derobant le sol de ses pieds, en Peievant comme s'il n'existait point pour elle de taches temporelles 
qui valussent la peine d'y engager sa vie, en essayant de lui faire vivre un catholicisme intemporel et 
anonyme! Tout homme vit sur terre. Son esprit doit baigner dans la foi. Mais cette foi spirituelle ne 
saurait se deprendre des exigences temporelles de son milieu. Et c'est encore travailler pour Dieu que de 
travailler pour Pamelioration de la cite terrestre dans Pordre, la justice, la charite et pour tout ce qui en 
constitue les valeurs reelles" (L. Groulx, Memoires, 4: 302). 
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In a letter written to Gerard Filion26 March 26, 1963, concerning the editorship of Le 

Devoir, Groulx blasted Claude Ryan: 

I do not in fact see anyone who can replace you at the 
helm of the ship, especially not that wiry Mr. Claude 
Ryan. Through his disincarnate, denationalized 
scheme of Catholic action (a scheme which, I 
acknowledge, he alone did not devise) this man, 
perhaps more than all others, helped give rise to one, 
if not two generations of rootless young people, ripe 
for recruitment by our newfangled revolutionaries." 

Since Groulx wrote Mes mimoires during the Quiet Revolution, they mirror his 

reflections on the disavowal of Catholicism and the concurrent affirmation of its 

nationalism by contemporary Quebec. At the end of the last volume of his memoirs he 

vented all his anger on Catholic Action. He imputed the polarization of Catholicism and 

nationalism in modern Quebec to the atrophied development of Catholic Action. He 

bemoaned the direction Catholic Action took from the mid-1930s on: 

As I have already said, and too often repeated, back 
then Catholic Action operated in the stratosphere with 
consummate aloofness, if not outright hostility, 
towards everything national ... In the name of the 
universal Church they exorcised all national spirit 
from the younger generations whom they rendered 
transient, unrealistic Catholics, ready, willing and 
waiting for the day they could prove themselves high 
and mighty by revolting against the specious mentors 
who made them misfits in their own milieu.28 

26Gerard Filion (1909- ) who served as editor of Le Devoir from 1947-1963 was seeking a successor for 
this newspaper. 
""Je ne vois pas, en effet, qui peut vous remplacer a la barre de la barque, pas surtout le filandreux M. 
Claude Ryan, l'homme qui, plus que personne peut-6tre, par sa formule d'Action catholique (dont je le 
confesse, il n'en est pas le seul responsable), formule de catholicisme desincarne et denationalise, aura 
contribue a jeter dans la vie une, et peut-etre deux generations de petits deracines, recrues fatales de nos 
revolutionaries d'aujourd'hui" (CRLG, L. Groulx's papers, L. Groulx to Gerard Filion, March 26, 1963). 
28"Je Pai deja dit et trop dit, PAction catholique d'alors oeuvre dans la stratosphere parfaitement 
indifferente, sinon meme hostile, a tout ce qui est national... Au nom de PEglise universelle on vide les 
jeunes generations de tout sentiment national, on jette dans la vie des catholiques deracines, autant dire 
d'un catholicisme irreel, magnifiquement prepares a se transformer, des les premiers contacts avec la vie, 
en petits esprits forts, prets a se revolter contre les mauvais maitres qui les ont desadaptes de leur milieu" 
(L. Groulx, Memoires, 4: 219). 
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In reference to Catholic Action in the 1940s, Groulx stated: 

How misguided this Catholic Action which, due to the 
inadequate religious and intellectual training of its 
well-intentioned chaplains, sought to inculcate in 
youth an unrealistic Catholicism akin to angelicalness 
and devoid of any vital relevance to human, temporal 
concerns. This astrological Catholicism floated 
between earth and sky ... One leading chaplain went 
around the classical colleges glibly boasting: 'We will 
make our young people practice a pure Catholicism, 
uninfected by the disease of nationalism.' Who could 
not foresee the end result? Nobody can try to act like 
an angel without paying a price.29 

According to Groulx, here was a Catholic movement, that was so heavenly minded it 

was of no earthly good, although its slogan boasted of a Conversion to the Real?" One 

notes his insistence that Catholicism must be relevant to temporal issues in order to 

meet human needs. Indeed it is quite clear in the above quote that Groulx associated the 

human condition with temporal realities, which he believed the faith must therefore 

address. To do otherwise would be not unlike the ostrich sticking its head in the sand to 

avoid danger. Groulx was fond of celestial metaphors to caricaturize what he 

considered the spiritual orientation of Catholic Action, which he believed, rendered the 

movement irrelevant to the pressing issue of nationalism in French-Canadian society. 

""Etrange Action catholique qui, par la faute d'aumoniers, braves gens, mais de formation religieuse et 
intellectuelle insuffisante, s'efforcera d'inculquer a la jeunesse un catholicisme irreel, une sorte 
d'angeiisme, sans prise valable sur l'humain, sur le temporel. Un catholicisme d'astrologue, entre terre et 
nuages... Un aumonier, et non Pun des moindres, s'en ira par les colleges, ce mirifique propos a la 
bouche: 'Nous ferons pratiquer a notre jeunesse un catholicisme pur, debarrasse de Pinfection du 
nationalisme.' Le resultat, qui ne Pentrevoit? Nul ne s'essaie impunement a faire Pange" (L. Groulx, 
Memoires, 4 : 14). See L. Groulx, Chemins de Tavenir, p. 42: "Et c'est ainsi qu'on inclina vers une sorte 
d'angeiisme et qu'on vit eclore le plus irreel des catholicismes, un catholicisme d'astrologues sans prise 
sur la jeunesse." 
30"Conversion au reel" (Montreal: Fides Publ., 1941) was the title of the book written by Germain-Marie 
Lalande, c.s.c, a leading chaplain of JEC (Jeunesse Etudiante Catholique) at that time. 
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Groulx held the teachings of Catholic Action responsible for the anti­

clericalism of the Quiet Revolution. The chaplains of Catholic Action had forced the 

laity to choose between Catholicism and nationalism. He went so far as to say that they 

had not sufficiently considered the doctrine corporeal resurrection as proof that God is 

as concerned about the temporal as about the spiritual dimension of the human 

condition. In reference to the chaplains of Catholic Action Groulx stated: 

Lacking a more enlightened philosophy and theology, 
they proved themselves unable to achieve a synthesis 
of the natural and the supernatural, the earthly and the 
spiritual, the temporal and the eternal. They did not 
grasp that Christians have a two-fold calling: as 
Christians yes, but also as human beings since they 
are humans before they are Christians.3' 

For Groulx the fundamental problem with Catholic Action was its fragmented 

theological method. At the same time, the leaders of Catholic Action did propagate, to 

the detriment of Catholicism, a truncated ecclesiology so fixated on the universal 

church that it ignored the different socio-national contexts of the church, which require 

diversity and adaptation to its various and sundry milieus. The church, through its own 

teachings and clergy, was practically accelerating the secularization of French Canada. 

Groulx never forgave Catholic Action and its leaders for this. G.-H. Levesque, Claude 

Ryan and others had given the deathblow to a spiritual nation. This explains the acerbic 

judgements Groulx pronounced on them in his last volume of Mes mimoires. He did 

not blame nationalism. His charges against such a dichotomized interpretation of 

""II leur manquait une philosophie et une theologie plus eclairees. Ils se sont revetes impuissants a faire 
la synthese du naturel et du surnaturel, du terrestre et du spirituel, du temporel et de 1'eternel; ils n'ont 
pas apercu la double vocation du chretien: celle de chretien, mais aussi celle de l'homme et qu'il faut etre 
homme avant d'etre chretien" (L. Groulx, Chemins de Tavenir, p. 41). See L. Groulx, Memoires, 4: 14. 
"Faire la synthese du surnaturel et du temporel, du religieux et du profane, saisir les valeurs humaines du 
culturel et du national, effort qui depasse Pintelligence des nouveaux directeurs de la jeunesse." 
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Catholic Action became a lament. In reference to the mid-1930s, Groulx bemoaned this 

dichotomization over twenty years later: 

Those were the days when self-styled theologians 
began to split up national activism and Catholic 
Action. This lamentably shortsighted approach cost us 
dearly as it profoundly disoriented an entire 
generation of young French Canadians while 
predictably failing to make them better Catholics... 
The contrivance of such a dualism between the 
patriotic citizen and the Catholic has regrettably 
caused us more harm than I can say. Even now as I 
write these lines in October, 1958, I have just come 
from Saint-Timothee where I delivered an address on 
the sinister effects of this outlandish doctrine in the 
life of our people.32 

As evident in his own memoirs, G.-H. Levesque fully realized that he represented the 

primary target of Groulx's vindictive against Catholic Action. He held Levesque largely 

responsible for this false doctrine. Almost with an 'in your face' attitude, Levesque 

retorted to Groulx's critique of the relationship between Catholic Action and action 

nationale, "One could write many pages refuting such a summarily categorical 

treatment of an intricately complex issue, and perhaps then we would see who is the 

makeshift theologian, if not indeed a simpleton."33 

Just as the last volume of his memoirs opened with a frontal attack on 

Catholic Action, so Groulx ended this literary testament with a broadside atttack on 

""C'etait le temps oil des theologiens plus ou moins improvises commencaient d'opposer l'action 
nationale a l'action catholique. Vue courts, vue malheureuse qui nous aura fait tant de mal, aura deracine 
toute une generation de jeunes Canadiens francais, sans les rendre, pour cela, il fallait s'y attendre, plus 
catholiques... Helas, deux fois heias, et encore une fois, qui dira le mal que nous aura fait Pinvention de 
ce dualisme entre le patriote et le catholique. A Pheure oil j'ecris ces lignes, octobre 1958, je viens de 
denoncer, dans un discours a Saint-Timothee, les consequences funestes, a travers la vie de notre peuple, 
de cette singuttere doctrine" (L. Groulx, Memoires, 3: 287). See G. - H. Levesque, Souvenances 1: 268-
269, where he - not without reason - interprets Groulx's pejorative expressions 'theologiens improvises', 
'mauvais primaires' etc., as thinly-veiled references to Levesque himself. 
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Catholic Action, after assessing the state of Catholicism in contemporary Quebec. 

Groulx surveyed the history of the Church in Quebec and tried to point out the errors 

that led to the alienation of the French-Canadian people from Catholicism. He called 

Catholic Action to task for the abandonment, indeed the rejection of church by Quiet-

Revolution Quebec. Catholicism in Quebec was paying the price for the social 

irrelevancy of Catholic Action. The social and doctrinal needed to be integrated, but 

Catholic Action had fatally divorced the two, so that secularization was inevitable. 

What was causing French Canadians to leave the church in droves, and to consider it 

irrelevant to their lives? Groulx attributed the massive defection from the church to its 

dichotomized doctrine. The church had undermined its own role in French-Canadian 

society. It is significant to remember that Groulx wrote this last volume in the heat of 

the Quiet Revolution as people denounced the church. He thus attempted to come to 

terms with what happened to bring about such disaffection with Catholicism and the 

concomitant anticlerical vendetta. Throughout this period he reserved his harshest 

criticism for Catholic Action. In the closing pages of this last volume he summed up his 

conviction that Catholic Action had committed a fundamental error which led to the 

marginalization of religion in modern Quebec. He stated in this regard: 

I noticed that each issue repeated the same old 
Catholic Action mantra which I roundly criticized in 
Chemins de Tavenir. This doctrine promoted an 
unrealistic, intemporal, disincarnate Catholicism, 
which perceived the Church as such an ethereal 
institution that it could not identify with a particular 
people, espouse their concerns and work with them 
towards the realization of their destiny, thus 

"On pourrait ecrire des pages et des pages pour refuter un jugement aussi court et definitif sur une 
question joliment complexe, et peut-etre qu'alors on verrait oil se trouvent les theologiens improvises, 
sinon les vrais primaires... " (G.-H. Levesque, Souvenances 1: 269). 
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concretely laying the groundwork for the kingdom of 
God in their midst." 

In the end Groulx believed the Catholic Action movement went awry because it 

abandoned the incarnational basis of Catholicism. He affirmed, "Our religion is one of 

incarnation. Our leaders of Catholic Action have too often forgotten this."" 

"A chaque numero, j 'y reconnaissais la vieille formule de l'Action catholique, celle que j'ai denoncee 
dans Chemins de Pavenir, qui a fait si peu, hors nous faire tant de mal, doctrine d'un catholicisme irreel, 
intemporel, desincarne, qui ne voit dans PEglise qu'une institution planant au haut des airs, incapable de 
s'attacher a un peuple particulier, d'embrasser ses probtemes, de s'associer a son destin, d'y preparer 
concretement le royaume de Dieu" (L. Groulx, Memoires, 4: 328-329). 
"Notre religion est une religion d'incarnation. Nos aumoniers de l'Action catholique Pont trop oublte" 

(L. Groulx, Chemins de Tavenir, p. 43). 
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9 -- CONCLUSION 

IN THE FACE OF THE QUIET REVOLUTION 

9.1 The Spiritual and the Temporal 

Groulx's social schema revealed his concept of civilization as the primacy of 

the spiritual in the temporal, mediated through the church. Although he operated with 

polarities, Groulx was not Manichean as his validation of the temporal made clear. He 

sought to qualify the temporal, not to negate it. Although deeply religious, even 

pietistic, Groulx never pursued asceticism, as many living witnesses are quick to attest. 

His understanding of Christianity was not that of self-effacement. On the contrary, as 

his militant nationalism indicated, his faith affirmed the collective self. This reinforced 

his conviction that he was more Catholic, more orthodox than those who were ready to 

abandon the nation, culture and society to secularism, rather than claim them for 

Catholicism. 

Groulx interchangeably refered to Quebec as a province, state, and country, 

almost as though French Canada was already a nation. Evidently he did not believe it 

had yet achieved an integrally Catholic society. His religio-nationalist thought was 

complex, which makes his exact view of French-Canadian independence difficult to 

clearly define. Like realized eschatology, Groulx maintained that the Catholic nation 

exists here and now, but at the same time awaits its full realization. The integral 

catholization of Quebec as a nation remained Groulx's primary concern. Political 

independence represented first and foremost the means to attain this religious goal. His 

nationalist vision was not exclusively spiritual. On the contrary he insisted on the 



Conclusion 375 

economic liberation of French Canada. However his national ideal was fundamentally 

religious in that he called for the establishment of French-Canadian society integrally 

on Catholic principles. As early as 1915 Groulx insisted that the adherence of French-

Canadians to the primacy of the spiritual in all realms, constituted the watershed 

between them and other Canadians: 

We are the citizens of a Catholic province, a 
province isolated by virtue of its faith, yet we daily 
rub shoulders with people of other beliefs or no 
faith at all. We live and work side by side with 
those who, unlike ourselves, do not recognize 
whatsoever the right of the gospel and morality to 
govern every human act. As a result we see all 
around us compromises, if not negations of the truth 
and morality, which has undermined our 
consciences so that we have perhaps acquired the 
insidious habit of conducting human affairs, 
especially politics and business, apart from 
Christian morality. 

Groulx deplored the failure of Protestants and nominal Catholics to incarnate 

Christianity in all human pursuits. Their presence inevitably involved compromises, if 

not negations of Catholic moral standards. Groulx premised the independence of 

French Canada not primarily on language nor even culture, but on religion. He feared 

French Canadians would become like their Protestant contemporaries or nominal North 

American Catholics who did not apply their faith to temporal spheres such as 

economics and politics. The thrust of Groulx's thought thus inexorably tended towards 

'"Nous sommes les citoyens d'une province catholique; mais d'une province qui par sa foi est une isotee. 
Mis en contact quotidien avec des hommes d'autres croyances ou de nulle croyance, qui ne reconnaissent 
point comme nous sur toutes les formes de Pactivite humaine Phegemonie de l'evangile et de la morale, 
melant nos actions aux leurs, ebrantes dans nos consciences par les compromis et quelquefois les 
negations que subissent autour de nous la verite et la morale, nous avons peut-etre contracte une tendance 
funeste a faire de la science des lettres, surtout de la politique et des affaires en marge de la morale 
chretienne." (L. Groulx, "Le devoir des universitaires," Le Devoir 1 octobre 1915: 1-2). 
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the conclusion that only by means of independence could French-Canadian society 

fully live out its Catholicism. 

Groulx associated doctrine with an economic program, and he would not 

discuss economics apart from moral considerations. On the contrary, he affirmed the 

interdependence of the economic and the moral, so as to render morally responsible 

economic policy and practice. Nationalist economics were not an end unto themselves. 

For Groulx nationalism never came down to a matter of dollars and cents. Economics 

consequently could not serve as the basis of French-Canadian nationalism. Groulx 

endeavored not merely to nationalize, but more to prioritize economics on the basis of 

moral and ethical principles. Of course he considered economic imperialism 

fundamentally immoral. He did not want Quebec to go the materialistic way of the 

United States. Economics must not absorb French Canadians. 

9.2 Nationalism as Liberation Theology 

Groulx saluted the birth of new nations in Africa and Asia as they rose out of 

the ashes of European colonialism, free market economy, and globalization, which 

exploit small nations and peoples in the name of the global community: 

Are these huge economic and political entities so 
new a phenomenon that they should cause such 
alarm? For at least one hundred years now world 
history evidences two parallel, even correlative 
series of developments: on one hand the rise of 
vast, insatiable, monster States which devour the 
vital areas around them and across the globe; on the 
other hand, the universal awakening if not 
insurgence of small nations in reaction to 
imperialistic voraciousness. Much ill has been said 
about this burst of nationalisms ... Yet how many of 
these uprisings do not after all simply represent 
human striving for freedom from unbearable 
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oppression, indeed the retaliation of human beings 
for the inhuman politics which all too often 
characterize large States? Many have attributed 
these nationalist stirrings to the revitalization of 
historic cultures and small peoples' renewed 
consciousness of their cultural heritage. Why not 
call a spade a spade and acknowledge that these 
movements back to the historical roots and 
traditions of an ethnic group arise from the 
profound desire and irrepressible impetus of human 
beings to seek individually and collectively, a free, 
full life?2 

The above quoted words were written in the 1920s, during a period of material 

prosperity. Why was economics such an issue for Groulx if Quebec was experiencing 

material wealth? In effect, it was a moral dilemma for Groulx because he believed 

prosperity tempted French Canadians to place economic welfare above moral 

considerations. How could they experience such economic wealth and not become 

materialists? Groulx was convinced this had happened to the United States. He sought 

to subject economics to moral priorities and spiritual imperatives. Prosperity had to 

serve moral and spiritual welfare. 

Long before the 'Quiet Revolution' nationalism represented more than a 

revival of culture, a cultural movement. It was a struggle for emancipation from the 

grip of imperialism, a matter of human rights and freedom. Nationalism ultimately was 

2"Les vastes concentrations economiques et politiques sont-elles un phenomene si nouveau et dont il y ait 
lieu de tant s'effrayer? Voila cent ans au moins que Phistoire du monde nous presente ces deux series de 
faits paralteles et Pon peut dire correiatifs: d'un cote, la constitution de vastes Etats, ogres toujours 
affames, devorant autour d'eux et de par le monde Pespace vital; de Pautre, et en reaction contre la 
gloutonnerie imperialiste, le reveil general et parfois Pinsurrection des petits peuples. L'on a dit bien du 
mal de Pexplostion des nationalismes ... Mais combien de ces explosions n'ont ete, apres tout, que des 
reactions de la liberte humaine contre Poppression trop lourde, des revanches de l'homme contre le 
caractere trop souvent inhumain de la politique des grands Etats? Le reveil des nationalitees, on Pa 
attribue a des reveils de culture historique, a la prise de conscience, par les petits peuples, de leur vieux 
fond culturel. Pourquoi rester a mi-chemin, et en ces retours vers te passe et vers les traditions de la race, 
pourquoi ne pas reconnaitre un sentiment, un elan qui sourd de plus loin et qui n'est rien d'autre que 
Inspiration indestructible de l'homme vers la vie libre, et vers la vie pleine, vie individuelle et vie 
collective?" (L. Groulx, Constantes de vie, pp. 108-9) 
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to be pursued for this reason as a moral crusade, an ethical struggle, an endeavor to 

secure the rights and freedom of a minority, a small people, as Groulx was fond of 

saying. Groulx confined nationalism to minorities, to minority peoples. Only thus did 

he consider it a valid, indeed necessary phenomenon. 

9.3 The Ecumenical Movement 

Groulx contended that he took up the cause of French-Canadian nationalism 

in order to advance Catholicism in Quebec. He rejected a minority position for 

Catholicism in French-Canadian society. He argued that only in French Canada did the 

Catholic Church occupy its rightful place at the head of society. Among political 

entities north of the Mexico border, in Quebec alone did Catholics constitute a majority. 

Moreover, in Quebec as nowhere else on the continent, the church informed all 

collective life. Catholicism outside Quebec was forced to assume a minority status, 

which was contradictory to its Catholic nature. 

Towards the end of his life Groulx specifically juxtaposed the absolute 

magisterium of the Catholic Church to religious pluralism. Groulx could not reconcile 

the two. Although he was sympathetic to the linguistic, cultural, ethnic, and religious 

minority status of French Canadians in the larger Canadian context, he rejected a 

minority status for Catholicism in Quebec. He believed ecumenism and religious 

pluralism relegated Catholicism to an inferior position in French-Canadian society. A 

religious minority status was incongruent with the catholicity of the faith. The Catholic 

communion was a distinct society; it was not like other religions, nor even other 

Christian denominations. 
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Throughout his long clerical career Groulx followed with interest, albeit not 

without criticism, the growing ecumenical movement, as evident in his observations on 

contemporary developments in ecumenism. Take for instance his exhortation to fellow 

Catholics in the wake of the founding assembly of the World Council of Churches of 

Amsterdam in 1948. Groulx challenged his fellow Catholics to emulate the faith of 

ecumenicists concerning the future of the church, and to surpass their vision for its role 

in the modern world. He rhetorically asked: 

At the opening of their recent assembly in 
Amsterdam the leaders of the Protestant, schismatic, 
separated churches, made this declaration: 'In a 
hopeless world the only hope lies in the Church of 
Jesus Christ ... We hold this gathering because we 
belong to the Church of Jesus Christ and believe 
that it stands above all other realities.' Will we 
Catholics, the legitimate children of the Church of 
Jesus Christ, allow such faith to surpass that of 
ourselves? 

9.4 Groulx's Historiography and Its Critics 

Groulx vigorously reacted to the criticism of younger, quibecois historians, 

often his former students, that he had spiritualized all of French-Canadian history; 

hence, he produced a subjective, invalid historiography. Rather he interpreted it all 

solely in religious, spiritual terms like predestination and apostolicity, all summed up as 

what Michel Brunet called 'messianism.' History as revelation of human predestination 

was Groulx's Christian philosophy of history. History reveals what God had ordained 

"'A Pouverture de leur recente reunion d'Amsterdam, les chefs des eglises separees, protestantes et 
schismatiques, faisaient cette declaration: «C'est sur PEglise de Jesus-Christ que repose la seule 
esperance d'un monde desespere ... Nous nous reunissons parce que nous croyons que PEglise de Jesus-
Christ est la plus haute des realities et que nous lui appartenons.» Catholiques, enfants legitimes de 
PEglise de Jesus-Christ, nous laisserons-nous depasser par cette foi?" (L. Groulx, Rencontres avec Dieu, 
p. 62) 
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for an individual or a people to accomplish. Not only did Groulx believe in revelation, 

but he believed revelation continues-that is to say-God continues to reveal the divine 

will and purposes through history. 

On the eve of the Quiet Revolution Groulx believed he can no longer 

cooperate with the younger generation of French-Canadian nationalists. He considered 

the gulf unbridgeable between himself and the secular nationalists of the 1950s. The 

crux of their disagreement lay in their different philosophies of history and accordingly 

divergent conceptions of French-Canadian society. Groulx held that only within the 

framework of divine redemption could one understand French Canada and its national 

mission as a Catholic people. This was not the interpretation of the contemporary 

secular nationalists who skeptically referred to Groulx's 'messianism.' This bitterly 

offended Groulx who regarded such an epithet as a scornful caricature of his life's work 

as an historian and nationalist. He believed the Redemption was the epicentre of both 

Catholicism and French-Canada. Quebec had survived in order to bring salvation to the 

rest of Canada, North America, and ultimately the world. 

Groulx's correspondance with the younger historian Michel Brunet, one of his 

former students, brings into relief the spiritual-secular gulf which separated Groulx 

from his own proteges at the advent of the Quiet Revolution. The Quiet Revolution 

gave Groulx no room for hedging, no chance to straddle the fence between the spiritual 

and the national, as he had done for most of his career. In a letter to Brunet Groulx 

protested: 

My dear Michel, I tell you in all honesty, my life 
and work have often seemed hard to me, but if 
anything has sustained me it is this thought, this 
belief in the spiritual dignity of a people who, 
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though small in number, deserve the care and help 
they need to survive because of their mission as 
well as the role they play in the Church." 

Brunet was right in that he realized Groulx's historiography was fundamentally 

religious in comparison to his own secular philosophy of history. The gulf was most 

apparent to Groulx because of Brunet's proximity to him, which explains why they 

clearly perceived that the crucial difference lay between the spiritual and the secular. 

Those close to Groulx, such as Brunet and Fregault, realized how great the gap was 

because of the primacy of religion in Groulx's philosophy and historical work. They 

acutely sensed the unbridgeable chasm between them and their former master. French-

Canadian historiography and its practitioners had come to a fork in the road. Groulx 

remained on the path of providentialism, while his former disciples took the new path 

of modernity and a secular understanding of the history of Quebec. In the post-Quiet 

Revolution era of Quebec one did not fully realize anymore how irreversible, how 

irreconcilable, how absolute the differences were between Groulx and his former 

students. 

Groulx declared Brunet's secular interpretation of Quebec history erroneous, 

even inimical to French-Canadian survivance. He could not accept the history and 

survival of French Canadians as anything less than sacred, not unlike the Jews who 

survived against all odds, despite continual oppression by many of the greatest powers 

in world history. Despite the rapid secularization of Quebec and the consequent secular 

reinterpretation of its history, Groulx nevertheless affirmed the religious mission of 

4"Je vous le dirai en toute franchise, mon cher Michel. Si quelque chose m'a soutenu dans ma vie et dans 
mon travail, qui souvent m'a paru dur, c'est cette pensee, cette foi en la dignite spirituelle d'un petit 
peuple qui, pour sa mission, son role dans PEglise et devant Dieu merite qu'on s'occupe de lui et qu'on 
Paide a survivre..." (CRLG, L. Groulx papers, L. Groulx to Michel Brunet, 20 August 1957). 
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French Canada as a reality not only predestined by God, but proven by history. With a 

view to his detractors Groulx publically protested in a 1957 article: 

I do not believe in every messianism, but I did and 
still do believe in the apostolic mission of our small 
French-Canadian people. This constitutes neither a 
fictitious nor optional mission, much less a flight of 
fancy due to childish vanity, but something revealed 
by history and resulting from the foremost demands 
of the faith. One can of course put this mission or 
vocation on hold for awhile. Yet I declare that no 
matter how undeserving nor small in numbers, a 
baptized people cannot renounce their historic 
destiny without repudiating themselves, that is to 
say, without betraying the most profound and sacred 
elements of their being. 

It was all too obvious by 1957 that Quebec was secularizing, and giving way to 

modernity. This forced Groulx to restrict his interpretation to Catholicism and to reduce 

his premises to the professionally religious, namely the clergy and missionaries. In the 

1920s and 1930s Groulx could assume the spirituality of French Canada as a society. 

On this basis he preached its generalized mission, literary, and artistic. By the 1950s, 

cultural developments such as the Refus global (1948) would no longer allow for such 

an interpretation of Quebec. Its undeniable social evolution categorically disproved all 

such assumptions of its inherent religiosity. Groulx had to bow to the evidence that 

artistically and literarily French Canada was not fundamentally religious, and he 

concluded therefore that it did not have a cultural mission. Contemporary artistic, 

literary, cultural developments in Quebec profoundly disappointed, if not shocked him. 

"Je ne crois pas a tous les messianismes. Mais j'ai cru et je crois encore a la mission apostolique de 
notre petit peuple canadien francais. Mission non Active, ni facultative, ni reverie d'un pueril orgueil, 
mais revetee par Phistoire et issue des plus hautes exigences de la foi. Sans doute, cette mission ou 
vocation, la peut-on mettre parfois en veilleuse. Mais si petit et si indigne qu'il soit ... je professe qu'un 
peuple baptise ne peut renier sa predestination historique, sans se renier soi-meme, je veux dire, sans 
trahir ce qu'il y a de plus profond et de plus sacre en son etre." (CRLG, L. Groulx papers, "Je crois 
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He fell back on the principle of providentialism as the paradigm whereby one could 

understand French Canada and its history. It was clear in his argument with Brunet that 

he considered this to be self-evident. Groulx's reaction to secular nationalism was 

intimately tied to his reaction to secular, modern historiography: "I do not criticize the 

young generation for its interpretation of our history. They claim to found it on fact... I 

would only chide them for not daring to draw from their philosophy of history its 

inexorable implications." 

9.5 The Emphasis on Spirituality 

Groulx was particularly conscious that there was a widening gulf between the 

generations in contemporary Quebec. The youth demanded freedom from the dark ages 

of Duplessis. The revolution Groulx called for was to be orthodox and doctrinal, a 

philosophical renewal in the sources of Christian humanism. Quebec needed a spiritual 

renaissance according to Catholic principles because the spiritual was the fountainhead 

of French-Canadian society. Groulx's argument concerning Catholicism and the 

French-Canadian nationalist movement naturally shifted focus over the years inasmuch 

as the task of the apologist consists in rendering the faith relevant to contemporary 

society. In the wake of World War II Groulx insisted on a corrective for nationalism. 

When he believed the church needed to adopt a nationalist position he promoted it. On 

the other hand, as he witnessed the secularization of the Quebec nationalist movement 

he sought to subject it to Catholicism. This made him appear equivocal. Throughout the 

encore en la mission apostolique du peuple canadien-francais" La Patrie, April 30, 1957, Spicileges 
1957, FLG). 
"Je ne reproche point a la jeune generation son interpretation de notre histoire. Elle pretend Pappuyer sur 
les faits ... Tout au plus lui reprocherai-je de ne pas oser tirer les ultimes consequences de sa philosophie 
de Phistoire. ... " (CRLG, L. Groulx's papers, L. Groulx to F. A. Angers, 8 December 1958, pp. 1-2). 
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rapid evolution of contemporary Quebec he endeavored, albeit with little success, to 

apply relevantly the general principles of Catholicism to the specific social changes 

taking place in modern Quebec. In a sense he evolved with the times, which explains in 

part the enigmatic character of his thought and work. His journal as a young man 

coupled with statements throughout his life, indicate Groulx's perennial fear of 

imminent anticlericalism. Guy Fregault affirmed that the French influence provides a 

key to understanding Groulx's mentality. He feared anticlericalism in Quebec even 

when the position of the church in French-Canadian society seemed as secure as it was 

prominent. This was the raw motivation behind Groulx's insistence that the church had 

to embrace the nationalist concerns and to prove itself an ally of the nationalist laity in 

French Canada. While writing his memoirs Groulx expressed certain misgivings about 

his lifework, as though it had been too temporally oriented, whereas now in the eve of 

his life he set his sights on spirituality. In a letter of Dec. 8, 1958 he readily declared: 

Without the slightest hint of repentance, I also 
accuse myself of having reminded this same people 
of their mission as a Catholic people...In any case, 
no matter what others think, I refuse to fall into this 
heresy which teaches that a Catholic, and how much 
more so a Catholic people, need not consider their 
responsibility for the outcome of Redemption in the 
world. If that constitutes ludicrous messianism, then 
too bad for messianism. There you have, my deaer 
Mr. Angers, what I did and still do believe with all 
my heart...I confess that after more than a half-
century of witnessing the course of events and every 
kind of defeatism, I have but a fragile faith in 
humans. Yet my faith in prayer and Providence 
remains steadfast. 

7"Je m'accuse egalement et sans te moindre repentir, d'avoir rappete a ce meme peuple, sa mission de 
peuple catholique...Quoi que Pon pense, en tout cas, je refuse de me faire Padepte de cette heresie qui 
voudrait qu'un catholique et a plus forte raison un peuple catholique, n'auraient pas a se tenir 
responsables pour leur part, du sort de la Redemption du monde. Si c'est du messianisme risible, tant pis 
pour te messianisme.Voila, cher monsieur Angers, ce que j'ai cm et ce que je crois toujours et de toute 
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To all intents and purposes Groulx perceived the modem, secular French-Canadian 

nationalist movement as heretical. This was unacceptable to him as a priest. He 

privately disassociated himself from it in the strongest possible terms. He did not do so 

publicly because so much of his life's work would have seemed in vain. He did issue a 

severe reprimand through his book Chemins de Tavenir (1964). Had Groulx lived much 

longer he may not have had any choice but to go public and denounce it. 

Embittered, Groulx's vision of an orthodox, moral, missionary people, like 

ancient Israel, fell prey to secularism and modernity. His incarnational religio-

nationalist ideal seemingly lay in ruins. He retreated to an almost exclusively spiritual 

position. His bitterness previously centered on those like Henri Bourassa, who had not 

lived up to his nationalist expectations; now he most resented those nationalists who 

abandoned Catholicism. However Groulx's letter to Angers in December contained 

more bark than bite since in his subsequent correspondence Groulx moderated his 

criticism. 

At this point Groulx could no longer consider the nationalist movement in 

Quebec a spiritual work, as he had contended in debate with G.- H. Levesque in the 

mid-1930s. Any pretense that this movement was Catholic, much less integrally so, was 

now dissipated. Convinced now that the nationalist movement was secular, even 

anticlerical, Groulx disassociated himself from it; he could only resign himself to the 

unorthodoxy of contemporary French-Canadian nationalism and pray for its renewal 

through the spiritual elite of Quebec, namely the clergy and missionaries. This 

mon ame ... Le spectacle de plus d'un demi-stecle d'evolution et de lachages de toutes sortes ne me laisse 
plus, je Favoue, qu'une foi fragile aux hommes. Mais ma foi reste intacte en la prtere et en la 
Providence" (CRLG, L. Groulx papers, L. Groulx to F. A. Angers, 8 December 1958, pp. 1-2). 
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explained why he retreated to ecclesiastics in Le Canada Frangais Missionaire as the 

hope for Quebec survivance and proof that they were God's people, albeit 'the faithful 

remnant.' In his most specifically religious work, Rencontres avec Dieu, Groulx dealt 

with the church at length, as he did in no other work. The book was written in the last 

decade of his life, the period in which he dwelt most on religious subjects, as Le 

Canada frangais missionaire also attests. After so many years in the apparent service 

of temporal, national matters, Groulx now as never before, turned his thoughts and 

energies to the service of the church. He did not substantially change his thinking about 

the temporal and national. Rather he shifted his focus, and attempted to bring his 

nationalist concerns directly into line with the church. Groulx sought once again to be 

the intermediary between Catholicism and nationalism in Quebec. Whereas early in his 

life, he was concerned to defend the validity of French-Canadian nationalism, now in 

the last years of his life he defended Catholicism in modem, secular Quebec. 

9.6 Groulx the Prophet? 

With the advent of the Quiet Revolution, Angers et al. look back to Groulx 

who prophet-like had announced in the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s the coming realization 

of the French-Canadian nation. In the 1930s younger French-Canadian nationalists such 

as Andre Laurendeau considered Groulx le chef and le maitre de I'heure. Not 

surprisingly several regarded Groulx as the precursor of the Quiet Revolution, indeed 

its harbinger. In this vein, the day after his death Claude Ryan referred to Groulx as 

"the spiritual father of modern Quebec." Yet Groulx squarely rejected this title and 

disassociated himself in no uncertain terms from the Quiet Revolution. He wanted no 
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part of it. Indeed he repudiated it in his last book Chemins de TAvenir. While Barbeau, 

Angers, Ryan, et. al. attributed the paternity of the Quiet Revolution to Lionel Groulx, 

he unequivocally denied that it was any child of his. He went so far as to consider the 

Quiet Revolution a bastard because it abandoned the faith. 

Yet in a sense Wallot, Angers and Ryan were right. Despite himself, Groulx 

midwifed this secular nationalist movement. His affirmation of the temporal and the 

national legitimized the latter. His rationale allowed the temporal to take precedence in 

Quebec. The younger generation heard his affirmation of the national, but they ignored 

his simultaneous insistence on the spiritual. In a sense G.-H. Levesque was also right. 

He foresaw that the validation of its nationalist movement would create a force in 

Quebec which would develop and grow with such a temporal orientation so as to 

become a movement against the church which had nurtured it. Levesque was rightly 

wary of promoting nationalism in Catholic garb. He realized it could turn such a 

spiritual rationale to its own temporal ends. Groulx retorted to Angers and the young 

nationalists who hailed him as their "spiritual father," "Furthermore, you have no idea 

how much I loathe repeating myself so that I seemingly play the role of a herald or 

9 

prophet." Ryan seemed to attribute the spirit of modernity to Groulx, although there 

was a gulf between the spiritual as Groulx conceived it, and Ryan's concept of it. In 

accord with Catholic Action, Ryan distinguished sharply between the spiritual and the 

national. Consequently he, along with many others, misinterpreted Groulx's 

incarnational affirmation of the national as legitimization of the watershed between the 

spiritual and the temporal. That distinction rightly belonged to G.- H. Levesque. To be 

"le pere spirituel du Quebec moderne" {Le Devoir, May 24, 1967). 



Conclusion 388 

called the 'prophet' of the secularization of Quebec represented a cruel irony to 

Groulx. Although the young nationalists and intelligentsia borrowed the language of 

Catholicism, they divested such terms as 'prophet' and 'spiritual' of their narrow, 

Catholic content, infusing them instead with a broad, secular meaning. This added 

insult to injury. He and his former disciples used similar terms but in reality were 

speaking a different language. Groulx consciously sought to convert young French-

Canadian intellectuals and nationalists to a Catholic concept of Quebec. Although he 

conceded that French Canada did not have a cultural mission per se, he could not bring 

himself to believe it had no spiritual mission. Groulx no longer equated the 

distinctiveness of French Canada with its culture, but only with its religion. The Quiet 

Revolution made it necessary for Groulx to discard the spiritual interpretation of 

French-Canadian culture he had employed throughout the 1920s and 1930s. It forced 

him to distinguish between religion and culture in Quebec. This belies the interpretation 

of Groulx by Wallot and Anger, who claimed he virtually equated the two. Contrary to 

the secular nationalism of today, Groulx primarily located the 'distinct' society of 

Quebec not in its culture, but in its religion. This was ultimately the sole basis for its 

'distinct society.' The Quiet Revolution, however, compelled Groulx to identify 

religion in Quebec with the transcendent, and culture with the immanent. Previously he 

considered French-Canadian culture to be spiritual. Now, he argued Quebec no longer 

had a cultural mission in North America. In the 1920s and 1930s, he argued that it did. 

Although he was prepared to revise his belief in the cultural mission of French Canada, 

yet he would not go so far as to deny that it still had a spiritual mission. Without a 

'"Vous ne sauriez croire du reste, combien il me repugne de me repeter et de paraitre poser au precurseur 
et au prophete" (CRLG, L. Groulx papers, L. Groulx to F. A. Angers, Outremont, 5 January 1963). 
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transcendent reason for the survivance of French Canada Groulx believed Quebec could 

not justify its continued existence. He could not understand a secularly motivated 

survivance or nationalist movement. 

By the end of his life Groulx found himself engaged in a two-front battle. On 

one hand lay secular nationalism and the other 'angelic theology,' as he called that 

contemporary school of thought which he believed divorced doctrine from present 

social realities and national concerns. Groulx's memoirs clearly evidence that right up 

to the end of his life he grounded his national action squarely in theology. This was 

completely consistent with Thomism. He insisted that nationalist action was not 

independent of moral philosophy or theology, as was the case with the Quiet 

Revolution. At the end of his life the only thing left for him to do was to direct his 

nationalist as well as Catholic readers to Thomism. He believed it reconciled theology 

and national action through its first principle of the complementary relationship 

between the natural and the supernatural. 

Although a priest, incredibly Groulx is seldom associated with the church, 

much less theology, which is remarkable when one realizes that Groulx conscientiously 

articulated his nationalist theory within the parameters of Catholic theology. He did so 

as a trained theologian, and it is important to see Groulx within the context of his own 

theological worldview. Although his preoccupation with nationalism stemmed from his 

desire, as an apologist, to render the faith relevant to French Canadian society, he is not 

associated with the church or theology; he is perceived through a post-WWII, post-

Holocaust and post-Quiet Revolution prism rather than as a late Victorian, French-

Canadian Catholic nationalist who was already a senior citizen by the time of these 

10 CRLG, L. Groulx's papers, L. Groulx to Michel Brunet, 20 August 1957. 
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previous events. Groulx was theologically educated in the wake of Vatican I and more 

accurately represents a child of Aerni Patris and Rerum Novarum. His thought uniquely 

represented the conjunction of ultramontanism, Thomism, social Catholicism and 

French-Canadian nationalism. 

In 1965, literary critic Maurice Blain wrote a scathing review of Lionel 

Groulx's recently published diatribe on the Quiet Revolution, Chemins de Vavenir. 

Blain likened Groulx to Cassandra, the cursed prophetess of classical mythology whose 

prophecies, though true, were fated never to be believed, and whose name had 

consequently come to symbolize a person who vainly prophesied impending disaster. 

For all its acrimony, this analogy aptly portrayed Groulx's vestigial role in Quiet 

Revolution Quebec, which spurned his antiquated, religious visions of French Canada 

and turned a deaf ear to his damning indictments of its frenzied rush towards secular 

modernity. By the end of his polemical career, which spanned more than half a century, 

Groulx had taken on the aura of a sententious prophet of doom, leftover from a 

troubling era which Quebec sought to put decisively behind itself. Groulx's once 

prophetic stance in French-Canadian society now seemed nothing but irksome, 

unreasonable railing against Quebec's long overdue modernization. Painfully conscious 

that many dismissed his message as a throwback to French Canada's dark ages and 

considered him obsolete, Groulx's memoirs attest that the last years of his life brought 

home to him the bitter truth that "a prophet hath no honor in his own country"(John 

4:44). 

Maurice Blain, Approximations: Essais, pp. 233-236. 
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