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The Ignatian Charism of
Father John Courtney Murray, S.J.

Saint Ignatius of Loyola

T

he Ignatian Year that we now
celebrate, which marks the 500th
anniversary of St. Ignatius’s
momentous conversion after the Battle
of Pamplona, invites us to consider the
remarkable impact and influence of
St. Ignatius’s conversion in our local
church and across the globe. For it was
the dynamic force of Ignatius’s
conversion that “set on fire the hearts
of the some of the greatest saints,
missionaries, teachers, and writers in
the history of the Church.” 1 The
spiritual treasury that sprang forth
from that providential battle at
Pamplona
includes
Ignatius’s
Spiritual Exercises and the founding
of the Society of Jesus. These two gifts
alone, among many other gifts
bequeathed to the Church through
Ignatius’s conversion, continue to
animate the evangelical heart of the
Church five centuries later.
Here on Long Island and across our
great nation, we continue to share in
the
richness
of
Ignatius’s
extraordinary spiritual legacy through
the mission, teaching, and apostolic
work of the Society of Jesus. Among
the many prominent American sons of
St. Ignatius Loyola stands the late
Father John Courtney Murray, S.J.
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(1904-1967), 2 who in his day was “the best known
and most widely respected American Catholic
writer” 3 on a wide range of issues including the
American founding, Catholic education, and
religious freedom. Fr. Murray is best known for the
publication of his book We Hold These Truths,
which serves as a collection of essays on the
relationship between Catholicism and the
philosophical foundation of American political life.
The impact of Murray’s thought on American
public discourse, together with the election of John
F. Kennedy as our nation’s first Catholic president,
landed Fr. Murray on the cover of Time magazine
on December 12, 1960. 4
In the early 1960s Murray’s influence extended to
the universal Church when Francis Cardinal
Spellman invited Murray to serve as a peritus, or
theological advisor, to the Second Vatican Council.
As George Weigel explains, Spellman recruited
Murray to the Council “so that [Murray]’s work on
church-state theory could help shape the Council’s
deliberations on religious liberty.” 5 The fruit of the
Council Fathers’ deliberations on religious freedom
emerged in the promulgation of Dignitatis
Humanae (Declaration on Religious Freedom) in
1965. This document, Weigel points out, “was
praised in the United States as the American
bishops’ principal achievement at the Council.” 6 Fr.
Murray’s considerable impact and influence over
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Murray’s influence
extended to the
universal Church
when Francis
Cardinal Spellman
invited Murray to
serve as a peritus,
or theological
advisor, to the
Second Vatican
Francis Cardinal Spellman
Council.

John Courtney Murray, S.J. was born on September 12, 1904, in New York City, the son of Margaret Courtney and lawyer
Michael John Murray. In 1920, Murray joined the New York Province of the Society of Jesus (the Jesuits) and was ordained
to the priesthood in 1933. Fr. Murray obtained a doctorate in sacred theology from the Gregorian University in Rome in 1937
and pursued a distinguish academic career lecturing at various universities including Yale University and Woodstock College.
From 1941 until his death in 1967, Murray served as editor of the Jesuit journal, Theological Studies. For more biographical
information on Fr. John Courtney Murray, see: Hooper, Leon, SJ. “John Courtney Murray, S.J.” American National Biography.
Ed. John A. Garraty and Mark C. Carnes. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999).
https://www.library.georgetown.edu/woodstock/Murray/bio
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the drafting of the Declaration has been widely discussed and
celebrated in the decades following the Council.

“Christ serves
as both the
foundation and
the integrating
force of the
Spiritual
Exercises.
Without a firm
belief in who
Christ is, that
is, God
incarnate, God
enfleshed, the
full integrity of
the Spiritual
Exercises
begins to
unravel.”
Fr. Stephen Fields, S.J.
Professor of Theology
at Georgetown
University

John Courtney Murray and the Spiritual
Exercises of St. Ignatius Loyola
The celebration of the Ignatian Year calls us to uncover the deep
spiritual vision that motivated Fr. Murray’s teaching and writing,
a spiritual vision that emerged from the rich treasury of
St. Ignatius’s conversion and Murray’s immersion in the Spiritual
Exercises. A closer examination of Murray’s spiritual formation
in the Ignatian tradition serves as a helpful interpretive key to
understanding Murray’s scholarly work, while also providing an
explanation of the powerful missionary impulse that animates his
teaching and writing.
As Fr. Stephen Fields, S.J. states, “all of John Courtney Murray’s
active work is without qualification grounded in the mystical
vision of the Spiritual Exercises.” 7 This is so, Fields explains,
because the participant of the Spiritual Exercises “develops a
depth of prayer that cannot help but influence [a person’s] action
and thought.” 8 The heart of the Spiritual Exercises, Fields
continues, “is unapologetically Christological. In other words,
Christ serves as both the foundation and the integrating force of
the Spiritual Exercises. Without a firm belief in who Christ is,
that is, God incarnate, God enfleshed, the full integrity of the
Spiritual Exercises cannot shine forth.” 9
Bishop Robert Barron underscores
Fields’s
insight
regarding
the
Christological focus of the Spiritual
Exercises by observing that “[Ignatius]
was…a man who fell completely in love
with Jesus Christ and endeavored, out of
that love, to give himself totally. The
Bishop Robert Barron
Spiritual Exercises are conditioned, in
every detail, by that intense friendship with Christ.” 10 Murray’s
participation in the Spiritual Exercises grounded his academic
work in the mystical vision of the incarnate Christ. 11
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From his encounter with the incarnate Son of God
in the Spiritual Exercises, the young John
Courtney Murray cultivated a profound
“sacramental vision of reality” that allowed him
to see all things as redeemed in Christ. 12 This
sacramental vision of reality prompted Murray to
recognize the dignity of human affairs, the proper
order of nature, and the objectivity of the moral
life. As the Second Vatican Council would later
teach, “the truth is that only in the mystery of the
incarnate Word does the mystery of man take on
light.” 13 Jesus, by uniting himself most intimately
with humanity through his Incarnation, elevates
human dignity to a level that both harmonizes
with and transcends the order of things known by
reason alone.
The Impact of the Spiritual Exercises on
Murray’s Scholarly Work

Integral
humanism,
then, is our ideal. We
reaffirm with a new
note of joy the whole
program of the Greeks.
Far more than they, we
are captured by the
splendor of humanity,
for we see far more
Incarnation of Jesus
deeply than they into its
dignity. We elevate our
veneration for man to the status of a religious cult, for
in every man we reverence the nature God has taken as
His own. And we feel that the first step in our religious
effort to become like unto God is to become men, for
the Son of God was and is Himself a man. 15

Murray argues that the event of the Incarnation,
which serves as the basis for Christian humanism,
inspired the spiritual and apostolic work of
St. Ignatius Loyola. As Murray explains,
“Ignatius drew his inspiration from the heart of the

Murray, from his experience of the Spiritual
Exercises, develops throughout his scholarly
work an appreciation of Christian humanism,14
which is an understanding of human dignity in
light of the Incarnation. Murray underscores the
dramatic consequences of Jesus’s incarnation on
the work of philosophy and theology by writing
that:

whether men wish it or not, whether they believe
it or not, an event has occurred in history: God,
remaining always God, has become man;
humanity, in Christ, has been made one with the
Word of God; Christ, in His unity, is all that God
is, and all that man is. As a consequence of this
fact, a change has occurred, not only in man’s
relations to God, but at the interior of humanity
itself. The change is manifold, but its essence is
this: the fact of the Incarnation effected the
sanctification of human nature in its
entirety precisely by its elevation to a higher,
divine plane of being. Hence it affirmed on the one
hand the validity of all things human, while
affirming on the other hand their insufficiency….

[G]ospel, out of which comes good news, a message of
rebirth and renewal, a hope of freedom and a full life,
a promise that man shall be made new, and so too shall
his earth and his heavens. This is the eternal hope of
the humanist, the promise that he longs to hear. And
this is the hope and promise that Ignatius wanted to see
fulfilled through his Spiritual Exercises.” 16
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Murray’s awareness of the Incarnation’s implications for humanity
serves as the grounding for many of his key philosophical and
theological insights. Through the Word becoming flesh, the order of
the natural world as known by human reason can now be traced to an
intelligence through which all things were made (John 1:1-3). In other
words, in coming to know the truth about the world, the human person
can come to know the truth about God who is the cause of the world.
For Murray, the natural world is infused with an intelligence, an order
of things, that is known by reason, illumined by revelation, and
sanctified in Christ’s Incarnation. This profound appreciation of the
natural order serves as the key to understanding Murray’s robust
defense and elaboration of the natural law and rational discourse.
Natural Law, the American Consensus, and Religious Liberty

For Murray, the
natural world is
infused with an
intelligence, an
order of things,
that is known by
reason,
illumined by
revelation, and
sanctified in
Christ’s
Incarnation.

In We Hold These Truths, Murray argues that the natural law
coupled with the human person’s capacity to both know the objective
order of things and engage in rational debate in the public square
serves as the foundation of democracy and the grounding of the
American consensus. The American consensus, Murray explains,
reflects the shared public principles “whereby we are made ‘e pluribus
unum,’ one society subsisting amid multiple pluralisms.” 17 Catholic
participation in the American consensus, Murray argues, “has been
full and free, unreserved and unembarrassed, because the contents of
this consensus – the ethical and political principles drawn from the
tradition of natural law – approve themselves to the Catholic
intelligence and conscience.” 18
Murray’s appreciation of the Incarnate Christ also provides a
key to understanding his contributions to the Church’s teaching on
religious liberty. For the incarnation of the Son of God bestows upon
humanity a surpassing dignity. As Murray himself states, “in every
man we reverence the nature God has taken as His own.” 19 Men and

See “St. Ignatius and the End of Modernity.” In The Ignatian Year at Georgetown. Washington, DC:
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independence, the shaping of its liberties and laws, as a work of special Providence, its framers `building better than they knew,'
the Almighty's hand guiding them.’ The providential aspect of the matter, and the reason for the better building, can be found
in the fact that the American political community was organized in an era when the tradition of natural law and natural rights
was still vigorous. Claiming no sanction other than its appeal to free minds, it still commanded universal acceptance. And it
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women, whose dignity as free and rational creatures can be known by reason and observation, share in an
even greater dignity as God’s creatures (Gen 1:26-29) and as the Father’s children in Christ (Romans 8:14
-17). Human beings, therefore, possess a lofty responsibility and mission to seek the truth, especially
religious truth, in full freedom from external coercion.
The full stature and nobility of the human person remains unfulfilled without the possibility to
freely assent to the highest truths. This freedom befitting of human dignity, however, does not negate the
human person’s moral responsibility to seek the truth, and once found, to assent to it. Religious freedom,
in other words, is not a license for indifference to religious or moral truth. The
state likewise has a responsibility to respect the human person’s ability to freely
exercise his deeply held religious and moral convictions. 20 The Second Vatican
Council underscores this paradoxical truth of religious freedom and human
dignity in a pivotal passage from Dignitatis Humanae:
It is in accordance with their dignity as persons, that is, beings endowed with
reason and free will and therefore privileged to bear personal responsibility,
that all men should be at once impelled by nature and also bound by a moral
obligation to seek the truth, especially religious truth. They are also bound to
adhere to the truth, once it is known, and to order their whole lives in accord
with the demands of truth. However, men cannot discharge these obligations in
a manner in keeping with their own nature unless they enjoy immunity from external coercion as well as
psychological freedom. Therefore the right to religious freedom has its foundation not in the subjective
disposition of the person, but in his very nature. In consequence, the right to this immunity continues to
exist even in those who do not live up to their obligation of seeking the truth and adhering to it and the
exercise of this right is not to be impeded, provided that just public order be observed. 21

Murray’s integration of the Spiritual Exercises into his scholarly
life helps us to understand his deepest motivations and intentions.
Far from capitulating to the secularization of the modern world or
surrendering to anti-Catholic sentiments among certain American
political thinkers, Murray was at heart an evangelist. As the late
Peter Augustine Lawler wrote in his introduction to the republication of We Hold These Truths: “Murray wrote as a Catholic
to transform his country politically and evangelize it religiously.” 22
It was this missionary impulse, grounded in a dramatic encounter
with the incarnate Son of God, which motivated Fr. John Courtney
Murray to defend human dignity and the natural law, the American
Republic, and religious liberty.

Second Vatican Council taking
place within St. Peter’s Basilica.

Murray, John Courtney. “The Declaration on Religious Freedom.”
https://www.library.georgetown.edu/woodstock/murray/1966b
For a more detailed analysis on the implications of the Church’s teaching on religious liberty and a response to criticisms of
Murray’s thought on religious freedom see Fr. Stephen Fields, S.J. Analogies of Transcendence, 134-140.
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Lessons for Today
The Ignatian Year reminds us that the life of
one person, open to the grace of God, can renew the
world in history. Few would remember the life of
Ignatius Loyola had he followed his own desire for
fame and fortune. Never would he have imagined the
plan God had in store as he recovered from his injury
after the Battle of Pamplona. 23 A similar statement can
describe the life of Fr. John Courtney Murray, S.J. If
the young John Courtney Murray decided to pursue
other plans rather than enter the Jesuit novitiate in
1920, the American public and the universal Church
may not have heard his name or benefited from his
powerful intellect. Fr. Murray’s life demonstrates once
again how the dynamic force of grace elevates and
transforms the natural gifts of humanity to reach new
heights for the good of others. Inspired by the Gospel,
John Courtney Murray set out to defend and evangelize
the country that he loved and the Church that he served.
The same is true for us today. God’s plans are always
far greater than our plans. If we open ourselves to the
movement of grace in our lives, we will embark on an
incredible adventure of faith beyond our imagination,
transforming the world in history as the great saints did
in their day.
Fr. Murray warned several decades ago that if
men and women close their hearts off to God’s grace,
they will not find freedom, but rather, something more
violent and destructive. 24 This is so because it is only
Christ who “fully reveals man to man himself and
makes his supreme calling clear.” 25 Murray recognized
that when cut off from the revelation of the Son of God,
humanity, no longer intoxicated by its own power over
nature, will soon fade and eventually grow weary and

Statue of St.
Ignatius in Loyola
Memorial Park,
Marlkina City,
Philippines.
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