
Honor
Selected Readings in Preparation for the 4th Vow.

“Are you willing to promise to be a defender of the rights of God first of all by your courageous witness of your
Catholic, Apostolic and Roman Faith in all circumstances?”

Introduction: All Knights are expected to live with and maintain their honor. Only Candidates that are
honorable are allowed to be considered:  “Enjoy an excellent religious, civil, and moral reputation;” Article
XI and in Article XVII of our constitutions the good name of the Order is considered and anything we do that
may hurt the name makes us subject to discipline.   This excerpt explains how we maintain our honor without
fostering wicked vainglory.

DUTIES IN REGARD TO HONOR

SECTION I NOTION AND VALUE OF HONOR

i. Notion. — The term honor may be taken either subjectively or objectively.

Subjectively, honor is the dignity of a person (honor, dignitas) based on his worth, character, or
distinguished service. Objectively, it is any consideration due or paid to a person by others, on
account of worth, character or distinguished service; or, to express the same idea somewhat
differently, recognition of a man's personal excellence, virtue, and ability by his fellowmen
(aestimatio, existimatio)

There are several degrees of honor.

a) The first or lower degree is a good name or reputation (fama seu gloria humana) This may
justly be claimed by every man who conscientiously follows his chosen vocation and has not
forfeited his claim to the recognition and esteem of his fellowmen by public crimes or blunders.

b) The second or higher degree of honor is that which is due to a man on account of his state of
life or social position, regardless of whether these are acquired by his own labor or inherited
from his ancestors.

2. Value. — Although intrinsic honor, i. e. the consciousness of one's personal worth, is superior
to exterior honor, which is merely the consideration or recognition received from others, the
latter, too, is a valuable possession, whose loss may entail serious consequences.

The high value of exterior honor becomes evident from the following considerations :

a) Honor is the medium through which the individual exercises his authority or influence upon
society;

b) Without honor no man can exercise a fruitful activity among and upon his fellows, and the
loss of honor often entails moral death or absolute exclusion from the society of respectable
men.  "Take my honor, take my life' says an Irish proverb.
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c) A man's moral character not infrequently depends upon his good name, and many are
deterred from doing evil by the fear of disgrace.

"Honor," says St. Thomas, summarizing the doctrine of the Fathers, "is the greatest among the
exterior things that affect man, both because it ranks next to virtue, being as it were a testimony
to man's virtue, and also for the reason that it is shown to God and those in authority, and men
prefer the attainment of honor and the avoidance of disgrace to all other things."

SECTION 2

THE DUTY OF PRESERVING HONOR

i. Every man is in duty bound to safeguard and preserve his honor or good name to the best of
his ability.

a) This means, first and above all, that he must endeavor to acquire the basis of a good
reputation by irreproachable conduct and to become ever more worthy of honor by faithfully
performing his vocational duties and especially by conforming himself to Christ.

b) We are exhorted to let our "light shine before men," that they may see our good works and
glorify the Father who is in Heaven,  and to declare the virtues of Him who hath called us out of
darkness into His marvellous light.  We comply with this duty if we, each in his own particular
sphere, faithfully and punctually do the things that are given us to do, or, as the Apostle puts it,
"provide good things not only in the sight of God, but also in the sight of men”, avoid even the
semblance of evil. "Do ye all things without murmurings and hesitations, that you may be
blameless and sincere children of God, without reproof, in the midst of a crooked and perverse
generation, among whom you shine as lights in the world." He who does his share towards the
wellbeing of society according to his insight and gifts,  has no responsibility with regard to the
recognition of his work by others. For, in the first place, the duty of providing for the proper
recognition of his personal dignity and activity does not go beyond that of furnishing the object
of recognition, which is dignity and activity itself; and, secondly, the judgments of society upon
the moral worth of an individual and his work are uncertain and fallacious, because men do not
always esteem one another according to their true value, but are often deceived by
appearances and swayed hither and thither by error and prejudice. "Not he who commendeth
himself is approved, but he whom God commendeth," says the Apostle,  and our Divine Saviour
admonishes  us to "judge not according to the appearance, but judge just judgment."

It is entirely legitimate for a man to try to make himself worthy of honor before God and his
fellow men by leading a virtuous life. The love of honor, in its true sense, is not opposed to
humility, for humility does not enjoin self-contempt, but merely forbids conceit. Both Church and
State acknowledge man's right to strive after positions or offices of honor, and reward with titles
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and privileges those who distinguish themselves by extraordinary courage, zeal, or fidelity.
Monuments are sometimes erected in their honor, whereas those guilty of certain public crimes,
e. g., perjury, are formally deprived of honor (capitis deminutio).

To seek honor for its own sake, or as an end rather than as a means to a higher end, to delight
in it unduly (vanity), to covet it without regard to God,  to demand recognition for qualities which
one does not possess (hypocrisy) or to seek it through actions which are forbidden, e. g., by
neglecting one's duty, or doing evil, or omitting good which one is bound to do, are sinful acts.  It
is also sinful to be careless of honor or reputation, to hold them lightly or to despise them
cynically. The last-mentioned attitude is generally a result of disguised pride.

"There are honors which dishonor him who seeks them," truly says a modern novelist. Every
honor or dignity, according to an ancient proverb, entails its own peculiar responsibilities and
burdens.  An ancient saw declares that honors and dignities often change a man's diameter.
Unfortunately, the change is not always for the better, and consequently those who receive
honors or dignities should strive to employ them as a means of moral improvement. "It is sure
proof of nobility of character," says Jean Paul, "if a man uses honors and dignities as means of
acquiring virtue."

The foundation of true happiness is neither honor nor wealth, but honesty, sincerity, and trust in
God. Human glory frequently evaporates like smoke, but nobility of character is a stable
possession. "The Lord rewards his servants, not according to the dignity of their office," says St.
Francis de Sales, "but in proportion to the humility and love with which they discharge the
same."

c) Every man is bound to preserve his honor and good name by faithfully complying with the
duties of his vocation, leading a pure and upright life, and avoiding whatever might justly cause
offense to others. If, despite all reasonable care, he has the misfortune to give scandal, either by
making mistakes or letting his zeal run to excess, let him candidly admit his fault and humbly
seek forgiveness. One whose honor is unjustly attacked has the right to defend it, nay, he is in
duty bound to do so if his office, or the interest of his family, or the good name of those
associated with him, or the danger of scandal render it necessary. Sometimes, however, it is an
act of heroic virtue to suffer persecution silently, like Christ and His Apostles, or to sacrifice
one's good name for the honor and glory of God. Our Lord says : "Blessed are ye when they
shall revile you, and persecute you, and speak all that is evil against you, untruly, for my sake."
And St. Paul : "We labor, working with our own hands, we are reviled, and we bless ; we are
persecuted, and we suffer it." ie A good conscience and the conviction that an omniscient God
governs the universe and draws good out of evil, will give us the consoling assurance that we
have nothing to fear, especially since we know from Revelation that the names of Christ's
faithful servants, even though they be traduced by men, are held in high honor by God and
indelibly graven in the Book of Life.
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When a man has lost his good name through his own fault, silence and patience may be
recommended as suitable means of atonement. A person who has been innocently robbed of
his good name and sees his career endangered or ruined, may find that the simple continuance
of his accustomed mode of life is the most effective weapon of self-defence. Where deeds fail to
convince, words generally prove of little or no avail.

It is never allowed to employ immoral means, such as lies or duelling, for the restoration of one's
honor.

To hide secret sins and defects from others, in order to preserve one's honor and good name, is not forbidden. No
human authority can pass judgment upon the secret deeds and motives of men. ("De internis non iudicat praetor”)

d) If a man has lost his good name through his own fault, he must try to regain it as soon and as
fully as possible. The means by which it may be regained depend as a rule on the manner in
which it was lost. A reputation that is completely shattered may be difficult to rebuild; but the
obligation of trying to do so remains and binds especially in those cases where the welfare of a
family or the good name of a community depend upon the honor of the individual member.

If honor has been lost through neglect or the commission of some minor fault, it may be restored
by increased zeal, fidelity, diligence, and prudence. If the fault was grievous, sincere penance
and a genuine purpose of amendment are not only a strict duty, but the only suitable means of
making amends for the sin committed and repairing the scandal given. However, as Christ has
expressly declared that there will be more joy in Heaven over one sinner who does penance
than over ninety-nine just who need it not, every penitent sinner who atones his fault, regains
the right to his good name, and it must not be denied him. Nor should it be forgotten that even in
the impenitent sinner, no matter how deeply he may have fallen, there is always the human
dignity to be respected.

a) The teaching of Catholic Moral Theology on the subject of honor has been denounced as a
hindrance to progress and as subversive of that self-respect which no man can afford to
surrender. This is a grievous mistake. Seeking honor and fleeing from it seem indeed
contradictory acts, but the apparent contradiction is solved by a higher unity. In preaching
contempt of the world and of oneself  the Church does not mean to imply that, to be a truly
humble, a man must be indifferent to mundane things, but merely that he who is truly humble
will patiently suffer contempt for Christ's sake, though he will never stoop to anything that would
degrade his dignity as a man. Inordinate self-humiliation is not a virtue, but a sin (per excessum)
against humility, which consists essentially in submission to God, and to men for God's sake,  in
the service of truth and charity.  Humility, therefore, keeps the pursuit of honor within the bounds
of reason and, together with charity, is the foundation of the Christian life. This noble virtue was
practiced in a preeminent and exemplary degree by Jesus Christ, "the truth, the way, and the
life," who was able to say of Himself : "Learn of me, because I am meek and humble of heart."
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22 Catholic ascetics neither condemns the striving after honor nor justifies carelessness in this
regard, but merely forbids vainglory (gloria vana), which has for its end and purpose not God,
but self.

Contempt of worldly distinctions and honors does not imply want of self-respect if it is inspired
by a desire for eternal glory. This desire lives only in noble souls. St. Paul, who did not hesitate
to say of himself that he had  labored more than all the rest and was "made a spectacle to the
world, and to angels, and to men," nevertheless declared: "I am the least of the apostles, who
am not worthy to be called an apostle."

B) The question has been raised whether a man may deprive himself of his good name
(seipsum infamare). In answering this question the casuists draw a distinction. If one can
defame himself without detriment to his vocational duties and without injury to others, they say
the sacrifice is permissible because it violates neither justice, as man has full ownership of his
good name (dominium famae suae), nor charity, because charity requires regard for external
goods only in so far as they are necessary for one's own salvation or the salvation of others.
According to Gury and others of this school, however, it would be grievously sinful to deprive
oneself of one's good name if the latter were an indispensable requisite of one's official position
or if the defamation would result in danger to one's own life or injury to the good name of others.

We cannot quite agree with this view, but maintain that defamation of one's own character is
forbidden for reasons which may be briefly stated as follows :

a) To preserve one's honor and good name is a precept of the moral law of nature as
well as of divine law, and the duty arising from both, while it differs in proportion to the
concrete conditions or circumstances of each, can never cease entirely.

b) Self-defamation no matter by what motives it is inspired or how useful it may appear
to be, by its very definition presupposes the telling of a lie. Now, no one is allowed to
attribute to himself sins or vices of which he is not guilty because to lie is forbidden
absolutely and in all circumstances.

To reveal one's real but secret faults (e. g., to a superior) is not self-defamation but an act of
humiliation or the expression of a strong purpose of amending one's life and correcting the fault
in question. Such an act of humility, far from injuring one's good name, is apt rather to enhance
it.

For the rest, there is hardly a vocation in which men do not feel the need of occasional
recognition and encouragement from their fellowmen.
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