The Fourth Degree Knights of Columbus

It is a familiar sight to see the Fourth Degree membership of the Knights of Columbus in full regalia at many important Church functions and civic ceremonies. The presence of these Knights in full dress, displaying their colorful capes and chapeaux, together with their ceremonial swords, is always impressive to see.

The Fourth Degree is the “Visible Arm” of the Knights of Columbus. 

It is the continuation of your Third Degree Membership in the Order.

It is NOT a separate organization. 

It is NOT an elite group of men, BUT they ARE special.

Admission to the ranks of the 4th Degree is open to every 3rd Degree Knight of Columbus in good standing who has held the honor of the First Degree for at least six months. The six month rule is from their First Degree date. 

~ History of the Fourth Degree ~

A few years after our Order was established by Fr. Michael J. McGivney, a need for patriotism was felt in our ranks. At that time in our country there was unrest and resentment on the part of many people toward Catholics. It was said that as Catholics we were not loyal American Citizens. That as Catholics we owed our allegiance to Rome and to the Vatican. Nothing could be further from the truth! The adoption of the Fourth Degree of our Order was made after much consultation and discussion on the part of our Supreme Officers. Its adoption was confirmed in order to demonstrate that American Catholics were indeed true and patriotic American Citizens.

Hence, the Fourth Degree was to be known as the Patriotic Degree. It was and remains the highest degree within the Order. It was officially adopted in 1899; seventeen years after Fr. McGivney founded what was to become the largest Catholic Family Fraternal Organization in the world. 

The first exemplification was held in New York City on Washington’s Birthday in 1900. There were some 1,200 candidates exemplified into the Fourth Degree in that initial class.

~ The Fourth Degree in Texas ~

The Patriotic Degree was established in the State of Texas on May 31, 1906. The celebrant of the Exemplification Mass was Father Kirwin, better remembered as Msgr. Kirwin, Vicar General of the Diocese of Galveston. In those days admittance to the Fourth Degree was by invitation only. A Brother Knight had to be asked and proposed for membership by a Fourth Degree member. The candidate was required to have a communion certificate signed by the pastor of his church certifying that he had received communion within the past two weeks and that he was a practical Catholic in all aspects as understood by the Holy See. These restrictions have been relaxed since Vatican II in the early sixties.

~ Fourth Degree Organization ~

The membership of the Fourth Degree within the Order is divided into Provinces, Districts and Assemblies. You will become a member of “Our Lady of Guadalupe Province” which consists of the entire State of Texas and Oklahoma. Each Province is lead by a Vice-Supreme Master of the Fourth Degree. The Vice-Supreme Master is always a Past State Deputy appointed by the Supreme Board of Directors to serve for a minimum four year term. The present Vice-Supreme 

Master of Our Lady of Guadalupe Province is Sir Knight ???, PSD of Oklahoma. The State of Texas is further divided into six ( 6 ) different Districts with the State of Oklahoma being one ( 1 ) District by itself. Each District is lead by a District Master appointed by the Supreme Master to serve a minimum of two years. You will become a member of the First District of Texas. The present Master of the First District of Texas is Sir Knight Michael Gallagher of Houston.

The First District of Texas is comprised of 25 Assemblies. These Assemblies range from El Campo on the southwest to Orange on the east and from Galveston on the south to Lufkin to the north.

The First District of Texas has a total membership of over 2000 Sir Knights. The Msgr. George A. Wilhelm Assembly will be the Assembly you will become member of. This Assembly is the oldest and largest Assembly in the First District of Texas with a membership of over 350 Sir Knights, some 29 of which are clergy and dates back to 1911. All of the present Assemblies of the First District of Texas were born out of this Assembly. Msgr. George A. Wilhelm is truly the “Mother Assembly” of the Galveston-Houston Archdiocese. 

~ Purpose and Activities ~

The Fourth Degree Membership represents approximately 15 % of the total membership of the Order and presently stands at about 230,000 Sir Knights. The work of the Fourth Degree is patriotism. Examples of this are

1. Honor Guards at Council Corporate Communions.

2. Honor & Color Guards at all manner of Church and Parish Community services such as : Memorial Services, Funerals, Rosaries, Third Degree Exemplifications, Church & Building Dedications and any and all other Church & Community ceremonies where Patriotism in conjunction with our Catholic Faith are to be displayed.

At the time of your death our Assembly will present a memorial chalice engraved with your name, date of death and the Fourth Degree Emblem to your widow and / or family in your honor. This memorial chalice is to then be given by the family to a priest or parish to be put in service. Each and every time the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass is celebrated, you will be remembered in the prayers at Mass. 

The Fourth Degree is ceremonial, civic and social. Your wives will be invited and asked to participate in many of the Fourth Degree functions. Exemplifications are held twice a year in each district in the spring and the fall. Exemplifications last approximately three hours. It is a very beautiful and solemn ceremony with much emphasis upon patriotism as it applies to our Catholic Faith. Our hope is that you will become a better American Citizen and a better Catholic after you witness it. Upon completion and advancement into the Fourth Degree, you will be given a new title – that of “Sir Knight”. 

As a member of the Fourth Degree, you will have the opportunity participate in what is known as “Turnouts”, these are special occasions when we act as an Honor Guard for Council Corporate Communions, for our Bishops as well as an Honor Guard to the Blessed Sacrament during Holy Week. Our Assembly is especially honored to stand guard on Holy Thursday night at the Co-cathedral following the Mass of the Last Supper celebrated by our Arch-Bishop. Assemblies may be asked to “turnout” at special Church or Knights of Columbus events at the request of the local Priest, Faithful Navigator or District Master. You as a Sir Knight and assembly member are urged to participate in as many of these as possible.

In addition to these events, our Assembly also displays its civic pride and patriotism by partaking in such events as the annual St. Patrick Day Parade in downtown Houston, the Friendswood Fourth of July Parade and our annual Memorial Day Mass and celebration at Forest Park Lawndale Cemetery where we honor the memory of a deceased Sir Knight who was also a Veteran with the laying of a wreath upon his grave.

~ Offices of the Fourth Degree ~

A Fourth Degree Assembly is similar to the Third Degree Council in many ways. The officers of the Fourth Degree are given naval titles. You will recall that in the time of our Patron, Christopher Columbus, the term “Navigator” was the coveted title given to those in command of the naval vessels that ventured forth to explore and bring Christianity to the “New World”. Our Order has therefore bestowed the title of “Faithful Navigator” on those Sir Knights who are the elected leaders of our Assembly.
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There are some twenty councils assigned to our Assembly. These are whom we draw our membership from. They range from Mid-town and the Inner-city to the East, South and West within the Metro-Houston area.
~ Fourth Degree Regalia ~

The official dress for candidates for the Fourth Degree is black tuxedo, black bowtie, white pleated tuxedo shirt with plain collar ( NO “butterfly” collar ), black plain toed shoes and socks and white gloves. The regalia of the Fourth Degree consist of the above official dress along with social baldric. The cape, chapeaux, service baldric and sword are in addition to the above. 
The different colors worn by members of the Fourth Degree represent different offices within the Order as follows: 

Blue Cape & Blue Plume
-
Vice-Supreme Master


Gold Cape & Gold Plume
-
District Master or Former Master


Green Cape & Green Plume
-
District Marshall


White Cape & White Plume
-
Faithful Navigator or PFN


Purple Cape & Purple Plume
-
Assembly Corps Commander


Red Cape & White Plume
-
General Assembly Membership

These colors are patterned after the traditional colors used in the Liturgy by the Church. Red, White and Blue for our national colors, Gold for our Church colors, Purple for penance, etc.

Once you receive the honors of the Fourth Degree and become a “Sir Knight” you will be given the Fourth Degree social baldric and lapel pin. Although the Fourth Degree has its own emblem – the Dove ( symbolic of the Holy Spirit ) watching over the  New World, the emblem on your baldric is that of the Third Degree of our Order. It reminds us that we are Third Degree members first and should we ever cease our membership in the Third Degree, we automatically suspend ourselves in the Fourth Degree. The Fourth Degree emblem contains the symbols of the Holy Trinity: 
1. The Globe – for God the Father, creator of the world.

2. The Cross – for God the Son, Savior of the world.

3. The Dove - for God the Holy Spirit, Sanctifier of the world.

Some of you may elect to purchase the optional sword package which includes the social baldric as well as the service baldric and sword. The sword is worn over the tuxedo jacket and is suspended by using the service baldric. Both the service baldric and the social baldric are decorated with our national colors of red, white and blue and the emblem of our Order. The blade of the sword is etched with the words “Knights of Columbus”. The hilt of the sword is decorated with the likeness of our patron – Christopher Columbus. When held upright, the sword is also a cross, reminding us of the undying love of Christ, our Savior. It is the sword of liberty and symbolically reminds us of our forefathers, the crusaders and that 
freedom and liberty are not always free and must be defended when threatened by internal or external forces.
~ Requirements for Candidates ~

You will be expected to purchase a black single breasted tuxedo with the necessary accessories ( black bowtie, black cummerbund, white pleated tuxedo shirt with plain collar, suspenders and white gloves). This complete package is available to you at any of the Metro-Houston area Al’s Formal Ware Stores at a discount. Just ask for the “Knights of Columbus Package”. It includes everything with the exception of black shoes and black socks. It is also recommended that you obtain the ceremonial sword when you join the ranks of the Fourth Degree. The Supreme Council does not require that you purchase a sword to join the Fourth Degree, but we urge you to make every effort in keeping with the tradition of the First District of Texas to purchase the sword prior to your exemplification. The red cape and chapeaux with white plume may be purchased after your exemplification into the Fourth Degree. 
When making a “Turnout” with your Assembly, it is recommended that you have and wear these items and dress proudly and with dignity. You will be given ample and complete instruction on how to use and handle your sword on the day of your 
exemplification. By purchasing and obtaining all of your regalia you will feel “right at home” when making “Turnouts” with your Brother Sir Knights.
Annual dues of our Assembly are $ 25.00 with $ 5.00 of that going to our Memorial Chalice Fund.

~ The Patriotic Degree ~

The truth is - if you love freedom, you should join the Fourth Degree. The fact is -  Freedom is NEVER Free – it must be understood, nurtured and celebrated. That is what the Fourth Degree is all about. The Fourth Degree exists to foster the spirit of patriotism enlightened by our Catholic Faith. The Fourth Degree is made up of Soldiers of Christ who bear the sword that is kept bright for liberty’s sake. We help to strengthen our love for country and promote responsible citizenship. It is a rewarding and responsible way to exemplify your love of God and Country.
~Why Should You Join the Fourth Degree ~

Because it builds pride, it unites members of the Knights of Columbus dedicated to patriotism. It supports religious, civic and charitable causes that are consistent with high ideals. Because it calls on members to distinguish themselves with heroic deeds for God and Country. Because it opposes forces that would seek to undermine good government, educates its members to be defenders of 
democratic institutions, provides greater knowledge and appreciation of our Catholic heritage in this country.

The challenge to become involved and visible has never been greater. We are pleased to welcome you as a potential Brother Sir Knight. Make a commitment ! Be visible! You will never regret your decision. May almighty God bless you and your family and make His presence felt with you on this day!
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