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You all must have noticed that ordination does not usually carry with it the charism of
prophecy, nor does a doctorate in theology or in religious studies. “I am not a prophet nor the
son of a prophet.” I am not going, then, to offer predictions about the future. I intend to offer
instead some reflections on how to think about a theology in service to the Church in the future. I
want to base them on what I know something about: the recent history of theology within the
Roman Catholic tradition. The theme of the convention has to do with horizons. A horizon, of
course, is a limiting factor: we can’t see beyond them; we don’t know what lies beyond them;
that’s the realm of the unknown unknown, as Bernard Lonergan described it. But perhaps how
the horizon of theology has been expanded in the recent past may provide some clues as to how
to prepare for expansions of our horizons in the future.

This Society was born under the unwieldy name of the Society of Catholic College
Teachers of Sacred Doctrine. It emerged in the midst of a debate as to what to teach
undergraduate students and how to teach it. In the discussion one side favored a strictly
“scientific,” that is, “scholastic” or “academic,” approach, by which they meant the same sort of
theology that was taught in seminaries at the time, ad mentem Sancti Thomae, as it was often put.
In fact, this was the only meaning of the word “theology” they were willing to accept. The other
side argued instead that religion as taught in Catholic colleges should aim at an existential
appropriation of the faith and its application to life. Proponents of this view appeared to have
conceded the name “theology” to the other side and spoke instead of teaching “religion” or of
“religious education.” When this association met for the first time in 1954 and had to decide on a
title, to speak of “teachers of theology” would give victory to one side, and so it was decided that
the name would be “Society of Catholic College Teachers of Sacred Doctrine.”1

To describe what was considered theology at the time, permit me an autobiographical
reflection. Forty years ago this week students at the Gregorian University in Rome were taking
comprehensive examinations for the Licentiate in Sacred Theology. Lesser areas having been
disposed of once and for all by exams at the end of each year, this final exam was totally devoted
to dogmatic theology, The material covered every course we had taken in the previous four
years, all of it neatly made available to us in a little brochure of fifteen pages entitled Examen
peculiare ad Licentiam de universa sacra theologia.

No fewer than a hundred theses set out the vast area on which we would be examined.
For fundamental theology,  there were ten theses on Christian revelation; twelve on the Church;
three on biblical inspiration. Covering the subjects found in the first two parts of the Summa
theologica, there were eight theses De Deo uno, nine De Deo trino, and eight De Deo creante et
elevante, the area where creation and human origins were treated. Covering subjects found in the
second and third parts of the Summa, there were eleven theses on christology, eight on grace, and
six on the virtues. Covering materials found in the third part and in the Supplement to the
Summa, there were four theses on the sacraments in general, seventeen on the individual
sacraments (six on the eucharist and five on penance), and four on the last things. 

For each of these hundred theses we were expected to be able to defend the proposed
thesis and to explain it by defining the terms used, to identify adversaries to it, to provide

1 For the context in which the Society was formed, see Philip Gleason, Contending with
Modernity: Catholic Higher Education in the Twentieth Century (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1995) 256-60, where further bibliography can also be found.



arguments in favor from Scripture, tradition, the magisterium, and theological reason, to assign it
a theological note, and to respond to objections. Four of us went into a room where a Jesuit
professor sat in each of the four corners. The exam was oral and conducted, as the course-
lectures had been, in Latin. We sat and performed before each of the Jesuits for fifteen minutes
until a bell was rung and we moved on to the next examiner. (There are many Jesuits whose time
in purgatory has been considerably lessened for having to listen to our babbling, incoherent Latin
for eight hours a day for six weeks.)

This system has been criticized, not unjustly, on many grounds. (Bernard Lonergan once
told me that the pedagogical philosophy of the Gregorian–lectures delivered to hundreds of
students in a large hall--was based upon systematic neglect of two inventions: the electric light
bulb and the printing press.) But before agreeing with some of these criticisms, I would like to
mention one or two things that were valuable about this education. First, it was comprehensive:
we learned an awful lot. By the end of four years we had covered just about every area of
theology and learned, at however second-hand a level of acquaintance, about the great and lesser
controversies that had marked the history of theology from the patristic period on. The general
knowledge we gained would provide us with a foundation on which to draw when we went on
for further studies. I didn’t appreciate how much I had benefitted from the education until I
found myself doing doctoral studies at Union Theological Seminary in New York alongside
students who brought no such general or basic knowledge with them. 

The education also emphasized clarity and intellectual rigor, which I continue to think
are  mental virtues. Distinctions were highly valued,2 and if at times they were carried to mind-
numbing lengths, they also helped cultivate an analytical mind; another benefit was that they
could prove useful should a position come under attack for unorthodoxy. Theological notes
identified to what degree the Church had committed herself to a particular thesis and drove home
the point that not all magisterial statements were to be placed on the same level. We were taught
by our professors, and saw demonstrated in their own work, how to apply very careful principles
for the interpretation of dogmatic statements of councils or popes, what sometimes is dismissed
as “minimalism”.The whole experience was very beneficial and remains so not least of all when
we find ourselves confronted by a revival of maximalism.

On the other hand, and here I enter into a critique, the education was based on textbooks,
usually written by our professors, with very little direct contact with the sources. A tradition of
two or three hundred years required that certain topics be covered, sometimes, it seemed, simply
because they had been covered before. (Karl Rahner noted how it little a textbook of 1950
differed from one on the same subject written in 1750, even though “in the last two centuries
cultural and spiritual transformations have taken place which, to say the very least, are
comparable in depth and extent and power to mould men’s lives, with those which took place
between the time of Augustine and that of the golden age of scholasticism.”3) A premium was

2 At his oral examination in moral theology, David Tracy was asked to give the definition
of sin and the distinctions in its regard that could be found in our textbook. David proceeded to rattle
off the eleven grounds on which Zalba had made his distinctions. By the time he had finished, time
had expired, and David was spared any further questions. Zalba distinguished sin on the basis of
cause (original and personal), nature (habitual and actual), mode (commission and omission),
manifestation (external and internal), constitution (formal and material), responsibility (out of
ignorance, weakness, or malice), attention (deliberate and half-deliberate), motive (carnal and
spiritual), object sinned against (God, oneself, another person), special disorder (sins against the
Holy Spirit, sins crying to heaven or capital sins) , and effect (mortal and venial); see Marcellinus
Zalba, Theologiae Moralis Compendium (Madrid: Biblioteca de Autores Cristianos, 1958) 424-25.
This “compendium” was in two volumes of 1,459 and 1,018 pages.

3 Karl Rahner, “The Prospect for Dogmatic Theology,” Theological Investigations, I
(Baltimore: Helicon Press, 1961) 2.



placed on clarity of concept and certainty of judgment. Only the exceptional professors, such as
Bernard Lonergan, René Latourelle, Juan Alfaro, Zoltan Alszeghy and Maurizio Flick, made
personal efforts at systematic understanding. (This sometimes made things difficult at the oral
exam. One student had to explain an abstruse thesis of Lonergan to another Jesuit. When he had
finished, the examiner said: “Optime, sed nihil intellexi, neque de tua expositione neque de
doctrina patris Lonergan.” “Very good, but I didn’t understand anything, either about your
presentation or about the doctrine of Fr. Lonergan.”4)

The dogmatic theology was built upon a “fundamental theology” that was apologetical in
focus, grounding the reasonableness of faith in extrinsic arguments to prove that a  divine
revelation had taken place in Christ and was now available through the Church he had
established and endowed with a teaching office promised the guidance of his Spirit. These
arguments provided the only foundations needed--the formal authority of the Scriptures
(inspiration and inerrancy) and of the magisterium–for the elaboration of a dogmatic theology
over the next three years of study.

Two other criticisms. First, theology was understood to be a “science,” an intellectual
discipline whose primary purpose was to promote understanding and wisdom. Very little
attention was given to drawing out spiritual dimensions of the dogmas treated or pastoral
implications, even though the student-body were exclusively seminarians. Second, the theology
was meant for domestic consumption within the Church. Very little interest was shown in the
social, political and economic realms of contemporary life or in the idea that the Church might
have a role within them or in their regard. The assumed anthropology was highly individualistic.
Redemption meant the salvation of souls for the beatific vision. The relation of Christianity to
the collective history of mankind was beyond the horizon of this theology.5 Why this was so
deserves some reflection.

While Christianity had had enormous consequences for the social, political, and cultural
life of the West,  no theory of a public transformative role was developed, in part because the
sense was lacking that the human race is engaged in a collective self-project in which
intelligence and freedom could be exercised for the sake of transforming the physical, economic,
social and cultural conditions in which people live and act. The idea of progress seems to be a
modern invention. Unfortunately, it also seems to have emerged at a time when various factors
led to the widespread assumption that religion had very little relevance to the task of collective
human self-realization in the spheres of science and technology, economics and politics, society
and culture. Religion concerned what one did with one's private self. The larger collective self-
project could be safely indifferent to the differences among religions and even to those between
belief and unbelief, an assumption that, as Henri de Lubac showed in Surnaturel, came to be
shared by more than a few theologians.

The Catholic Church consistently opposed this privatizing of religion, which it took to be
the mortal sin of what it condemned as "liberalism." But, particularly in the century and a half
before the Second Vatican Council, its opposition was so global that "progress, liberalism, and
recent civilization" could be lumped together, almost as if they were synonyms, in the last
proposition condemned in the Syllabus of Errors; and this undifferentiated repudiation became
the motivating principle of the construction of a sub-culture and sub-society which, in part
because it appealed so strongly to the social and cultural reality known as Christendom, seemed
to offer only a past ideal as the simple substitute for the liberal idea of human progress. So great
was the opposition to this idea and so powerful was the drive to create a countervailing, anti-

4 Severino Dianich a colloquio con Valentino Maraldi, Una Chiesa dentro la storia (Milan:
Ancora, 2004) 21.

5 Bernard Lonergan’s treatise De verbo incarnato did have a cryptic reference to Christ’s
historical causality, but he never developed it and one has to look for what it might have become to
scattered remarks elsewhere in his writings.



modern Catholic identity that, paradoxically and often quite contrary to the intentions of popes
and bishops, the self-realization of the Church at times came to be seen, both inside and outside,
as a distinct event, occurring in a separate and differentiated sphere of human life and without
significance for the collective human self-project. Ironically, the Roman Catholicism of the last
two centuries was very modern in its anti-modernity.

A classic ecclesiology developed to support this response to modernity. Against the
tendency of the modern nation-state to reduce religious groups to simple voluntary associations
ultimately subordinate to its own authority to define society and culture, theologians and
canonists identified and defended the internal integrity of the Church as a separate autonomous
and self-sufficient and in that sense "perfect" society. Against a modern trend toward democracy,
they stressed the authority of a hierarchically organized clergy to which they tended to reserve
all initiative. To ideas and forces that were international in their appeal and effectiveness, they
opposed a universalistic vision of the Church as a single people governed from a central
headquarters by a sovereign and infallible head in whose hands lay the direction of an
increasingly centralized and uniform Church polity.

Although this classic ecclesiology was in good part developed in the service of the
modern Catholic response to the ideas and forces that were shaping the modern world, it showed
surprisingly little interest in the Church-world relationship itself. Apart from occasional
appendices, scholia, or corollaria devoted to a rejection of "liberalism," there was only the
chapter on Church and State; but, right up to the eve of Vatican II, this was devoted to a defence
of the Church's unique rights, still conceived largely in terms of pre-modern political
circumstances ("the Catholic State") and thought to be sufficiently guaranteed by institutional
negotiations between the supreme ecclesial and secular authorities (concordats). The larger
sphere of Church-world relations that includes the responsibilities and activities of Christians in
the construction of societies and cultures and in the direction of human history went largely
unnoticed in the classical treatises on the Church and in the theology constructed for its
members.

In this respect the classical modern ecclesiology fell far short of the vision that modern
popes had begun to articulate. Under Leo XIII but particularly under Pius XI, the emphasis on
Church-State relations began to be supplemented by an appeal to Catholic organizations and
movements to engage themselves in the effort to win the modern world back to Christ not only
for the sake of the Church's freedom to fulfill its distinctive spiritual mission for the salvation of
souls but also to address what John Courtney Murray called "the spiritual crisis in the temporal
order." The papal support of "Catholic Action," for example, represented an appeal directly to
the laity to assume their responsibility for bringing Christian ideas and values to the larger public
debate on the character and direction of human history. The Church-world relation, in other
words, was not to be settled simply by institutional negotiations between sovereign authorities
but required an active participation by lay Christians in the collective self-realization of
mankind.

It was this appeal that was to inspire and energize the new thinking and new enterprises
that would surprise so many people in the debates that defined the drama of the Second Vatican
Council. The decade of the 1930s was here crucial.6 A sense of crisis was nearly universal.
Economic depression seemed to confirm the weaknesses of liberal capitalism. The League of
Nations collapsed under the weight of revived nationalism. The war fought to make the world
safe for democracy was followed by the rise of fascist, nazist, and communist totalitarianisms.
With individualism discredited and collectivism threatening, the moment seemed opportune for
Catholics to propose a third alternative based upon a distinctive vision of the relationship

6 See Joseph A. Komonchak, “Returning from Exile: Catholic Theology in the 1930s,” in The
Twentieth Century: A Theological Overview, ed. Gregory Baum (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1999)
35-48.



between person and community derived from a broadened and deepened sense of the scope of
Christ's redemptive work and yet not inspired or directed by nostalgia for a pre-modern ideal of
Christendom.

Thus it was in the 1930s that Jacques Maritain outlined his notion of a new but "profane"
Christendom under the historical ideal of pluralistic and democratic regimes, that Christopher
Dawson turned his attention to the relationship between relgion and culture, that Marie-
Dominique Chenu and Yves Congar began to call for an incarnation of the Gospel into modern
milieux from which the Church was absent, that Teilhard de Chardin continued to elaborate a
cosmic vision of the faith appropriate to the world modern science was revealing, that Henri de
Lubac published a book on the social aspects of dogma, that Bernard Lonergan began to sketch a
theology of history derived from the Pauline doctrine of the recapitulation of all things in Christ,
that John Courtney Murray was imbibing the ideas that would lead him soon to urge upon
American Catholics their responsibility for the construction of a Christian culture.

In every one of these cases, an ecclesiology that ignored the Church-world relationship,
reduced it to pre-modern models of Church-State relations, or assigned it principally or even
exhaustively to the clergy was implicitly or explicitly criticized. The reality of "the world," of
history, began to come to the forefront and to be included in the drama of the human self-project
that defines the hermeneutical context in which to communicate and appropriate the Christian
Gospel given “for us and for our salvation.” This self-project was now understood not merely as
the drama of the struggle between sin and grace in an individual's self-realization, but also as
including the same dramatic struggle in humanity's collective self-realization. The world was no
longer simply the unchanging backdrop against which individual actors played their roles; it was
itself the drama that was unfolding. The world was not the stage, but the play itself.

It was the failure of classical theology to contribute to this larger redemptive purpose that
in part explains why alternatives were sought, as, for example, in the proposals for a distinct way
of teaching the faith in Catholic colleges and universities–the debate with which I began. An
early contributor to the debate was John Courtney Murray who himself did not hesitate to call
what he was proposing a theology for the laity. The two essays in which Murray set out his
views in 1944 are still worth reading; even while perhaps disagreeing with Murray’s views,
readers would benefit from asking themselves what they think a theology for their undergraduate
students should be and whether they have as clear and forceful a vision as he did.7

The theology designed to train clerics could not be appropriate for educating lay people,
Murray argued. Both kinds stood “in the service of the Church,” but their forms differed in
accordance with the distinct roles of the clergy and the laity. They had distinct finalities. The
theology appropriate for the clergy serves the need of the Church to preserve and defend the
faith. Its purpose is primarily intellectual: “the synthesis of all revealed truth, and of revealed
truth and philosophic truth.” This explains its rigidly logical approach, “the severity of its
method,” and its polemical edge. A theology for clerics, he concluded, is “that intelligence of
faith, especially in its relation to human reason and philosophy, which is required in order that
the magisterium of the Church may be able effectively to preserve, explain, and defend the
whole of revealed truth.”

What would be a theology in the service of the distinct role of the laity? Murray found
that role defined by the tasks assigned to the laity by the modern popes, particularly Pius XI, in
their encouragement of various Catholic Action movements. Their role was to address “the great
‘social transformations’ of our times,” by which was meant “the secularization of modern life,
the gradual development of a complete separation, and, in fact, an active opposition between the

7 John Courtney Murray, “Towards a Theology for the Layman: The Problem of its Finality,”
Theological Studies, 5( 1944) 43-75;” “Towards a Theology for the Layman: The Pedagogical
Problem,” Theological Studies, 5 (1944) 340-76.



spiritual and the temporal, between the Church and human society.” Unwilling to live a life
inwardly directed, the Church wanted

an immense penetration of the life of the Church ad extra, with the purpose of
transforming the total milieu of modern life. Not the isolation of the faithful, nor
simply the imposition on them of the duty somehow to live in two separate
worlds, but their formation and their organization, according to the very
techniques of the milieu they must combat, for the work of recapturing the moral
direction of the temporal order, reconstituting a Christian social order,
rechristianizing “whole classes” of men, and reanimating with a new spirit the
whole complex order of temporal institutions. 
Two things were necessary for this to happen: first, “the intensification of the inner life

of the Church” by drinking as deeply as possible from the sources of her life, the word of God
and the liturgy; second, communicating to the laity the great goal: 

that Christ may reign, not only over men as individuals but over human society in
all its groupings... through the reconstitution of a social order whose institutions
will be conformed to the laws of God and so animated by a Christian dynamism
that they will serve at once the eternal salvation of the human person and the
stable prosperity of the State.
This task must respect and safeguard both the freedom of the Church and the freedom of

the secular order, which has a legitimate autonomy. To be avoided are both an “‘angelism’ that
would consist simply in proclaiming principles and preaching a spirit, without acting toward
their incarnation in temporal institutions” and a “‘clericalism’ that would involve the immediate
shaping of temporal institutions... by the sacerdotal order.” Hence the distinct role of the laity:
“to mediate between the spiritual and temporal.” “It is through the layman that there must flow
into the world those supernatural energies which, as faith teaches, are necessary in order that
man may achieve even his proper humanity–his personal freedom, his social unity.”

Murray then encapsulated the differences between the two functions that explain the
distinct finalities of the theology they need:

The ministerial priesthood is to mediate the Holy Spirit to the soul of man;
the lay priesthood is to mediate the Christian spirit to the institutions of civil
society. The former exercises its mediation in the wholly spiritual order in which
the very life God mysteriously flows into the human soul, to effect its
divinization; the latter exercises its mediation in that borderland of the spiritual
and temporal, wherein the life of the Church makes vital contact with the
terrestrial life of man, to effect its humanization. The former, as the instrument of
Christ, is to bridge the gap created by sin and ignorance between man and God,
his Father; the latter, as the instrument of the hierarchy, is to bridge the gap
created by secularism between the profane activity of man and the life of the
Church, his Mother. The former is instrumentally to rescue man from sin and the
peril of losing his soul; the latter is instrumentally to rescue man from social
injustice and the peril of losing his humanity on earth. 

And another capsule formula sums up the specific finality of a theology for lay people: “That
intelligence of faith, especially in its relation to human life and the common good of mankind,
which is required in order that the laity of the Church may be able effectively to collaborate with
the hierarchy in accomplishing the renewal and reconstruction of the whole of modern social
life.”

Murray insisted that this does not mean “that what the layman needs is a sort of
diminished theology, only quantitatively or rhetorically different from that taught in
seminaries–a sort of Summa Theologica with the hard parts left out.” And for that purpose he
devoted another lengthy article to the pedagogical implications of a professional course for this



distinct lay finality, and here he displayed how familiar he had become with movements of
theological and pastoral renewal in the Europe of the late 1930s.

It will be noted that for Murray both types of theology embodied the general notion of
theology: “the science of faith in the service of the Church.” He considered theology “an
essentially ecclesiastical science; it is social in its origin, in the collective faith of the Church;
and it is social in its function–it exists for the benefit of the life of the Church, for the building up
of her Body.” He could not imagine theology as a private exercise, as, perhaps, one might
imagine a philosophy. One did theology within a community and its tradition and for the sake of
that community and its mission.

No doubt we today would have some criticisms to offer to Murray’s way of putting
things, particularly perhaps too sharp a disjunction between the sacred and the temporal and a
corresponding but overly strict differentiation of the roles of clergy and laity. Developments
since the Council have seen the collapse of the paradigm of the theology for clerics that Murray
described. One of the consequences of the Council’s call for the reinvigoration of theology has
been that it is seen as far more in the service of the vitality of the Church in herself and of the
effectiveness of her mission in the world. In addition, theology has moved from being primarily
a task undertaken by clerics for clerics, with its typical location in a seminary, to being an
activity eagerly undertaken by the laity, women and men alike, with its typical location, perhaps,
back in the university. For all these reasons Murray’s particular way of characterizing the two
functions of theology does not hold up very well today.

At the end of his second article on a theology for lay people, Murray wondered whether
reflection on a lay theology might illuminate the nature of clerical theology as well. One could
say that the remark has been vindicated in the meantime. After the difficult trial over the so-
called nouvelle théologie, which could be described as the last victory of the entrenched notion
of theology, the Second Vatican Council transformed the theological scene. Pope John XXIII led
the way in his opening speech. He declared his disagreement with “prophets of doom” who saw
nothing in the modern world but prevarication and ruin; he called the Council at once to preserve
the ancient doctrinal heritage and to present it with an eye to contemporary conditions; he
distinguished between the substance of the faith and the manner it which it is articulated; he
called for a positive presentation of the faith instead of a set of condemnations; he wanted the
Council’s exercise of the supreme magisterium to be primarily pastoral.

The bishops took up the challenge. By an overwhelming majority (97%!), they voted for
substantial pastoral reform in the liturgy. By just short of a two-thirds vote they rejected the first
of the doctrinal texts brought before them, the schema De fontibus revelationis, and by this vote,
as their comments made clear, they indicated at least what they did not want: texts that did little
more than ratify the defensive, suspicious, and even condemnatory attitude that had marked the
papal magisterium for the previous century and a half and showed little imprint of the new
theological and pastoral orientations that had been surfacing over the previous thirty years.. They
wanted to say something different in attitude, in content, and in style. 

What that something different should be was less easily decided. “The preparatory work
was unsatisfactory,” Joseph Ratzinger wrote, “and the Council rejected the extant texts. But the
question at this point was: What now?”8 Joseph Ratzinger asked. Over the next three sessions, as
the Council hammered out its sixteen texts, differences began to be discerned in the so-called
progressive majority of bishops and theologians.9 They became particularly visible during the

8 Joseph Ratzinger, Die letze Sitzungsperiode des Konzils (Köln: Bachem, 1966) 28; ET
Theological Highlights of Vatican II (New York: Paulist Press, 1966) 148.

9 I have described some of these differences in my 2003 lecture for the Catholic Common
Ground Initiative, “Is Christ Divided? Dealing with Diversity and Disagreement,” Origins 33/9 (July
17, 2003)140-47; a fuller statement is in “Le valutazioni sulla Gaudium et spes: Chenu, Dossetti,
Ratzinger,” in Volti di fine Concilio: Studi di storia e teologia sulla conclusione del Vaticano II, ed.



redaction of Gaudium et spes, the Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World. One
group, largely French-speaking, drafted a text that would look in contemporary developments
and movements for what one of its inspirers, Marie-Dominique Chenu, called pierres d’attente,
toothing stones, stones placed in expectation of an eventual addition to a building. In those large
social and cultural movements could be discerned aspirations for the Gospel and for the
redeemed and reconciled human community that only it could disclose and only God’s grace
could accomplish through the mediation of the Church. These were, Chenu said, the equivalent
on the larger public level, of what scholastics had called “obediential potency” for the
supernatural in the individual.

Another group, largely German-speaking and including such major figures as Karl
Rahner and Joseph Ratzinger, found this text far too optimistic, almost Teihardian in its credulity
with regard to modern science and technology. It made use of an uncritical epistemology. It
worked with an inadequate understanding of the relation between the natural and the
supernatural. It was far from what Rahner called “the necessary Christian pessimism.” It
minimized the reality and the force of sin and neglected that Christian conversion is by way of
the Cross. Ratzinger found some of its statements almost Pelagian and he thought the text had
purchased dialogue at the expense of the kerygma.

A third group, smaller than the other two, one might call evangelical. It was represented
by Giuseppe Dossetti, an Italian priest who had played important roles in Italian politics before
ordination and who at the Council served as the chief adviser to Cardinal Lercaro of Bologna.
(One will get some sense of his views if one tries to imagine what the agenda of Vatican II might
have been like had it been set by Dorothy Day.) Dossetti was fiercely critical of the draft of
Gaudium et spes. Its analysis of contemporary situations, he said, was journalistic, a set of
sociological commonplaces. Christ appears in each chapter almost as an afterthought. What was
needed was “the Gospel sine glossa.” Only it could loosen the institutional and theological knots
that had crippled the Church’s preaching and life. The timorous approach to the question of war
and peace in the document, Dossetti said, typified the Council’s failure to go back to the integral
Gospel and to undertake the ecclesiastical reforms it demands.

The theological scene as the Council ended, then, was rather more complex than the one
often described in Manichean terms of progressives vs. conservatives. Its most dramatic feature
was the astoundingly rapid collapse of the neo-scholastic paradigm. And it is very striking to
anyone able to look back over fifty years of theological development in the Catholic Church that
no paradigm has emerged to take its place. Instead a plurality of approaches to the theological
task prevails, as Elizabeth Johnson’s talk last evening described and celebrated. 

On the one hand, the Council’s refusal of the traditional academic language of the
schools; its preference for more biblical, patristic, and liturgical emphases and styles; the
reduced role it assigned to St. Thomas Aquinas; its stated openness to new methods and forms of
thought–all of this served to legitimate the currents of thought that the neo-scholastics had, quite
recently, stigmatized for their novelty, when in fact they represented an effort to recover for
common Catholic consciousness the ways of thinking and expressing that had prevailed during
the first Christian millennium and that Henri de Lubac had said were unfairly dismissed as
simply “pre-scientific.” The pioneers of the theological revival appeared to have triumphed in
the Vatican II’s constitutions on the liturgy, on the Church, and on divine revelation.

But on the other hand, another current emerged from the Council that took its main
inspiration from the conciliar texts that oriented the Church toward the world, particularly the
pastoral constitution on the Church in the modern world (Gaudium et spes) and the declaration
on religious freedom (Dignitatis humanae), documents that Yves Congar considered to be
distinctively Thomist. The Council had not even ended yet when one heard of a theology of
secularization, then of a political theology, and then of a liberation theology which itself

Joseph Doré and Alberto Melloni (Bologna: Il Mulino, 2000) 115-53.



developed in several directions. A genealogy of these movements would be able to trace some of
them back to the thought of bearers of the Thomist tradition such as Karl Rahner and Edward
Schillebeeckx. But what might be called “the political turn” that characterized this kind of
theology moved the focus of attention to the collective human project and asked what the Gospel
of redemption had to say about human development and liberation. 

Various efforts have been made to characterize these two orientations of post-conciliar
Catholic theology. David Tracy has used a distinction between manifestation-theology and
correlation-theology.10 Some have proposed a distinction between a ressourcement-approach and
an aggiornamento-approach. I have floated the hypothesis that they may be traced to the
differences between a characteristically patristic or Augustinian orientation and an approach
more Thomist in inspiration. 

After two decades when the method of correlation dominated, a reaction has set in which
favors the epiphanic method. Among graduate students today there is far more interest in the
thought of Hans Urs von Balthasar than in that of Karl Rahner or Bernard Lonergan, and the
movement that has styled itself “Radical Orthodoxy”, of course, runs in the same direction. And,
for the moment, in certain circles in Rome an approach prevails that almost denies the need for
cultural mediations of the faith and opts instead for “the positivity of Christianity.”

It would appear that the two orientations roughly correspond to two dimensions of the
Church that at the Council were described as the “Ecclesia ad intra,” the Church in her inner
life, and the Ecclesia ad extra, the Church in her relation to the world. This is not an entirely
entirely happy distinction, particularly if it threatens to become a separation or if one is expected
to choose between them. On the other hand, the two dimensions do correspond to the answers to
two different questions: what makes the Church the Church? And what should the Church be
doing in the world? But, of course, the fact is that there is no Church except in the world. And I
would like to devote the rest of this talk to talking about that, and what it means for theology.11

Both historically and theologically, what we call the Christian Church arose and arises
out of the event of Jesus Christ. The Church is the congregatio fidelium, the assembly of those
who believe that Jesus of Nazareth, who was crucified, has been made both Lord and Christ by
his resurrection from the dead. This very statement so closely ties the Church and Christ as to
suggest a clarification of the first sentence in this paragraph. It is not enough to say that the
Church arose and arises out of the event of Jesus Christ: the emergence of the Church, both
historically and theologically, is a dimension of the event of Jesus Christ. John Knox was so
aware of this as to say something at first very startling: that the emergence of the Church is the
event of Jesus Christ.12 The only thing one could point to as different in the world before and
after Jesus of Nazareth was the existence of the community of believers. The Church is the
difference Jesus of Nazareth has made and makes in human history. Had the Church not arisen,

10 David Tracy, "The Uneasy Alliance Reconceived: Catholic Theological Method,
Modernity and Post-modernity," Theological Studies 50 (1989) 548-70.

11 What follows draws heavily on my article, “Theologians in the Church,” in Church and
Theology: Essays in Memory of Carl J. Peter (Washington: CUA Press, 1995) 63-87.

12 "The only difference between the world as it was just after the event and the world as it
had been just before is that the church was now in existence. A new kind of human community had
emerged; a new society had come into being. There was absolutely nothing besides. This new
community held and prized vivid memories of the event in which it had begun. It had a new faith;
that is, it saw the nature of the world and of God in a new light. It found in its own life the grounds -
indeed anticipatory fulfilments - of a magnificent hope. But the memory, the faith, and the hope
were all its own; they had neither existence nor ground outside the community. Only the church
really existed. Except for the church the event had not occurred;" John Knox, The Early Church and
the Coming Great Church (London: Epworth Press, 1957), p. 45.



what might count as "the event of Jesus of Nazareth"–if indeed one could speak of such a thing
in that case--would have been considerably different from what, both historically and
theologically, it did in fact become.

It was in fact through the Church that Jesus of Nazareth became an historic figure, an
agent of history. It was Christians who preserved the memory of his mere existence, who
remembered his words and his deeds, who proclaimed him to have conquered death and to have
become Messiah, Lord,  and Savior, who interpreted him as the enfleshment of the very Word of
God, who understood their own communal experience as a fellowship in his Spirit that made
them members of his very Body, who undertook to bring others into communion with him and
with his Father, who invited those to whom they spoke to make him the principle and the
criterion of a redirected personal and collective history. The Church made Jesus of Nazareth an
historically significant figure.

Once a narrowly eschatological interpretation of his significance faded and Christians
settled in for the long haul of history, the scope of Christ's redemptive influence came to be seen
also to transcend the boundaries of the Judaism from which Jesus had come and to require the
mission to the Gentiles and the effort to evangelize the society and culture of the Greco-Roman
world. From then on, the inward necessity, for the sake of the Church's own integrity, to keep
alive the memory of Jesus Christ and to proclaim his saving power, has been also an outward
engagement with culture and history, and it was always theologically unsound and sociologically
naive to think that his significance could be reduced to the sphere of the personal and private or
to the dimensions of a sect. 

The history of that engagement with history and culture is, of course, as complex and
ambiguous as is the history of the encounter of individuals with Christ. More than once, in both
histories, the Gospel and its grace did not succeed in completely overcoming ignorance and
embedded sinfulness. Compromise and mediocrity have never been rare, which is why heroic
sanctity is required of candidates for canonization. But as this does not deter the Church from
continuing to preach Christ and to call for the conversion of individuals, so the ambiguity of past
encounters with culture and history should not suggest that the Church leave off the task of the
redemption of the entire human project.

The intrinsic link between concern for the integrity of the Church as the congregatio
fidelium and commitment to the redemption of history is clear also from a consideration of the
process and of the agents of the Church's self-realization. As the Church first arose out of the
conviction that Jesus of Nazareth had been raised from the dead, so it continues to arise from the
communication and appropriation of the word of life: "What we have seen and heard we
proclaim to you so that you too may have fellowship with us, and our fellowship is with the
Father and with his Son, Jesus Christ" (1 Jn 1:3). The witness of one generation of believers
evokes the faith of a new generation and this process reproduces, extends and widens the
communion that first came to be out of the event of Easter and Pentecost. Everything else about
the Church--its Scriptures, its creeds, its worship and sacraments, its structures, its laws--exists
in order to prepare for, to promote, to safeguard, and to articulate in words, deeds and
relationships the distinctive communion that arises out of the witness to and appropriation of the
centering grace of God that was in Christ Jesus.13

Now when, as described above, the world is understood not simply as the arena of human
history but precisely as the drama of human history, then this requires also a corresponding
notion  of the Church. What does it mean now to speak of the Church "in" the world? The
preposition is no longer spatial, as if "the world" means simply the physical or even social
"place" in which the Church comes to be. The world in its most significant theological sense
means now what human beings have made of themselves, for good and for ill: and, since that is
never something accomplished once and for all, it means what human beings are now making of

13 Compare Thomas Aquinas on the new Law, Summa theologica, Ia-IIae, q. 106.



themselves and what they are about to make of themselves. That is the world "in" which the
Church comes to be. The event of the Church's self-realization is a moment in the world's self-
realization; it is one of the possible things which human beings can make of themselves, can do
with their freedom. The self-realization of the Church, as the community that results from the
communication and appropriation of the Gospel, is an event within, a choice with regard to, the
self-realization of humanity.

The Church is also, of course, a differentiation within the world's self-realization. This
portion of humanity is brought together by the announcement of what God has done in Christ
and by the appropriation of that message as the word of life. No other portion of humanity is
distinguished by this word and faith, which is what grounds the meaning of the word "world"
that associates it with those who have either not yet accepted or have rejected the message of
Christ. But in the sense in which I have been using the term above, the Church arises within the
world and as a differentiation of the world: that portion of the world who believe. With the
Church the world, history, is different; without the Church, the world, history, is different; the
Church remains the difference Jesus Christ makes in human history, in the world. Through the
Church he remains an historical agent.

It is not, then, as if there is a first moment in which the Church comes to be and then a
second moment when it takes a stance in and with regard to the world. The very coming-to-be of
the Church is already an engagement in history, a decision in the drama that makes the world
what it is. In faith to appropriate the Gospel is to take a stand before the great questions that
define any historical moment; it is to identify in the God and Father of the Lord Jesus Christ the
origin, center and goal of human life; it is to recognize the power of sin in oneself and in the
world; it is to acknowledge the possibility of forgiveness and reconciliation; it is to have hope
that no evil, not even death, not even sin, is stronger or more certain than the power of God; it is
to commit oneself to a love that reflects the love of God that has turned one's life around; it is to
enter into a community where all this is believed, treasured, celebrated, and made the generative
center of common commitments. None of this is simply an individual's experience of
transformation; as personal as it is, it is an event that transforms one's interpretation and
evaluation of the world, a disclosure of new possibilities for the realization not simply of oneself,
but of the world. It is a redefined world that one discovers in the decision of faith.

To what does the Church refer in this understanding? Who are the Church? The Church
refers here to the congregatio fidelium; it is the whole company of believers who are the Church
living in distinct local assemblies.. The word "Church" refers to the totality of people who have
been brought into apostolic communion with those who first heard and saw the word of life. The
Church does not mean first or even chiefly the clergy or the hierarchy: it means the assembly of
believers, within which there are, of course, differentiations based on sacraments and charisms.
But it is crucial to keep in the foreground of one's mind the comprehensive, inclusive meaning of
the word "Church" to refer to the whole portion of humanity that has appropriated the Gospel of
Christ.

Much ecclesiology presupposes a narrower referent of the word "Church," particularly by
using it to refer to the clergy, to the canonical structures and institutions, or to the sacramental
activities in which its distinctive reality is celebrated in thanksgiving. But an ecclesiology should
not be based upon a systematic neglect of the fact that 99% of the members of the Church are not
ordained leaders of the community of faith and that they live most of their Christian lives outside
of formal liturgical services, in what is called "the world." It is there that their Christian lives
either do make a difference or do not; it is there and through these Christians that Christ
continues to be powerful in human history or does not; it is through them that the world is
different because of Christ or is not.

Now, how may one describe the role of theologians within the Church so conceived? I
will assume a very simple definition of Christian theology as critical and systematic reflection on



the event of Christ, understanding by the last phrase all those realities that prepared for,
constituted, and follow from the event of Jesus of Nazareth confessed as Lord and Savior.

The first thing to note is that the theologian's task is a differentiation within a common
enterprise undertaken in many ways and by many other people. There was a Church before there
were theologians in any strict sense, and, in many circumstances, a Church can accomplish its
purposes in the world without the presence of theologians. 

Secondly, however, theology arises out of certain exigencies intrinsic to the common
Christian enterprise. There is, first, the spontaneous desire to understand as fully as possible
what one believes, what one has been given, what one finds oneself loving. Because faith is
neither sight nor rationally compelled judgement, it does not quiet our mind's restlessness but
urges it on to inquiry and thought.14 Because faith discloses a new world of great depth and
breadth and a new self within it, there is no lack of things about which to ask questions. There is
also the need, stated already in the New Testament, "to give an explanation (apologia) to anyone
who asks you for a reason (logos) for the hope that is within you" (1 Pt 3:15). With the Christian
Church a new praxis is introduced, an existential orientation derived from hope, that poses
questions to others, and Christians have an obligation to answer them "with gentleness and
respect." Finally, there is the need to defend the Gospel both from misunderstandings of it within
the Church and from attacks from without. A move towards critical and reflective thought, then,
is native to Christian faith and produces the differentiated task that would eventually be called
Christian theology.

Thirdly, theology, as I am here discussing it, is in the service of the Church's redemptive
presence and role in the world. It arises from within a community convinced that Jesus Christ is
the Savior of the world, and the event and message on which it reflects is meant to have an effect
upon the course of human history. Theology is thus one of the ways in which the Church seeks
to be the sign and instrument by which Christ continues to be historically effective.

This is a point which perhaps especially needs stressing today. On the one hand, one
senses  a tendency to loosen the ties of theology to the Church, either because of fear of or
resentment towards Church authorities, because of perceived institutional inertia, because of
scandalous actions or failures to act, or because of a desire to be accommodating to broader
criteria of intellectual discipline. What one does, then, in one’s research or teaching is simply not
thought of as ecclesially significant: “Church” is something that happens elsewhere. (I’m doing
theology, not catechetics, I once heard a college professor claim–as if catechesis were not a
worthwhile life-long project, as if even courses in “remedial Catholicism” were beneath him.)
On the other hand, some people defend a notion of theology that relates it nearly exclusively to
the domestic service of the Church. Justified concern for the substantial integrity of the
community of faith takes the appearance of a deliberate defiance of intellectual criteria accepted
elsewhere. It can thus appear that the theologian has to choose between primary communities
and their respective criteria of loyalty. But if the Church is the bearer of a word that is intended
for the redemption of human history, this is an impossible choice.

David Tracy has usefully distinguished three audiences to which a theologian may
address himself: society and culture, the academy, and the Church itself. Primary reference to
each of these audiences yields also a distinction between practical, fundamental, and systematic
theology.15 It is clear from his book that Tracy's distinctions are not meant to be taken as
separations, something confirmed by simple reflection on, first, the Church itself and, second, on

14 For a description of Aquinas' effort to combine Aristotelian epistemology and Augustinian
religious psychology, see M.-D. Chenu, "La psychologie de la foi dans la théologie du XIIe siècle:
Genèse de la doctrine de saint Thomas, Somme théologique, IIa IIae, q. 2, a. 1," in La parole de
Dieu, I. La foi dans l'intelligence (Paris: du Cerf, 1964) 77-104.

15 David Tracy, The Analogical Imagination: Christian Theology and the Culture of
Pluralism (New York: Crossroad, 1981), esp. pp. 3-98.



the situation of the theologian himself. The Church is indeed the bearer of the distinctive
Christian message from generation to generation, but it is this only by embodying it in the lives
of communities engaged in history, society and culture. In every past age one never encounters
the Church except as the Church-in-the-world; and one never confronts an articulation of the
faith that has not been expressed in specific cultural terms and as a response to historical
challenges and opportunities. Similarly, in the present moment the Church comes to be only in
the several local communities living in their several worlds and facing the decision whether or
not to differentiate themselves there in a faith and praxis derived from and carrying forward the
event of Christ. The Church has never been "world-less," and even the most sectarian effort to
"go out from among them" is a decision within a world and with respect to that world, a decision
that makes that world something different. A theology that is principally concerned to serve the
Church with systematic reflection on its message must also be an engagement with society and
culture.

Furthermore, critical intellectual exigencies are dimensions of a culture and their
institutionalization today in the academy represents a particular historical praxis. In a culture in
which these exigencies have developed, a Church has no choice but to engage them, something it
does even when it is repudiating them as Tertullian claimed to do when he counterposed
Jerusalem and Athens. The broad Catholic tradition has, however, refused that antithesis and
chosen to follow rather the examples of Justin Martyr, Clement of Alexandria and Origen. It is
true that after the collapse of the cultural institutions of antiquity, theology was located
principally in monasteries, but it should be remembered that these houses were the chief centers
of education and learning in the early Middle Ages; and when later economic, social and cultural
developments led to the establishment of the medieval universities, theology quite appropriately
moved there also and became "scholastic," that is, academic. It should also be noted, as Chenu
repeatedly stressed, that this move in both the social location and in the methods of theology
represented the Church's incarnational and redemptive response to the social and cultural
transformations known as the renaissance of the twelfth century.16

For theologians today to address the concerns of the academy, then, does not represent a
new or alien enterprise, nor need it mean a preference for that audience over the other two
audiences, the Church and society. A modern university represents one practical way in which
modern societies have chosen to articulate the social distribution of knowledge. Universities do
not only transmit a society's cultural heritage to new generations, they subject it to critical
reflection, and through a variety of disciplines in the various area they also sponsor research that
affects the possibilities of transforming the conditions, from the physical to the cultural, in which
their society shall live. Universities, in other words, are part of the constitutive praxis of
societies. In the circumstances of modern societies, were the Church not engaged in the academy
it could not effectively serve its redemptive purpose in history. A theologian's engagement with
the academy, then, does not remove him from either the Church or society. To the contrary, it
represents one of the ways in which the Church tries to embody in contemporary society the
redemptive light and power of the Gospel. Academic excellence is a needed dimension of the
work of redemption.

Theologians belong to all three of the worlds represented by Tracy's three audiences. As
believers they belong to the Church; as dedicated to critical and systematic reflection, they
accept certain rational exigencies which define a science or a discipline and which today are
institutionalized in the academy; and as individual persons they are not only responsible for what
they make of themselves but also participants in the great collective enterprise that makes their
society and culture what they are. To withdraw from the Church is to cease to be a Christian
theologian; to repudiate standards of critical reflection is to cease being a theologian; to think

16 See M.-D. Chenu, Une école de théologie: le Saulchoir (Paris: du Cerf, 1985).



one can abstain from the collective engagement is an illusion only conceivable on indefensible
notions of the self, the world and history.

Perhaps it would be possible to aim one’s theology principally at the academic audience
or at the larger society, with no interest in the audience that is the Church; but I do not think it is
possible to put one’s theology at the service of the Church without also adhering to the canons of
scholarship and without engaging the larger world.  And the reason is that there is an inner link
between the Church's distinctive life and discipline and her mission in the world. The Church's
nature and mission are not separable; the Church's nature only exists, is only realized, in its
mission in the world. What the Church becomes in virtue of its most divine and distinctive
principles is an event within and in relationship to the world. And this means that this
relationship with the world is an inner dimension and implication both of the hermeneutical
event by which the Church is reborn in faith each day and of the internal relations that
characterize its members. A community is only the Church in a redemptive relationship with a
world.

This is not to say that it is the world that defines the Church. Within the world of human
history the Church is a differentiation that is defined by normative reference to Jesus Christ.
Where this distinctive normative reference is lacking or is compromised, it is something other
than the Church that emerges within history, and the world lacks the redemptive word and grace
of Christ. It is the worst of mistakes to think that concern for the integrity of faith, for the
liberating power of hope, and for the comprehensiveness of love is somehow a retreat from the
world. What the world needs for the redemption of its historical project is a Church that is
faithful to its own originating center, proclaimed, interpreted, and appropriated as the word of
life for all circumstances and challenges. To be, by one’s research and teaching, of service to that
event is a worthwhile way of living one’s life.



ENDNOTES


