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ABSTRACT

,
Can Catholicism's claim to permanent and normative truths be

reconciled with the.changes in that religion brought to light by modern
hlstorical-mlndedness? Such a question frames the modern problem of
doctrinal development. The argument of this thesis is that the method
in theology developed by Bernard Lonergan contributes much to the
clarification and solution of this problem.

The thesis is divided into two parts. Part One introduces the
problem of doctrinal development and examines the context of Lonergan's
approach to the problem. The first chapter analyzes the French Modernist
Alfred Lolsy's position on doctrinal development. It is shown that the
modern problem of doctrinal development turns on the issue of synthe­
sizing the normative and the historical elements of doctrine; and it is
argued that such a synthesis must be grounded in theological foundations
appropriate to historical-mlndedness. In the remaining two chapters
Lonergan's contribution to the formulation of such foundations is dis­
cussed: his analysis of the transition from classicism to hlstorical­
mindedness (Chapter Two) and his development of transcendental method
(Chapter Three). This discussion provides the context for our analysis
of Lonergan's position on doctrinal development.

Part Two addresses in detail Lonergan's efforts to synthesize the
permanent and the historical elements of doctrine. Chapter Four traces
changes in Lonergan's reflections on doctrinal development over the past
forty years, showing that the basis for his affirmation of the perma­
nence of doctrine has altered significantly with changes in his under­
standing of the method and foundations of theology. Chapter Five examines
Lonergan's Christian Philosophy, showing how transcendental method pro­
vides a basis for the synthesis of the permanent and historical in doc­
trine. And Chapter Six discusses how the method and foundations of
theology proper to Lonergan's notion of functional specialization can
provide for a viable mediation of the permanent meaning of a doctrine
through varying cultural and historical contexts. On the basis of the
foregoing analysis there follows a response to several criticisms of
Lonergan's affirmation of the permanence of doctrine.

The argument of this thesis Is of value in three related areas
of scholarship. First, the thesis addresses students of Lonergan's
thought by showing the ·strengths and possible shortcomings of his theo­
logical method with respect to the specific problem of doctrinal develop-'
ment. Secondly, the thesis addresses Catholic theologians by Illustrating
the significance of Lonergan's method In theology for problems arising
out of Catholicism's engagement with modern historical-mlndedness.·
Thirdly, the thesis addresses students of modern Western thought by
elucidating Lonergan's efforts to work out the foundations for modern
historlcal-mindedness in general and a historically-minded theology in
partlcuiar.
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INTRODUCTION

Christianity is a rei igion tha~ has persisted over nearly two thousand

years. How is this so? Some would argue that Christianity is a rei j-

gion of eternal significance. From this they conclude that Christianity

has persisted over the years because it, I ike the eternal, is unchanging

and immutable, untouched by the ravages of time. For them the Christi-

anity that was preached by Jesus is identical with the reI igion that is

I ived and taught by Christians today. Others would argue to:the contrary,

that Christianity has undergone continual development and change,

.'bearing the mark of each age and culture in which it has lived. What

one era has held as the heart of the religion, another relegates to the

periphery, putting in its place yet another element of Christianity.

It is obvious, they would state, that Christianity did not mean the same

thing to Augustine as to Luther, to FranLis as to Thomas Aquinas, to

Leo XI I I as to John XXIII. The only thing that the diverse forms of

Christianity have in common is the common name to which each has laid,

claim; there is no permanently abiding element. Still others would

argue that these two perspectives can be held tbgether, and that one

can discern and Isolate a permanent and essential structure amidst the

varying ex~ressions of the religion. But in what does this structure

consist? in the kerygma of the Gospels? in the Church? in a select

number of doctrinal truths? Or is it even a valid way to pose the
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question, to suppose that one can isolate the eternally val id essence

of Christianity apart from its historically-conditioned and transient

forms? Is not the fact that there have been so many different "perma-

nent elements'posited through the ages indicative of the fact that the

attempt to find it is doomed to failure?

The C1U~ 9Uestions posed in the preceding paragraph points to

a problem that 1ies at the heart of modern western rei igious thou~ht.,~

That problem has been to understand and evaluate Christianity's claim
11

to a normative and authoritative status in J way that does justice to

what modern historical-minde~ness has revealed to be its undeniably

historical and changing nature. I In the study to fol low we wi I I

examine and assess Bernard Lonergan's effort to meet this problem,

Lonergan has devoted much of his career to this effort, the result of

which has been the formulation of a contemporary method in theology.

It is his position that such a method provides a basis on which the

historical and the permanent, the changeable and the normative elements

of Christianity can be under~tood and integrated. In the remainder

IThe discussions that have surrounded the historical-critical
study of the &ible since the nineteenth century are indicative of this
point. ,See Van Harve y) The Historian and the Bel iever: The Moral itv of
Historical Know1ed e and Christian Belief (New Yar~acMillan Comp.,
19 ; Leo Strauss, Spinoza's Critique of Religion (New York: Schocken
Books, 1965); and H. G. Gadamer, Truth and Method, A Continuum Book (Ne\'1
York: The Seabury Press, 1975), especia lly pp. 473-79. In Ch. I of our
study we will discuss the role of the historical-critical study of the
Bible with reference to Catholicismls confrontation with modern
historical-mindedness. We will concentrate in particular on the works
of the French bibl icar critic Alfred Loisy. On the Catholic historical­
critical study of the Bible see Keith Stephenson, "Roman Catholic Scholar-. ~ .
ship: Its Ecclesiastical Context in the Past Hundr~d Years", Encounter,
vol. 33 (1972), pp. 313-28.



3

of the introduction we will outline the approach taken in our study of

Lonergan's position.

Focus and Structure of the Thesis

Th f f h h . . h d I f d . 2e ocus 0 t e t eSls IS t e eve opment 0 octrlne. The reason

I

j
~

for this is twofold. Fist, ever since the publication of Newman's

Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine in 1845 the issue of

doctrinal development has been in the foreground of Catholic theology1s

attempt to recon~ile the Ch~i~n r~ligion's claim to normative and

permanent truths with the dynamic ~iewpoint of historical-mindedness.

'1
Indeed, 'doctrin~1 development -has proven to be th~ locus of Cathol ic

reflection~on the method of a historically-minded theology up to and

including V~tican 11. 3 Because of this our study of Lonergan's position

~A point with regard tp terminolqgy should be made here. Through­
out the thesis the terms "doctrine" and "dogma 'l will be taken as inter-

·~hangeable. -Lonergan himself tends to interchange the two, although as
F.E. Crowe has suggested y there may be a good reason for this (see F.E.
Crowe."Doctrines and Hi,stor:-icity in the Context of Lonergan's Method",
Theological Stud,ies, vol. 38, n.l {March, 1977]p.117, n. 3). For the
sa.~e of continuity in the text we use "doctririe'las often as.possible.
However, the exact meaning of the term doctrine for ,Lonergan wi II be
taken'up in great detail below in Ch. VI. Thus, when it is appropriate
we will differentiate'doctrine from dogma and e~plain why we have done so.

C . '-,'
3John Henry Newm~n. An' Es ~ on the Develo rnent of Doctrine ·(the

edition of 1845).,eq. and intro.•. rameron enguin Books, 197 On
the'centrality of doctrinal development for Catholic reflection on theo-

,logical method amI histori,cal-.mind'edoess see P. Misner, "A Note on the
Critique of Dogmas11

• Theological Studies, vol. 34,n.l (March, 1973),
p. 690; J.tf., Walgrave; Unfolding 'Revel.ation: The Nature of Doctrinal
.Develo~ment (London: Hutchinson and Philadelphia: Fortress, 1~72), pp.
3J4,33 ; K. ~ahn~r, "A Century of ""Infall ibi I i.ty", Theology Digest, vol.
18, n.3 (Autumn, 11979), pp', 21b-22,lj N., Lash, Change in Focus: A Study
oTOoctrinaJ Change end Continuity' (London: Sheed and Ward, 1973); and
,l-1. ..Schoof, A S"urvey of Cathol ic Theology: 1800-1970, tr. N~D. Smith
JPara~us: Pauli~t Newmary Press, 1970} pp. 157-60, 223. For example,
Schoof uses the issue of doctrinal development to integrate the positions

• t
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on doctrinal development will also provide a means by which to under-

stand the significance of his thought for the whole of modern Cathol ic

thought.

The second reason we focus on doctrinal development is that a study

of this problem takes one to the center of Lonergan's method in theo-

logy. For the problem of development revolves around the tension of

asserting that doctrines are both permanent, that they perpetually

retain the meaning they had when defined, and Historical, that they

are conditioned by the historical contexts in which they are defined and

understood. And a central concern in Lonergan's formulatfon of a method

in theology ha.s been to provide a foundation on which to understand and

synthesize the seemingly contradictory assertions of permanence and

historicity, of normativeness and change, of identity and p1urality in
f

Christian revelat ion. In the thesis we wi II argue that the importance

of Lonergan's method for the issue of doctrinal development lies pre-

cisely in his concentration on this fou~dational issue. For the problem

of such varied theologians as Newman, Mohler, Chenu, Congar, Rahner and
Schillebeeckx. On post-Vatican I I theology and the issue of historical­
mindedness and doctrinal development see J.C. Murray, "The Matter of
Religious Freedom/I, America, vol. 112 (January 9,1965), p. 43; B. C.
Berkouwer, The Second Vatican Council and the New Catholicism, tr. L..
Smedes, (Grand Rapids:.William B. Eeerdman's RUbl. Co.~ 1965), pp. 67-88;
George Lindbeck, The Future of Roman Catholic Theology ('Ph'iladelphia: './
Fortress Press, 1970), pp. 98-99; Thomas O'Dea The ~atholic Crisis
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1968); and Joseph Gremillion, "The Church in
the World Today - Challenge to Theology", in ed. John H. Mi J ler,
Vatican I I: An Interfaith A raisal (Notre Dame and London: University
of Notre Dame Press, 19 ,pp. 52 -529.

"
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can be resolved neither by an ~ priori appeal to absolute truths nor by

a reliance on the ~ posteriori techniques of critical history. Rather,

the problem of development must be resolved by a turn to the more

fundamental level of method and the unveil ing of the foundations in

human nature for both permanence and historicity.

The aim of the present study is to examine the ways in which

Lonergan's method in theology underpins his position on the development

of doctrine. Our study is divided into two parts. The first part

outlines both the problem of doctrinal development in modern Catholic

theology and the basis in Lonergan's work for his approach to the

problem. Chapter I studies modern thought on doctrinal development

by focusing on the Modernist controversy at the turn of the century;

Chapter I I covers Lonergan1s understanding of the contemporary transi-

tion to historical-mindedness; and Chapter-I I I deals with Lonergan's

account of transcendental method. The second part of our study uses

the results of Part I in an examination and critique of Lonergan's

position on the development of doctrine. Chapter IV outlines the

developments in Lonergan's reflections on historical-mindedness and

f

i
i
i

.1
j

doctrine; Chapter V deals with one way in which Lonergan's transcendental

method grounds an account of the permanence of doctrine; and Chapter

VI raises and responds to the critical question of the extent to which

Lonergan's method in theolbgy has provided 'the critical foundations

for a historically-minded approach to doctrinal development.

Dostrinal Development in Catholic Thought

The question of why and how doctrines dev~lop has been an issue in

Christian theology since the early Church Councils. However, the rise
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of historical-mindedness in the nineteenth century marked a new and

decisive shift in the way in which the question was to be understood.

Thus F.E. Crowe writes,

The difficulty of reconciling a permanent element in Christian
doctrine with the historicity that affects all human judge­
ments, those of faith as well as those of the secular sciences,
is the present fOl!'m.l)f ,a gelleoa 1 ,~rfi)ij I'em that has been
troubling theologians in their theol~gy and believers in
their bel iefs for a century or more.

The suggestion is not that the development of doctrine is itself new

but rather that to conceive of it in terms of historical-mindedness

constitutes a new and distinct theological problem. For once the

variety and complexity of Christianity's historical nature is recog-

nized, the authoritative and unchangeable nature of Christian revelation

ceases to be a secure possession. This point can be illustrated by a

brief historical sketch of the way doctrinal development has been

approached in the Catholic tradition.

In the patristic period the question of doctrinal development was

not given much attention. This is not to say that the Fathers were not

aware that there were changes being made; for their discussion of the

411Doctrines and Historicity", p. 115. See Bernard Lonergan,
The Wa to Nicea: The Dialectical Develo ment of Trinitarian Theolo
a translation by Conn O'Donovan 0 the first part 0 De Deo Trino
(Phi ladelphia: The Westminster Press, 1976), pp. 13-14, n.7; "Theology
and Man's Future" in eds. W. Ryan and B. Tyrrell, A Second Collection:
Pa ers b Bernard J.F. Loner an S.J. (London: Darton, Longman and Todd,
197 , p. 13 ; J. Pelikan, Development of Christian Doctrine: Some
Historica'l Prolegommena (New Haven and London: Yale University Press,
1969), p. 41; J.e. ~urray, The Problem of God, Yesterday and Today
(New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1964), p. 53; Avery Dulles,
The Resilient Church: The Necessit and Limits of Ada tat ion (Garden
City: Doubleday Inc., 1977 ,p. ; and Walgrave, Unfolding Revelation,
pp. 3, 10, 153, 159.




















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































