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The Problem

The problem of method in contemporary Catholle theology
1s manifested in the conflict between posltlve and dogmatic
theology, but 1t has 1its roots 1n such external factors as
the modern notlon of sclence, modern man's apprehension of
himself, and consequent developments in phllosophy.

A few brlef indicatlons on each of these points will,

of course, prove nothing. But they can be useful as signs iRag

MmbhrEay YATUR LA the lreadensodbeore our estinate of the
isituati;;H}i contemporary>d&ths&ﬁn)thaalogj and, as well, 6ﬂ

the directlion in which, we belleve, s>lutlons are to be soaght.
W
ﬂ}th this extremely limlted purpose in mind the followlng

paragraphs have been wrltten.

1, Posltive and Dogmatlic Theology

The name, poslitive theology, became current towards

Its immediats conzpern was
the end of the sixteenth century. »inmedlately

with theological sources, principally with scrlptural and

patristic texts, but also wlth councils, papal documents,
and other monuments to Chriatian tradition. It left to
the traditional Scholastic theology all elaborateness and
subtlety of argumentation, cultlvated humanist elegance In

dictlion and style, and soaght to explaln the meaning of texts
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gapeclally in controveraﬂjjl matt.ers.l

About a century later, around the year 1680, there began
a dogmaetlc theclogy that has survived into our own time. It
developed the type of exposition that Xedsw sets forth in turn
the thegla, the state of the questlion, the opinions of adver-
sarles, pmmndandmam the theologlical note or gquality Qj,derlved
from conclliar decrees or papal documaents, proofs from scripturs,
from the Fathers, from the common doctrine of theologians, from

to
theological reason, solutions, ®f ob)ectlons, and corollaries.

A
Its maln concern was to present the posltions on whleh all
Catholics were agreed; 1lis main technique was to appeal to
the dogmas of the Church and thelr implicatlons; and, while
i1t mlight exclude all 3cholastic dlsputes and all donbtful

erudltion, it commonly tended to present some bland combinatlon

of poasltive learning and reflective elaboration.2

1) M.-J. Congar, art. Théologle, DIC XV1(1946), 426-30.
2) 1Ibld., col. 432 f.

The rise of hlstorical criticlsm and 1ts application
to theological sources in the nineteenth century did notimad
?Egggiat once}any notable effect. The apologetic labours of
positive theologia££::;?¥1ed from the old controversies with
Prqétestants to refutatlons of the new sclentific ratlonalisnm.
Dogmatic treatlises lengthened thelr lists of adversarles.

and artlcles
But the censorshlp of books, prior to publicatlon, along with

A
the subseouent condemnatlon of any novelties that got into
prinq’made ti{extremely difflcult any change in the consensus
of Catholic oplinion and so0 any change in the dogmatic theology

engaged in formulatlng that consensus.

;JTE;PW::)
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The lmmedlate cause, then, of the present crisls would seenm
to lle in some new factor within positive theology. UNor le it
difficult to 1ldentify this factor., Poslitlve theology has ceased
10 be simply a tool of dogmatic theology. It has found some
degree of inde%pendence, some measure of autonomy, some proper
baslis of its ;;Q. In an age of emplirical sclence 1t has become

an emplirlcal sclsence, concerned to find its own questions in its

" proper data, concerned to answer them by an understanding that

rises from the date theuselves. Thls procedure, of course, if

followéd rigorously, would exclude all influence not only from

dogmatlc theology but also from Church authorlty. But rigour

has not besn the uix* rule. Posltive theology does not appeal,
elaborated

8t least directly, to some systematicallx&ideaélof aciencel,

It would abhor any philosophlc a priori. Its assumptions are

those of the age; &i,ita tendencles are loyally Catholle;

its p&&x** nnconsclous pollcy wesd would seem to have been to
take all the liberty 1t could get and to keep pressing for more.

The presgsure has been upon %sgm% dogmatic theology. If
1ts bastion has been the dogmes, 1ts argument has been from
scripture, from patristlic literature, from the theological traditlion.
Nor has the argument always been sound. A theological school or,
more accurately, group of schools thnat for centuries operated
%% without any adeou&gte notion or sufficlent recognltion of
doctrinal development, could not be expected to have read its
sourcesg inm taelr proper context and perspective. S0 it has been

T

that(piecemeaq fiq@st and later in an ever more masslive fashion

the arguaents of dogmatic theology have been guestioned, corrected,

brushed aslde,
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But benind this unpleasant, if necessary, polemlc therse
lurk far graver issues. Once the development of doctrine 1s
acknowledged, not only the lnterpretation of a number of texts
but also the very approach and method of the 0ld dogmatic
theology are challenged. If the Catholle consensus really

a monollithle and lammutable
regardeiknuod ubiloue, quod semper, guod ab omnibus, one could

study it at any place and time, and securely transfer one's
results to any other place or time. On that basis the

dogmatic theologlan could be competent single-handedly to
lnterpret smmidphome the 01d and New Testaments, the Greek ang
Latin Fathers, conciliar decrees and papal documents, the
works of orthodox and heretlcal theoloslans. But once kke
Cathollc tradition has to be discerned Iln a manifold of soclal,
cultural, and historical differences, then the task his to be
split up Into 8 host of specilalltises, the cuestlone to be asked
have to arise from the data themselves and not from the theses
of dogmatic treatlises, the answers tc be accepted have to be
determlined by & an understanding that emerges from the data,
and 1t 1s only in the series of such answers that the thegh

nature and legltlmacy of developments can be recognlzed,

n th win et Brmyl

becomes an enormously compllicated and e

atholle consensu

paradoxical Aask. For betwegnm the dogmatlet apd hls sourcgs

last

8ll empivigél

dlscover

least b he ditectives
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On this showing the single name, positive theology,
covers & hoat of specialltles: areas in the ﬁud and the New
Testaments are divided and subdivided, the Phyia® patristic
periocd is cut up into sections and aub*sections, medlaeval
8¥R leaders and schools become objectsusf ever more speclalized

are. v L

research, and falde subssanent centurie%(hsuitiﬁﬁbe given no
less attention. But one cannot concelve such endless labour
ag directly relevant to the survival of the old Gogmatic
theology. JIts mere massiveness is an obstacle that only

cutomalod
aqﬁ}nformation-retrieval system couldhovercome. The guestions
that are asked are historical rather than dogmatic. The
answers that are giveﬁ, l1ike all the results of &/modern
sclence, are sublect to revision and so seem to offer dogmatle
theses no surer a foundatlon than shifting sand.

The slmple fact would aeemt;to be that, through the
gradually opening door of positlve theoclogy, there has entered
the shape and power of modern science. A slngle theology
can function coherently only if 1t functions in the light

of a slngle notlon of sclence. Not a little, perhaps, of

the contemporary confusion in theology might be explained

by the unconsclous alleglance of positlve theology to a

modern notlon of sclence, by the somewhat repressed memories

of the Aristotelian notlon in dogmatlic theology, and by the

necesclty, under which theology 1lles, of working out the

the
notlion, aprroach, method approprleate tq/gontemporary retlegt.

thecloglical task.
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2. Two Notiona of Science

While modern sclence is a continuatlion and development
of 1ts anclent and medlaeval antecedents, 1t would be a serious
mistake t0 suppose that the later diff#ers from the earlier
only 1n procedures, content, extent, aﬁd efficacy. These
differences are of course enormous; but behind them are less
palpable but more fundamental dlifferences in the antlielpations
and ¥ criteria that~§j,explicitly or impllcitly direct
Investlgations to render them frultful or stzrile. It 1s
wlth these underlying, directlive, and dynamic factors that we
are here concerned, and we may begin our brief summary by
noting Aristotle's contrast of eplsteme and doxa, of sclence
and opinion.

For Aristotle, then, sclence was a matter of knowing the cause,
knowing that 1t was the canse, and knowlng that the effect could
not be other than it was.5 In brief, the object of science

was

causal, necessary, lmmutable,
Opinion, in contrast, was true knowledge of matters of fact,
whare, however, the fact was not necessary or, 1f 1t were, then
its necessity was not apprehended.4

The foregolng dlstinctlon suppose%d or entslled another
that divided the universe into two aecgzﬁns, one necessary,
the other contingent. Further, 1t entalled a distinetlon
between theory, which dealt wlth the necessary, and practlce,
which dealt wlth the contingent. In turn there were distlnguished

wisdom, which guided theory,and prudence, whlch gulded practice.




Jo necessity, sclence, theory, wlsdom went together; and so
too did contingence, opinion, practlce, and prudence.

The Arlstotelian realm of objective necessity had two

and actual,

parts, one concrete‘\the other abstract£ and virtual, In
thelr concreteness only the Flrst Mover and the Heavens were
necessary, for all terrestrial objects and events were held
to be contlngent. However, by abstractlon, even ﬁeﬁ
%&f?ﬁkﬁ?t&i the tnlnge 2nd processes on thls earth became
ob jects of gsclence, for the abstract unlversal nelther moved nor
changed, yet 1t could be derlved from and applled to changeable
things.5

3) Aristotle, Posterior Analytics, I, 2, 7lb 10 ff.

4)  Ibdd., I, 33, 88b 32 ff,

5) For a compact statement, see Agquinas, In Bosthlum de

Trinitate, g. 5, a. 2 ad 4m: Ratliones autem universales rerum
omnes sunt immoblles, et ldeo quantum ad hoc omnls sclentia de
necessarlls est. 8ed rerum, ouarum sunt illae & re.tlones,

gnaedam sunt necessariae et ilmmoblles, cquaedam contingentes et
mobilea, et quantum ad hoc de rebus contingentibus et mobilibus

*'*? dicnuntur esse sclentiae,

©

9t111 further emphasls was placed on abstract universals
because Arlistotelian theory of sclence was a special case of
Aristotellian sylloglstlic theory. So the flrst book of the

Pogterlor Analytlces 1s concerned with demonstratlons, and the

first half of the second & the dsfinitlions on which demonstratlons

MiT P 7
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rest. The dendunstratlons are not merely loglcally valld but

also asclentlfically significant inasauch as the middle term
denotes one of the four causes (end, agent, matt:r, form).6

Agaln, necesalty and contligence are glven a llnguistic

dress. Necessgary connectlons are concelved as per se predlcations
in whlch essential attributes are assigned to commensurate
subjecta.7 On the other hand, chance connectlons cannot be
demonatrated,8 and the existence of a science of the accldental

la denied.9 St1l11 this 1nvolvement in a lingulstlcally orlentated
Ibgic has its price. The necessary and essential must be

gternal. 8o the attributes of perlshable thlngs elther cannot

be demonstrated or else the relevant sylloglsm will be 'mixq&ﬂ'
with one premiss necessary and the other contingent.lo
8imilarly, the fate of sclentiflec predlction 1s extremely
complex for, if premlsees were true today and the conclusion
true only tomorrow, 1n the interval the sylloglsm would be

mistaken.ll

6) Aristotle, Pogt. Ansl., II, 11, 94a A%/ 20 ff.
7)  Ibld., I, 6, Thb 5 ff.
8} Ibig., I, 30, 87b» 25 f.

9) Aristotle, Metaphysics, VI (E), 2, 1027a 19 f.

10) Aristotle, Post. Anal., I, B, 75b 21 ff.
11) Ibid., II, 12, 9% 34 and 9§“P 1, On the whole matter

sae W. D. Ross, Aristotle's Prior and Posterior Analytics,

Oxford 1949, pp. 649-652,
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In modern sclence the emphasis, at least, 1o so differently
placed that an entirely different outlook results. Where
Aristotle stressed necessity, modern sclence stresses 1ts
batpirtbal-sharacterand AL buelne~Lmsessotny  an)
empirical character; and under the cover of this 1nslstence
on fact,the notion of necessity has &’fallen to no more than
& perlpheral slignificance. In the nlneteenth century 1t was
8tll]l common to speak of the immutable laws of nature and
even of the iron laws of economlcs. But thls trend has been
reverged by the refutation of the unloueness of Euclldean

geometry, “he successful use of non-Euclldean geometry 1n

A
physicgrtthe alternative probabillties predicted by quantua

A
theory, an@fﬁhe limltations placed on deductlve systems by

L1} 12
theorens of the Godelian type.qj;i—
= 12) |
)&t“ See J. ladriere, Les limitations intern*ea des formalismes,

Louvain 1957. -

In fact, empirical sclence discovetiéa and verifles not
necessitles but intelllglble possibilitiles. A free féll,dﬁﬁ
for Instance, 1s a constant acceleration. The matter has stood
the test of centuries. WetA% But it has dome so, not because
it necessarily 1s so, not because 1t cammot be otherwisgs,
but simply because ont of many hypothetleal possibllitles
it is the one that happens in fact to be found true. Moreover,
what holds for the free fall, holds for all other natural laws
and, no less, for the the-ries and systems that relate them to
HH one another. For all laws, theorles, systems are sublect
to revislon; they have a clailm on our assent only because
they happen to be verlfied; and the moment further dats

begin to tell agalust them, they become guestionable.
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A necesslty has become a marginal notlon, there tend
gpecifically

to vanish th%AAristotefaap contrasts between sclence and
oplnlon, theory and practice, wisdom and prudence. Today
sclence is a specles of opinion, and so on sach lssue we
seek the best avallable sclentific oploion., Theory and
practice no longer regard the opposed realms of the necessary
and the contingent, HRubmrepardviim R[Rather they denote
different stages in modern man's dealing with the same ob jects.
Modern theory 1s, of course, far more abstruse and difficult
than anything even fancled by anclent or medliseval thinkers.
In conntless ways modern practice achlieves what earlier
practice deemed impossible. But the results are so astounding
because they rest on the power of theory, and the theory
has to be o abstruse because it alms at &,dominaté}ng the

complexity of the concrete.

ﬁ!h 1E—oFHre—éme ey s ETCE T P—1ra N Zind
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g %= & Brrence Finally, wlth science a specles
of opinlon and with practlce continmaous with theory, there
has to be
tékbrought about a relinterpretation of wisdom and prudence.
For there ls still needed a wisdom to gulde theory and a
prudence to guide practlce. But the wisdom has to penetrate
into the contlngencles of %ﬁ$‘terrestrial process and of human
history, while the prudence has to have the depth and breadth
demanded by decisione regarding nueclear power, population

trends, the distribation of i/wealth among peoples, the

maintenance and development of cultures.




From such larger dlfferences in outlook we must turn to
8lightly more technlical matters. No less than necessity,
the immutable, the eternal, the abstract, the universal
assume & mersly peripheral slgnificance; and the same is {rue

of the theories of definltlon and demonstration that enshrine
them. 8o the obl)ect of the modern sclences is P@&am&m;mﬁuf

ﬁﬂi#efsf—:mfrfﬁmw-éeg&ta¢ 51855 OF CIATSEEbud the concrete

universe, Thelr objective 1s the complete explanation of

all phenomena. Thelr explanations are not restricted to
Aristotle's four causes but include every intelligibility
that may be grasped by human understanding in the data of

13
experlence. Though sense-perceptlon cannot demonstrate, still

the pw @ effective principle of empirical sclence
ls not the unlversal proposition but the palpable datum.

Though the ultimate results of sclence will be conceptually
defined and loglcally arranged, still such 1ltimate resnlts

are as yet ?ﬁﬁqﬁifiﬁ?o modern sclences are diiEiP8U1ShEG ang
geparated, notAby defining formal objects, Eag\by dlviding

up the total fleld of data. Where the Aristotellan sclentist
was unshakable in his convictiona,l4 the modern sclentist

1s convinced that hls results and conclusions are snly probable.

an acquired
Where Aristotellan sclence was & hablt exlisting in the individual

A
mind, modern science is ever in process; each of its departments
is far too vast to be encompassed by a single mind; and so it
resides only 1n the conjunetlon of minds effected by the
sclentific communlty. Filnally, instead of abstracting from the
contingent, the product of chance, the ilndeterminacy of the
continuum, the temporal, modern sclence concentrates on intelli-

glble posslblilitles contlugently verified; it is statistical to

include the products of chance; it seeks to dominste the
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continunm by the infinitesimal calculus; 1t seeks order and
intelligibility in temporal series and secuences, in processes
of growth,xs® development, evolution, and 1n the complexlty,

the unicueness, the contradictions of human history.

A————

13) Aristotle, Post. Amal., I, 31, B7b 28 ff.
14) Iblad., I, 2, 72b 3.

———

There are, then, two distinct notlons of sclence. If
the later is affillated to the earllier, it remains that many
of their respective properties are contradictory. Hencs,
there is a pa} radlcal amblgnlty to dlscussions of the
relations between sclence and theology, to the ocuestlon
whether theology 1ls a gclence, to the Interpretation #ni
of statements presumed to be sclentific, and to the judgement
passed upon them. 9o far from beling removed, this ambiguity
is augmented almost endlessly when thecloglians hasve never

A altdepptad 1o gras;:;ﬁpjé?tion, %iuiiftiiiierom‘thg practics, |,

of modern seience,x&h@natﬁdg have 2eqh§ristotle's

AT
Posterior Analyticsﬁye%, unawares, have imblbed from thelr

theological reading some 1ll-defined adaptation of Arlstotellan

assumptions, criteria, and objectlves.
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