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Abstract

The development in the 20th c. as to how the development of doctrine was conceived is
traced from the initial reaction to Modernism to the consensus position of the 60’s, the so-
called “theological” theory of development. Special attention is devoted to four of its ex-
positors who played a role in the formation of Dei Verbum: Henri de Lubac, Karl Rahner,
Edward Schillebeeckx, and Yves Congar. The article criticizes the idea that there is a non-
conceptual, non-propositional possession of the deposit of faith; it praises de Lubac and
Congar for bringing to light the patristic and medieval sense of the inexhaustibility of the
design or economy of revelation, precisely as it is inscribed in the words and deeds
recorded conceptually and propositionally in Scripture. 

I.    Introduction to the question of the development of dogma

the Church teaches us that, with divine and Catholic faith, we must believe
that blessed Mary was conceived without stain of original sin. 

for us to do this, two things are required. first, when the Church tells
us of Mary’s Immaculate Conception, it must in some strong sense be the
case that God is telling us of Mary’s Immaculate Conception. for divine
faith answers only to divine revelation; divine faith responds exclusively to
God speaking. second, it must be the case that in some sense God is not
telling us something he did not already tell us before the death of the last
apostle. for if Mary’s Immaculate Conception is revealed, and if, as we are
wont to say, revelation is closed with the death of the last apostle, then Mary’s
Immaculate Conception was somehow already included in the “deposit” of
faith given to the Church, an apostolic legacy to be neither diminished nor
augmented, but only guarded.1

1 see sACrOsANCtUM CONCILIUM OECUMENICUM VAtICANUM II, Const. dog.
Dei Verbum de divinia revelatione, 18-XI-1965, in AAS 58 (1966) 817-836, no. 5. the 

ANG 93-4 (2016)_ANG 93-4 (2016)  03/03/2017  08:52  Pagina 785



GUy MANsINI

these are the two main issues in thinking about doctrinal develop-
ment. they are distinct, but the second is controlling. When something is
obviously in the “deposit,” and the Church quotes it, it is easy to apprehend
the head speaking through his members, Christ speaking through his au-
thorized witness. When a bishop says that Christ was raised and appeared
to peter, he is quoting the disciples as reported by Luke (24:34). he is quot-
ing the word of God, and whoever hears him hears God revealing. 

When it is no longer a case of simple quotation, however, it becomes
more difficult to sustain the proposition that the speaking of the Church is
the speaking of God. Close to quotation, there is also paraphrase and reca-
pitulation.2 such things seem easily encompassed by the Lord’s dictum, “he
who hears you hears me,” said to those sent out to preach.3 still, there are
limits as what can count as paraphrase and rephrase and recapitulation and
interpretation. If we ask what word of God is being quoted when the Church
teaches that Mary has been conceived without stain of original sin, we can
with as much point ask what word is being paraphrased or recapitulated.
We can ask how our Lady’s Immaculate Conception might be already “con-
tained” in the deposit of faith, already something revealed before the death
of the last apostle. 

the question arises since there is little evidence that Mary’s Immac-
ulate Conception was expressly acknowledged before the eighth century,
and so not always, everywhere, and by everyone. Moreover, if we rule out
an appeal to an unwritten tradition for the transmission of this part of the
deposit, then we shall have to ask how something may be contained in the
deposit of faith, and yet be hidden. We shall have to ask how something can
be non-obviously in a message, the contents of which are in some measure
or in some part supposed to be bright and clear; that is to say, obvious. 

786

characterization of apostolic teaching as a “deposit” in the pastorals implies this clo-
sure. see Emmanuel dOrONzO, Theologia Dogmatica, vol. I (Washington, d.C.: the
Catholic University of America, 1966), 499-500. 

2 for the notion of recapitulation, see robert sOkOLOWskI, Phenomenology of the
Human Person (Cambridge: Cambridge University press, 2008), 78 n. 10.

3 see Ed. dhANIs, “révélation explicite et implicite,” in Gregorianum 34 (1953):
187-237, at 222-226.
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the coming to light of such hidden things we can call “develop-
ment” and the things that so come to light “developments.” how might de-
velopments be somehow already in the original deposit? And how might
they come to light? do they come to light by the natural light, or by the light
of faith, or both? how they are “contained” might very well bear on how
they can be thought to come to light. finally, and most importantly, how
they are contained will imply something about how the “deposit” itself is
conceived. 

there has been thought to be a well formulated answer to these ques-
tions in the so-called “theological” theory of doctrinal development. this
theory, earlier and greatly lauded by Jan Walgrave, has also been celebrated
by Aidan Nichols.4 It has also just recently been criticized by John r. t. La-
mont as incoherent.5 Lamont is mostly correct about the incoherence, but
the irrationalism or anti-rationalism of the position was not in fact universally
shared by all those usually lumped together in the theological theory. this
is a not unimportant issue, since h. de Lubac, k. rahner, E. schillebeeckx,
and y. Congar, all supposed contributors to the theological theory, were also
contributors in one way or another to Dei Verbum, which addresses the ques-
tion of development in no. 8.6 the solutions of de Lubac, schillebeeckx, and
rahner, insofar as they include an appeal to a non-propositional but still cog-
nitive access to revelation, are indeed problematic. the solution of yves
Congar and de Lubac (encore), insofar as they conceive the deposit of rev-

787

4 Jan WALGAVE, Unfolding Revelation: The Nature of Doctrinal Development
(philadelphia: Westminster, 1972), part three; Aidan NIChOLs, O.p., From Newman to Con-
gar: The Idea of Doctrinal Development from the Victorians to the Second Vatican Council
(Edinburgh: t. & t. Clark, 1990). see also hans bOErsMA, Nouvelle Théologie and Sacra-
mental Ontology: A Return to Mystery (Oxford: Oxford University press, 2009), 202-223,
for a sympathetic treatment of M.-d. Chenu, L. Charlier, and h. de Lubac. 

5 see John r. t. LAMONt, Divine Faith (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2004), 181 n. 55.
6 rahner and Congar were members of the subcommission of the doctrinal Com-

mission formed in March, 1964, charged with amending the De revelatione of April 22,
1963. see hanjo sAUEr, History of Vatican II, vol. IV, ed. Giuseppe ALbErIGO and Joseph
kOMONChAk (Maryknoll, New york,: Orbis, 2003), 196. de Lubac served as a peritus on
the doctrinal Commission. schillebeeckx was never named peritus, but advised the dutch
bishops throughout the Council.
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elation to be sacred scripture read in the way the fathers read it, answers
the question posed by development, and is as well the solution also enshrined
in Dei Verbum. 

II.  Early Twentieth Century Conceptions of Containment 

It is important to realize that twentieth century considerations of develop-
ment, and so of “containment,” were all of them undertaken within the long
shadow of Modernism. some theory of the development of doctrine was an
important part of responding to Modernism, which had its own distinctive
view of development. Modernism is the obvious historical context of the
development of theories of development. there is a less obvious, but more
important, historical factor that will come to light as we review twentieth
century discussions of development. If there is any merit to this paper, it
will be in pointing out this less obvious context.7

1.   The Challenge of Modernism

George tyrrell, for instance (but also A. Loisy), took for granted the discon-
tinuities in the Church’s tradition of doctrine.8 he took it for a matter of his-

788

7 dogmatically taken, Modernism is the complex position condemned by pope
pius X in his 1907 encyclical, Pascendi Domenici Gregis. (pIUs pp. X, Encyc. lett. Pas-
cendi Dominici gregis de modernistarum doctrinis, 8-IX-1907, ASS 40 [1907], 593-650.)
- Its core is captured in two implications: (1) historicist and relativist readings of the con-
stitution of the New testament and the development of doctrine show contradictions in-
ternal to these histories and therefore imply that revelation itself is a pre-conceptual,
non-linguistic event, such that none of the words reporting the experience of revelation in
scripture or tradition are strictly speaking revealed; and (2) agnosticism, the inability of
the human mind to assert true things of God, similarly implies that revelation is an ineffable
event, whose upshot must therefore be, not the communication of news about God and his
Christ, but the exclusively practical effect of such experience and experienced closeness
of God on human life, virtue, and community. historically taken, Modernism is this com-
plex position as expressly shared, more or less, or implied, narrowly or broadly, by people
like Alfred Loisy, George tyrrell, Édouard Leroy, et al.

8 see George tyrrELL’s “ ‘theologism’—A reply,” in Through Scylla and
Charybdis (London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1907), as well as his “revelation,” “rights
and Limits of theology,” “semper Eadem I,” and “semper Eadem II,” all in Through Scylla
and Charybdis. 
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torical fact that the Church had taught now one thing, and now another, and
that the second thing was not a consequence or logical implication of the
first or even logically compatible with it. Nor, on his view, if it were an im-
plication of past teaching, would it be able to discharge its whole duty. for
there are two functions of dogma. the first is to guard the Christian mystery
from distortion, although in doing this we must not think that dogma gives
it positive expression.9 the second function of doctrine is positively to relate
Christianity to the surrounding cultural context. As culture changes, how-
ever, and not dialectically, therefore also doctrine must change. And what
one says to platonists is not what one says to Aristotelians. And what one
says to Aristotelians cannot, today, be what one says to bergsonians. Chris-
tian doctrine need not, then, be diachronically coherent. And supposing the
Church to find herself in different cultures at the same time—a possibility
not to my knowledge envisaged by the Modernists, since they seem to have
been thinking pretty narrowly of the history of European culture—then it
need not be synchronically coherent, either. 

2.   Logical theories of development

to this assault on the objectivity and truth of dogma, Ambroise Gardeil re-
sponded with a lengthily argued assertion of its “homogeneity” with the
original “given” (donné) of revelation, itself a cognitively successful
commu nication of objective and true information about God, man, Christ,
the Church, the sacraments.10 for Gardeil, the first teachings, the primitive
propositions of Christianity (and not to exclude what principles are implied
in practices and institutions) make a whole that implicitly contains subse-
quently defined dogma. the development of doctrine is likened to the de-
velopment of one of the modern sciences. the question of development
devolves into the question of the “theological conclusion.” Which is not
to say Gardeil inflates the competence of reason. No, the rational deduction

789

9 how one can defend the mystery from distorted statement or description and
not give it positive expression is something of a mystery itself, but we must hasten on.

10 Ambroise GArdEIL, O.p., Le Donné révélé et la Théologie, 2nd ed. (paris: Cerf,
1932). the first edition was published in 1909. 
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of some doctrine from the deposit is related to its definition by the mag-
isterium as is the rational demonstration of the motives of credibility to
the act of faith.11 In neither case does reason produce a strictly supernatural
act. Nor did Gardeil vaunt the competence of reason in its historical guise.
We should not expect an historical demonstration of the contents of the orig-
inal deposit. rather, the coherence and continuity of tradition, which it is the
object of historical reason to consider, itself remains an object of faith. 

Gardeil’s dominican confrere, francisco Marín-sola, sought to per-
fect Gardeil’s work by a vindication of the logical machinery of the theo-
logical conclusion as the adequate guarantor if not always the immediate
engine of development.12 All theorists of the theological conclusion grant
the validity of asserting the “immediately implicit,” which is to say, the as-
sertion of what is implicit in the definition of the terms of some assertion of
the deposit of faith, and which produces a proposition really identical with
the revealed proposition. In addition, Marín-sola vigorously defended the
legitimacy of defining the “virtually implicit.”13 that is to say, he defended
the definability of whatever metaphysical properties follow from the essence
of the terms of an original assertion, as well as whatever metaphysical effects
follow from those terms taken as causes. that is to say, he defended the de-
finability of every theological conclusion whatsoever. 

Logical theories can well admit that the deposit may consist of
events, facts, customs, institutions.14 for these will be matters not of brute
facts but of facts constituted by an intelligibility that easily finds proposi-
tional expression, as for instance does the custom of the non-iteration of
baptism in the proposition that baptism has a permanent effect. Logical the-
ories do not exclude recognizing that extra-logical motivations impel de-
velopment, but only that there can be no development that is not logically

790

11 Ibid., 182.
12 francisco MArí-sOLA, O.p., L’Évolution homogène du Dogme catholique, 2

vols., 2nd ed. (fribourg, switzerland: Librairie de l’œuvre de saint-paul, 1924). 
13 this has remained influential. see dOrONzO, Theologia Dogmatica I, 519, and

more recently, fernando OCárIz and Arturo bLANCO, Fundamental Theology (Woodridge,
Illinois: Midwest theological forum, 2009), 70. 

14 MAríN-sOLA, L’Évolution homogène, I, 280ff., esp. 290.
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contained in previously held propositions of faith. Nor do logical theories
exclude the recognition of extra-logical influences from the surrounding
culture that may both urge some development of doctrine and provide part
of the language in which it will be expressed. Even so, however, the devel-
opment must be able to be seen as logically contained in previously held
propositions of faith. Nor did Marín-sola, at any rate, fail to recognize the
role that a connatural knowledge of divine realities can play in the devel-
opment of dogma. In addition to the “speculative” way of development, he
recognized also “une voie affective ou expérimentale.”15 this is not the
recognition of a cognitive but non-propositional possession of the deposit,
but of a non-cognitive relation to the deposit, one based, however on af-
firming the truths of faith. development of doctrine by way of connaturality
is a matter of loving the reality as known by the truths of faith; by love and
in virtue of his conformation to the beloved, the believer beholds and feels
the truth of further truths not already expressed explicitly in the deposit,
which truths are strictly logically related to the truths of the deposit, even
if the believer does not see that.16 the pious heart may go before logic, but
logic must be able to catch up if what the heart senses is really true. 

the great strength of logical theories consists in their taking seri-
ously what the nature of revelation must be if it is a revelation to us, to
human beings. the human cognitive possession of reality is propositional.
It consists in affirming true propositions about reality. therefore, if what is
developed is led out and developed from the deposit, if what is implicit must
be folded up in the deposit, then it must already somehow be there, in the
propositions constituting the deposit. 

III. Theological theories of development

this strength was sometimes lost sight of in the subsequent criticism of log-
ical theories made by those Walgrave counts as contributing to properly the-
ological (not just “logical”) theories. for logical theories, the original

791

15 Ibid., I, Chapter IV, sections v and vi.
16 Ibid. I, 373-375. 
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deposit is propositional, and development is a matter of drawing out hitherto
unexpressed propositions from the previously articulated propositions of
the deposit. Every development must be included in the deposit as some-
thing logically implied by it. that is the heart of the position. In the words
of Charles boyer: “how could it be said that revelation was closed at the
death of the last of the apostles if some further belief was not attached to it
by a truly rational and logical connection?”17 theological theories, by con-
trast, are understood to hold that the deposit includes an extra-propositional,
extra-conceptual component.18 development, therefore, while it may in-
clude such procedures as inference and analysis, may also include properly
theological illations that cannot be completely and without remainder
brought to logical book. 

Now, it was noted that in order to appreciate logical theories of de-
velopment, we have to look before them, to Modernism. theological theories
also respond to what precedes them, to be sure. With them, however, we
have as well to look to the future, to the dogmatic Constitution on divine
revelation of the Council, Dei Verbum. for as it happens, there are four great
exponents of theological theories who figured importantly in the production
of that Constitution: henri de Lubac, Edward schillebeeckx, karl rahner,
and yves Congar. We take them up in the order of their chief pre-conciliar
publications on development. 

1.   Henri de Lubac, S.J. (1948)

henri de Lubac is not the first contributor to a “theological theory” in the
twentieth century. he could presuppose the work of Maurice blondel in His-
toire et dogme (1904), for whom tradition includes Christian action and in-
deed as embracing the reality of Christ and his action, and so has resources

792

17 Charles bOyEr, “qu’est-ce que la théologie? réflexions sur une controverse”,
in Gregorianum 21(1940), 254-266, 265: “Comment pourrait on dire que la révélation fut
close à la mort du dernier des apôtres, si une croyance ultérieur ne s’y rattachait par un lien
vraiment rationnel et logique?”

18 WALGrAVE, Unfolding Revelation, 320-321 (M. blondel), 338 (M.-d. Chenu
and h. d. simonin), 340 (k. rahner and E. schillebeeckx), and 353-358 (“the dangers
of Conceptual thought”).
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whence developments can be newly minted.19 he could also suppose the
work of pierre rousselot. he mentions neither in the foundational 1948 ar-
ticle, however. rousselot’s paper was unpublished, and appeal to blondel
might hurt as much as help his case.20 he begins with criticism of logical
theories. first (keeping count with A. Nichols), the logical theory suggests
a linear course of development, which is hardly verified historically.21

… reality shows us a perpetual reaction to surrounding assumptions, by
way of defense, elimination, selection, transformation, assimilation.22

this is perhaps not so serious an objection. the logical theory need
not hold that the actual course of discovery and development to be discerned
in the sometime rough and tumble of ecclesiastical history itself follows the
logical order of analysis and implication which it is the job of the systematic
theologian to expound. It need hold only that such analysis and implication
is in principle discoverable. 

de Lubac’s first objection does not touch the heart of the logical ac-
count, but the second criticism is more important. de Lubac points out that,
even where there can be manifested an obviously logical movement (as, for
instance, with the rejection of Monotheletism), such a purely human oper-
ation is not adequate to the supernatural character of revelation. As the con-
tent is supernatural, so the progress of its development must be
supernatural.23

A mystery can never be, in a way, handled in the way a natural truth can;
we will never have the right to apply the laws of our human logic to it uni-
vocally, without precautions and correctives.24

793

19 Maurice bLONdEL, The Letter on Apologetics and History and Dogma, Alexan-
der dru and Illtyd trethowan (trans.) (New york: holt, rinehart and Winston, 1964). 

20 dE LUbAC would publish rousselot’s paper on the fiftieth anniversary of his
death, “petite théorie du développement du dogme”, in Recherches de Science Religieuse
53 (1965), 355-390. 

21 NIChOLs, From Newman to Congar, 206ff.
22 I cite the Et, “the problem of the development of dogma,” in henri dE

LUbAC, Theology in History, trans. Anne Englund Nash (san francisco: Ignatius, 1996),
248-280, 257.

23 Ibid., 258. 
24 Ibid., 265. 
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And de Lubac finds this illustrated in the dogmatic concepts of per-
son and nature, which are not simply to be identified with their natural pre-
decessors but have been modified in the light of faith. 

de Lubac’s concern here can, I think, be included in a logical account.
We may very well admit that more than logical factors influence the discern-
ment of logical connection. Grace and charity, for instance, direct our attention
more closely to some item of the revealed given. Even more, connatural
knowledge of the beloved object gives us to know more quickly and imme-
diately what is and what is not congruent with it. Nonetheless, grace is di-
recting mind, whose instruments are propositions; the light of faith shines on
the material object of faith, the articles; the immediate knowledge of the things
of Christ by the Christ-like soul must be able to be made mediate. de Lubac
himself, in some of his formulations of things, suggests that development,
though it does not proceed logically, does nevertheless conform to logic.25

de Lubac’ third and last criticism dwells on what Gardeil granted
from the outset, namely, that the Church’s definition of doctrine does not
canonize any logical demonstration of the inclusion of the newly defined in
what has been formerly confessed; it simply recognizes the doctrine as con-
tained in the deposit of faith. Just as the Church requires no demonstration
prior to definition, so no such demonstration is the object of her definition.26

Analysis and syllogistic display are not necessarily complete, quoad nos, ei-
ther before or after definition. 

If that is so, then the logical connection with already-held articles
can at most play a role relative to the definition of dogma analogous to that
of the demonstration of the motives of credibility relative to the assent of
faith. As little as miracle and fulfilled prophecy are the motive of our orig-

794

25 see ibid., 266, where, speaking of a “religious exigency, perceived religiously,”
that conduces to the elaboration of a dogmatic formula, he adds: “this elaboration can
therefore well assume a logical form: it is nonetheless a demonstration after the fact; an
effect much more than a cause or even than a means of invention …” 

26 Ibid., 262-263. “… the Church has no more need … in favor of the Immaculate
Conception, to receive a true ‘proof’ by means of a theological conclusion than she has
need to receive from scholars an irrefutable historical attestation of the belief of the faithful
in this truth since the beginning” (263). 
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inal act of faith, just as little is the logical demonstration of inclusion the
motive of the definition. faith responds to the word of God, and the defi-
nition of doctrine is the simple recognition that it is contained in that word.
It is just this relation of the demonstration of inclusion to definition that
Gardeil proposed in Le donné. but then also, just as the demonstration of
the motives of credibility must be possible, the proponent of the logical the-
ory might retort, so the demonstration of logical inclusion must be possible.
Even so, the more one concentrates on Gardeil’s concession, the more the
wind seems to go out of the sails of logical accounts. the utility of logic,
and the possibility of finding a logical connection between the old and new,
emerges for what it is, not the engine of development, or even a sine qua
non, but a possible way of showing (and in fact only betimes) how the en-
closure of revelation has not been breached by the introduction of some
seemingly absolute novelty. 

de Lubac’s positive proposal reverses the picture that the logical ac-
count gives us. the “logically implicit,” he tells us, is not the only implicit.
And rather than holding that developments are implicit in some explicitly
held propositional deposit, we may rather say that the articles of the creed
and definitions of the councils are “implicit” in a more encompassing whole,
the saving reality itself that is the object of faith.27 relative to this whole,
“all the explanations to come, whatever might be their tenor and whatever
might be their mode, will never be anything but a minting in a smaller coinage
of a treasure already possessed as a whole.”28 the deposit should not be con-
ceived of as a series of propositions, but rather as the revelation of the one
unique and universally comprehensive “redemptive Action” of God, “the gift
that God makes us of himself in his son.”29 “for it is all that which, in Jesus

795

27 Ibid., 276.
28 Ibid., 275 (translation modified). dE LUbAC writes: “…toutes les explications

à venir, quelle que soit leur teneur et quel que soit leur mode, ne seront jamais que le mon-
nayage en fractions plus distincts d’un trésor déjà possédé en entier” (“Le problème du
développement du dogme,” Théologie dans l’Histoire. II. Questions disputées et résistance
au nazisme [paris: desclée de brouwer, 1990], 66). “Monnayage” is from rousselot
(NIChOLs, From Newman, 211).

29 dE LUbAC, “the problem of the development of dogma,” 274. 
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Christ, is revealed to us.”30 “At first undivided,” it “forms the total Object,”
what we might, de Lubac says, call “‘the Whole of dogma.’“31 It is this
“Christological concentration” that Nichols recognizes as de Lubac’s solution
to the problem of development.32

subsequent doctrinal definitions, de Lubac says, implicit within this
“Whole of dogma,” “the redemptive Action” revealed by and culminating
in Christ, are “already really, actually contained in a higher state of aware-
ness and not only in ‘principles’ and ‘premises.’’’33 that is, the Whole, the
Christologically concentrated deposit, is possessed by a state of awareness
higher than that kind of awareness that goes with the knowledge of
premises, principles, propositions. Given this higher awareness of the de-
posit, it therefore follows, development is not merely logical, and we should
not expect, at least in every case, to be able show how a new definition is
logically contained in previously confessed truths of faith. how to think
about this higher awareness of the Christological whole is, however, prob-
lematic. 

796

30 Ibid.
31 for the unity and organic integrity of the deposit, de Lubac appeals, among oth-

ers, to h.-d. sIMONIN, O.p., “La théologie thomiste de la foi et le développement du
dogme,” in Revue thomiste 18 (1937), 537-556; see especially 550-553.

32 Nichols, From Newman, 210-211. Nichols notes the barthian origin of the no-
tion of “Christological concentration” (201). similarly for dE LUbAC, there is an “idea” of
God that is not really an idea that is prior to all our thinking about him, all our arguing to
his existence. see his The Discovery of God, Alexander dru (trans.) (Grand rapids, Michi-
gan: Eerdmans, 1996 [french, 1956]), Chapter 1, “the Origin of the Idea of God.” there
must be an experience of God: “At the very beginning, then, there is an encounter, a con-
tact, a certain apperception, or whatever term may, according to the case, be applied to it—
an illumination of the intellect, vision, hearing, faith” (32). 

33 “the problem of the development of dogma,” 275. One will perhaps want the
french here, “Le problème du développement du dogme,” 66: “… en Jésus-Christ tout
nous a été, d’un coup, à la fois donné et révélé ... par conséquent toutes les explications à
venir, quelle que soit leur teneur et quel que soit leur mode, ne seront jamais que le mon-
nayage en fractions plus distinctes d’un trésor déjà possédé en entier … tout était déjà con-
tenu réellement, actuellement, dans un plus haut état de connaissance et non pas seulement
dans des ‘principes’ ou des ‘prémisses’” (italics added). 
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2.   Edward Schillebeeckx, O.P. (1952)

schillebeeckx addressed the question of development in an article written
for a theological dictionary in 1952.34 he first canvasses previous thought
on the question of development, and discusses modern responses under
three heads. first, there are attempts to show there has been no development,
strictly speaking, and that there is substantial identity of confession through-
out the history of the Church. second, there are attempts to find develop-
ments logically implicit, formally or virtually, in a prior deposit of revealed
premises. he rehearses the sorts of objections to logical theories we have
seen in de Lubac. Last, there are “theological” theories, which insist that
“revelation is not simply a number of truths, but one complex saving real-
ity,” and stress the “religious contact with the reality of revelation itself as
the breeding-ground for the growth of revelation-in-word.”35 this “contact”
is pre- or extra-propositional, and “discursive reasoning is a gradually in-
creasing appropriation and taking possession of something that was already
previously present in the total consciousness, but not yet fully an explicit
possession.”36 blondel and de Lubac are included here. 

schillebeeckx thinks to make his own contribution to the problem
by an extensive discussion of the role of the light of faith in grasping de-
velopments. It seems that schillebeeckx agrees that there is indeed an extra-
conceptual, extra-propositional possession of revealed reality in religious
experience. for on the one hand, he denies that the “content of faith” is “in-
fused into our minds by way of ‘illumination.’ ”37 faith’s content is from
hearing. On the other hand, “this light of faith enables me to grasp more in
the mystery of revelation than is said about it in conceptual terms and than
history tells us about it.”38 the light of faith, it seems, must be shining on
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34 Edward sChILLEbEECkX, O.p., “the development of the Apostolic faith into
the dogma of the Church” in Revelation and Theology, vol. I, N. d. smith (trans.) (New
york: sheed and Ward, 1967), 57-83. 

35 Ibid., 68.
36 Ibid., 67.
37 Ibid., 76.
38 Ibid., 75.
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what is possessed in religious experience. the newly expressed “content”
is brought forth from the already experienced but not expressed, and rec-
ognized as revealed by the light of faith.39

Writing in 1962, just as the council is starting up, he will substan-
tially repeat this solution. “the inexhaustible meaning of scripture … will
continue to be … more fully disclosed in the experiential knowledge of the
church throughout the centuries in contact with the saving reality itself.” 40

Again, “the living reality”—with which we are in experiential contact—“is
always richer than the written expression of this reality, at least as far as its
literal and explicit meaning is concerned.”41 this article explicates this view
of development by an appeal to the original character of revelation. Just as
revelation is originally a matter not only of words but also of divine deeds,
so the development of doctrine proceeds not only from pondering the words
but includes continuing contact with the reality.42 further, schillebeeckx
recommends the “Christological reduction” we have already seen in de
Lubac.43

3.   Karl Rahner, S.J. (1954)

karl rahner agrees with de Lubac that the logical theory does not suggest
the actual course that development really takes.44 Also with de Lubac, he
notes that there is a possession in grace and in sacrament of the realties of
which the articles speak, and that this is significant for how we are to think
about development.45 the object of faith, God, is an object of knowledge,
moreover, that is actively engaged in our cognitive reception of it by grace;
not only is there a supernatural intentionality to faith, therefore, but faith is
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39 Ibid.
40 Edward sChILLEbEECkX, “revelation, scripture, tradition, and teaching Au-

thority” in Revelation and Theology, vol. I, 3-24, at 17. 
41 Ibid., 15. 
42 Ibid., 10-12, 17. 
43 Ibid., 10, 13.
44 karl rAhNEr, “the development of dogma” in Theological Investigations I,

Cornelius Ernst (trans.) (baltimore: helicon, 1961), 39-77, at 58.
45 Ibid., 49-50.
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the consciousness of something that is an active, acting principle.46 for this
reason, we should not expect the development of the deposit to be merely
logical.47 More is in play than logic, and in fact rahner grants the definabil-
ity of the virtually implicit and the sufficiency of merely fitting arguments
in manifesting legitimate developments.48

More importantly, rahner does not suppose that our cognitive pos-
session of the deposit occurs only in propositions. rather, like the loving
knowledge of a beloved other that exceeds what can be stated, there is, even
in the post-Apostolic Church, “a living possession of the whole truth in an
unreflexive but conscious way,” which is “always only partially explicit in
propositions.”49 Of course, there can be no appeal to a sort of Modernist
view of religious experience, untethered by the articles and propositions of
faith taken as the word of God.50 Even so, it is not a matter of the articles
and propositions we have already and serving only insofar as logical anal-
ysis unpacks what they contain or insofar as, working together, they may
produce a conclusion. rather, rahner says, we should be aware that even
ordinary propositions communicate more than is formally stated. We should
think of such propositions rather as “windows” that give us a “view” of the
object they speak of, and thereby give us access to more of the reality and
intelligibility of the object than is logically inferred from the bare content
of the propositions themselves.51 rahner is insistent that it is not a matter
of deduction.52

rahner’s examples of the “formally communicated” but not logi-
cally deduced are not, however, very illuminating or convincing. he notes
that when we identify someone as our mother, we communicate not merely
biological relation but abiding human relation, which is true enough, but is
surely already contained in the idea of a human mother as something essen-
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46 Ibid., 50-51.
47 Ibid., 54. 
48 Ibid., 52.
49 Ibid., 68.
50 Ibid., 49.
51 Ibid., 69.
52 Ibid., 70, 72, 74.
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tial to it. In another illustration, he says that the loyalty that may accompany
love is communicated when we speak simply of love itself. Again, however,
this is surely because loyalty is a normative component of genuine love.53

the more important question to put to rahner, however, is to ask
what kind of conscious, “living possession” of the whole of Christian truth
there may be that is not propositional—or to Lubac and similarly, what kind
of more than propositional “awareness” of the “Whole of dogma” there can
be. there is no obvious answer to this question.54 the suggestion of schille-
beeckx that the light of faith somehow supplies something not already seen
in the material object seems merely to confuse the objects.55

rahner and schillebeeckx have, so to speak, picked up on de
Lubac’s dictum that the whole of revelation, Christologically concentrated
(Nichols), is possessed in a “higher state of knowledge” than that we enjoy
by entertaining propositions. they have both conjured a higher-than-propo-
sitional cognitive possession of revelation. Our next witness, however, will
specify another way in which the whole of revelation, still Christologically
concentrated, is possessed by the mind of the Church, a way that does not
surpass in some angelic fashion the merely human propositional way. 
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53 he says, Ibid., 71, note 2, that he means his distinction to be materially the one
E. dhanis makes between the formally signified and the formally attested but only medi-
ately signified. dhANIs, “révélation explicite,” 219, adduces the message of Martha and
Mary to Jesus as an example of the latter. In saying merely and modestly “the one whom
you love is ill,” they attest their desire that Jesus come to them. 

54 NIChOLs, From Newman, 224, suggests that rahner’s early work on mysticism
led him to entertain this notion of an extra-propositional awareness. 

55 the suggestion of the draft conciliar document De deposito fidei pure custodi-
endo prepared by the preparatory theological Commission was thought by p. smulders to
target rahner (at no. 20) and to associate his view of an un-reflexive but conscious pos-
session of the “whole” of Christian truth with Modernism. p. smulders defended rahner
against this imputation in the observations on the draft he made for the dutch bishops. see
Jared WICks, “pieter smulders and Dei Verbum: 1. A Consultation on the Eve of Vatican
II”, in Gregorianum 82 (2001), 241-297, 276-277. smulders’ defense of rahner’s position
at this point seems correct to me, but chiefly because the position embraces contradictory
lines of thought.  
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4.   Yves Congar (1958-1959)

yves Congar’s La Foi et la Théologie was published in 1962.56 the first
part of the book, however, in which the question of development is ad-
dressed, was composed in 1958-1959, well before the council. Congar re-
peats what are by the time of his writing the standard criticisms of the
logical account we have already seen in de Lubac and rahner. speaking of
Marín-sola, he notes that “development has rarely proceeded by this logical
way.”57 he knows that Marín-sola agrees, and recognizes the influences of
culture and ideology, of politics and heresy in the course of development.
Even so, his position abstracts the act of developing doctrine “from the liv-
ing subject of which it is the act.”58 this is to say, as Congar does elsewhere,
that logic is but an instrument of faith, while faith itself enjoys a light be-
yond the natural light, and an inclination beyond any natural appetite.59 fur-
ther, in holding that every theological conclusion is definable, Marín-sola
takes us in principle beyond the scope of the revealed. Not every conclusion
that can be drawn from the deposit has something to do with revelation and
the economy of salvation.60 What is defined must also be seen to be formally
attested by God.61 Congar also observes that there are instances of devel-
opment that seem to defy any attempt to put them into logical form. Marín-
sola’s celebrated attempt to deduce the Immaculate Conception from
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56 see on Congar on development, see chapter 3 of Aidan NIChOLs, Yves Congar
(London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1987). 

57 yves CONGAr, La Foi et la Théologie. Le mystère chrétien: théologie dogma-
tique (tournai, belgium: desclée, 1962), 113.

58 Ibid.
59 Ibid., 115.
60 from the fact that there are seven sacraments, it follows that there are more

sacraments than gospels and fewer than the commandments given to Moses. but that is
not definable.

61 Ibid., 114. this point was given sharp focus by dhANIs, “révélation implicite,”
and earlier by r.-M. sChULtEs, “Éclaircissements sur l’évolution du dogme”, in Revue des
sciences philosophiques et théologiques 14 (1925), 286-302. schultes also denies, as
Marín-sola does not, that the Church has ever defined something merely virtually implicit,
something that is only a theological conclusion.
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Mary’s worthiness to be the Mother of God did not satisfy everyone, cer-
tainly not Congar.62

It is just here that Congar appeals to the “design” of revelation. the
Immaculate Conception, Congar says, is something rather apprehended in
Mary’s relation to Christ and to the “design” of the economy of salvation.63

It is just here, too, that we have the key to Congar’s response to the question
of development. What does Congar mean by this “design”? Explaining how
things may be theologically “implicit,” he notes of course that there are
straightforward implications to be drawn from the notions and propositions
of scripture. there is something more important however.

by its proper content, revelation concerns not the ontic nature of things
(it does not tell us what the stars are …), but the terms and the laws of the
religious relation that God designs [a le dessein] to realize between him-
self and men … this implies affirmations of ontology, but it is something
other than a physics or even than a metaphysics. If it deals with what is
implicit in revelation, that is to say, in what God wants to make us know
by his Word, then it is relative to this nature, to this proper content of rev-
elation.64

this “design” of God, his work of relating to men in knowledge and
love is one work, but realized in stages, directed to one end.65 It is evidently
something realized in history, and its center is Christ.66 In all its length and
breadth and depth, with all its moments and parts, it is pregnant with new
insights. 

One can reason from what one knows, by revelation, of the design of
God and, in putting the parts in relation with one another (the analogy of
faith): this is a legitimate way of explicating its content. 

On the other hand, he continues: 
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62 Neither in the end was Gardeil satisfied, according to dE LUbAC, “the prob-
lem”, 261-2, where he comments on the reception of Marín-sola’s demonstration; for
GArdEIL, see “bulletin de théologie spéculative, I: Introduction à la théologie”, in Revue
des sciences philosophiques et théologiques 13 (1924), 576-590, 586-587.

63 CONGAr, La Foi, 100-102.
64 Ibid., 100-101
65 Ibid., 8-9.
66 Ibid., 102.
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but one cannot count from the outside as an explication everything that
the mind could deduce from common notions: explication, if it wants to
be that of what is implicit in Revelation, must always be measured by the
given character of the design of God attested by him.67

because the design is beheld only in faith, whatever further discern-
ment we make in it by logical analysis or argument is something firmly
under the direction of faith. so, Congar can explain how it is that the Church
recognizes the homogeneity of a development with the deposit as follows,
in his description of what he calls the “theological” or “ecclesial” way, since
it is the Church alone that is the adequate subject of this discernment.

It is the way of the fullness of faith, including the whole ensemble of the
faithful life, religious contemplation, theological elaboration, the rejection
of heresies, the study of the ancient succession of testimonies, the perpetual
return to the biblical text together with the use the liturgy makes of it in
the celebration of the Christian mystery: all that integrated under the guid-
ance of the magisterium and under the grace of the holy spirit, the soul
of the Church, the principle of the identity of her supernatural life and her
supernatural consciousness. there is there, in all that, enough of reason,
whether theological or historical, for the Church to give an account to men
who ask her of her faith and hope (1 peter 3:15); but there is always some-
thing more in the supernatural consciousness of the Church in comparison
to what she can give rational account of: theology surpasses apologetics.68

does theology surpass apologetics because of an extra-propositional
consciousness and awareness and experience of revealed realities? Or does
Congar mean more simply that as the design is possessed only in the light
of faith, so whatever is unfolded from it, as part of the self-same design,
will also only be beheld in itself and its relation to the rest of the design by
faith? And if the latter, how does “the perpetual return to the biblical text”
contribute to its unfolding? 
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67 Ibid., 101: “On peut raisonner à partir de ce qu’on connaît, par la révélation,
du dessein de dieu et, en mettant des parties en rapport les unes avec les autres (analogie
de la foi): c’est une voie légitime d’explication de son contenu. Mais on ne peut tenir d’em-
blée comme une explication tout ce que l’esprit déduirait à partir de notions communes:
l’explication, si elle veut être celle de l’implicite de la Révélation, doit toujours être
mesurée par le positif du dessein de dieu attesté par Lui.” 

68 Ibid., 117.
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to the first question, the answer is No, and so the answer to the second
is yes. this is of crucial importance, and happily, we can be sure of our
ground at this point. In locating Congar on the spectrum of thomist episte-
mological views, William henn places him far from either schillebeeckx or
Maréchal and transcendental thomism. for Congar, there is no such thing
as a cognitive access to reality that is extra-conceptual or extra-propositional. 

Either our knowledge of reality is known to us from within those very
means by which anything is known to us (i.e. image or species, concept
or idea, judgment) or it is not known to us at all.69

this keeps the strength of the “logical” accounts of development. It
leaves outstanding only the third question, how more closely to conceive
“the perpetual return to the biblical text.”

IV. Reviewing the development of theories of development

so to speak, the theologian knows that there is something more to the de-
posit than immediately meets the eye in the rule of faith or the articles of
the creed or even the propositions to be written out from the description of
the exodus given by Moses, or from the description of justification be-
queathed by paul. rather like the contemporary physicist who knows that
there must be some dark matter, something in addition to the visible matter
we can easily weigh up, in order to account for the behaviors of the matter
we do see, so there must be some hidden deposit supplementing the origi-
nally confessed doctrines in order for the subsequent production of the
teaching Church to be explained. Where is this dark matter of revelation?

a) Is it contained in an oral tradition of extra-scriptural doctrines from
the apostles? No. the growing apprehension of the historical im-
plausibility amounting to impossibility of this is part of what sets
the Modernists in motion. 

b)  Is it hiding in the already “visible” propositional matter whose mass
has not been properly calculated? that is, is it logically contained
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69 William hENN, The Hierarchy of Truths According to Yves Congar, O.P.
Analecta Gregoriana 246 (rome: Editrice pontificia Università Gregoriana, 1987), 66. 
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in the articles of the creed and the propositions of the bible taken
seriatim, from Genesis to revelation, and contained therein the way
definitions are contained in definienda or particulars in universals?
some developments can be construed this way, but not very many. 

c)  Is it in the institutions and customs and worship of the Church es-
tablished from the beginning?70 yes, but this, too, accounts for very
little. It does not add enough mass to what we already see. 

d)  Is it in the revealed realities possessed precisely by love? No. the
“affective way” leads us to see a further intelligibility not previously
expressed. however, love directs us to the sustained contemplation
of realities that are known only according to the propositions of faith.
Love makes us like the beloved, too, and makes for a connatural
knowledge of the beloved, especially in the moral order. Connatural
knowledge gives a sense that some statement is true because, once
we are conformed to the beloved reality in ourselves by grace and
the virtues, we can the more easily recognize the concordance of some
further truth about that reality because of its concordance with us.71

but love, either itself alone or as making us like the beloved object,
does not give us a cognitive possession of the beloved other than that
given in the propositions of faith, the “material object.”72 st. thomas
compares the connatural knowledge of divine things to a kind of per-
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70 see MAríN-sOLA, L’Évolution homogène I, 290.
71 Summa theologiae (herein, ST) II-II, q. 45, a. 2, c: the chaste man knows con-

naturally what belongs to chastity and what does not. 
72 On the connatural knowledge of moral and religious truths, see pIUs pp. XII,

Litt. Encyc. Humani Generis de nonnullis falsis opinionibus, quae Catholicae doctrinae
fundamenta subruere minantur, 12-VIII-1950, in AAS 42 (1950) 561-578, no. 33: “how-
ever it is one thing to admit the power of the dispositions of the will in helping reason to
gain a more certain and firm knowledge of moral truths; it is quite another thing to say, as
these innovators do, indiscriminately mingling cognition and act of will, that the appetitive
and affective faculties have a certain power of understanding, and that man, since he cannot
by using his reason decide with certainty what is true and is to be accepted, turns to his
will, by which he freely chooses among opposite opinions.” the translation is taken from
The Papal Encyclicals, vol. 4: 1939-1958, Claudia CArLEN (ed.) (raleigh, North Carolina:
the pieran press, 1981).
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ception and experience of them.73 In themselves, however, such states
of consciousness are pre-predicative or at least a-predicative. they
do not account for the new predications we call developments.

e)  We can say, and say truly, that the object of tradition is the reality
itself given in a more than propositional way, insofar as we are think-
ing of the sacrament.74 but the more than propositional way here is
the self-donation of the reality to us in grace and charity. the cog-
nitive possession of the reality is given precisely in the propositions
of faith. 

f)   Is it in some pre-conceptual grasp of the Whole of Christian reality,
some pre-conceptual grasp of Christ and his Action? this is the hy-
pothesis of a non-propositional but still cognitive possession of the
reality. this is the key to the theological theory of development as
presented by Walgrave and Nichols. the answer to the question, how-
ever, is No, and the proposal should be recognized as the irrationalism
that it is.75 there is no such thing as a non-conceptual but still cog-
nitive possession of Christian mysteries. to say that revelation is in
Christ and “not only in propositions,” as do rousselot and then de
Lubac (as read by Nichols) pretends, falsely, that we have a cognitive
possession of the intelligibility of Christ in an extra-propositional
way. there is no such way for human beings. Cardinal Newman had
a vivid sense of this.
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73 ST I, q. 43, a. 5, ad 2.
74 see LEO thE GrEAt: “All those things which the son of God both did and taught

for the reconciliation of the world, we not only know in the account of things now past,
but we also experience [sentimus] in the power of the works which are present” (sermon
12 on the passion [Sources Chrétiennes 74, 158]; this is francis MArtIN’s translation in
his “revelation and Its transmission” in Vatican II: Renewal Within Tradition, Matthew
LAMb and Matthew LEVErING (eds.) (Oxford: Oxford University press, 2008), 55-75, at
60. see Dei Verbum, no. 8, where believers grow in the understanding of revelation
“through a penetrating understanding of the spiritual realities they experience” (ex intima
spiritualium rerum quam experiuntur intelligentia). the translation is by the author.

75 LAMONt, Divine Faith, 181, note 55. for Lamont, the “incoherence” of con-
temporary Catholic thought on faith is a function of the postulation of non-propositional
views of knowledge, and he sends us particularly to WALGrAVE on “the dangers of Con-
ceptual thought” in Unfolding Revelation, 353-358.
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Induction is the instrument of physics, and deduction only is the instru-
ment of theology. … If we are to enlarge our view and multiply our propo-
sitions [in theology], it must be merely by the comparison and adjustment
of the original truths; if we would solve new questions, it must be by con-
sulting old answers. … revelation is all in all in doctrine; the Apostles its
sole depository … the divine Voice has spoken once and for all, and the
only question is about its meaning … 76

this passage should be kept in mind whenever, reading the Essay
on Development, we cudgel our brains as to what Newman means by the
“idea” of Christianity and how he thinks it is possessed. 

Ever and anon an extra-propositional way of knowing is postulated
because one fails to take propositions and concepts at their face value.
propositions do not stand between us and reality; they are the rendering of
the reality to us.77 Concepts are not “representations,” more or less accurate
pictures of reality.78 Our concepts of God do not “point” to God.79 they are
the presence of the realities as intelligible to the mind.80 When st. thomas
says that the assent of faith terminates in the res and not in the proposition,
he is not saying anything special about the propositions of faith not true of
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76 John henry Cardinal NEWMAN, The Idea of a University (New york: Longmans,
Green and Co., 1907), 223. 

77 LAMONt, Divine Faith, 7-8. Lamont is good at pointing out the properly per-
sonal character of propositional speech, and so the properly personal character of divine
revelation conceived as God’s speaking to us. 

78 see John r. t. LAMONt, “determining the Content and degree of Authority of
Church teachings”, in The Thomist 72 (2008), 371-407, at 387-388, with particular refer-
ence to M.-d. Chenu, and 391, with reference to the nouveaux théologiens generally. 

79 WALGrAVE, Unfolding Revelation, 341-2, summarizing his discussion of L.
Charlier, Chenu, rahner, schillebeeckx, de Lubac and others: “A reality cannot be truly
reached through images or concepts derived from realities of another order. they may be
true in their own way as metaphorical or conceptual pointers toward a reality, but they can-
not make one apprehend that reality itself. Only when linked to an immediate contact with
the real are they able to function as clear windows through which is seen a given aspect
of the real.” It is doubtless difficult to characterize concepts without dragging in unwanted
and misleading baggage, but it may be hazarded that “pointing” and “windows” are par-
ticularly unhappy metaphors with which to discuss them, precisely in their connotation of
perspectivalism. 

80 see the discussion of robert sOkOLOWskI, Phenomenology of the Human Per-
son, Chapters 10 and 11. 

ANG 93-4 (2016)_ANG 93-4 (2016)  03/03/2017  08:52  Pagina 807



GUy MANsINI

other propositions.81 the saying is nothing but an expression of his robust
epistemological realism. he does not mean that, although ordinarily our as-
sent to a proposition terminates in the proposition, the assent of faith, be-
cause of the special light or grace of faith, does not. No, no, no. All true
assents—of science or of faith—terminate in the reality: that is what propo-
sitions do: they take us to the reality, the reality as intelligible. And that is
the only way we get there in this life. 

faith is from hearing. And hearing is hearing of sentences that ex-
press propositions. We have cognitive possession of the truth about Christ
and his reality by assenting to true propositions about him, true propositions
spoken by the prophets who foretold him, by the apostles who witnessed to
him, and between them, just as he stood on the mount of transfiguration be-
tween Moses and Elijah on the one hand and the apostles on the other, true
propositions enunciated by the lips of Christ himself.

do we then return in this way to a purely logical account? by no
means. In the first place, “theological” accounts are right to maintain that
logic is not an independent and adequate engine of development, but is an
instrument directed by faith, in whose light alone we can recognize something
as revealed, as contained in the deposit (de Lubac, rahner, schillebeeckx,
Congar). second, they are right also in pointing to the object of revelation
as some “Whole,” Christ and the form of Christ as encompassing all of rev-
elation. but they are not right to maintain that there is some higher than propo-
sitional “awareness” of this Whole (de Lubac), some kind of “living,”
“conscious,” but “non-reflexive” cognitive possession of the whole (rahner),
some extra-propositional “experience” of the reality (schillebeeckx charac-
terizing theological accounts). the question of how the Whole is perceived,
or as shall become clear, where it is perceived, is still outstanding.82
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81 ST II-II, q. 1, a. 2, ad 2. 
82 John r. t. LAMONt proposes that we understand by the closure of revelation

that no new saving realities are revealed after the death of the last apostle, but that this does
not exclude the revelation of new truths about those realties. he maintains that the tradition
does not distinguish between “the propositions that are revealed and the realities that these
propositions are about,” and therefore, the way is open for his proposed resolution of the
question of development (Divine Faith, 180). Lamont does not develop this “resolution”
in detail, but it seems that on this view the revelation of a new truth could occur when the 
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V.   Dei Verbum

If we reject the appeal to some non-propositional possession of the “Whole”
in some intuition or experience, is there any other place to look for the dark
matter of revelation? No, and the fact is that there is no dark matter of rev-
elation. the “extra” material we need to account for development is not re-
ally hidden at all, but lies in plain sight—plain, in any event, to patristic and
medieval sight. It is in the words and the deeds of revelation together, to
use the phrase of Dei Verbum 2, and as reported in the dual testaments that
face one another as did the cherubim atop the propitiatory, and which in
their mutual illumination provide us with what Dei Verbum calls the “econ-
omy of revelation” and Congar called the “design” of this economy of sal-
vation and revelation. this is the “whole” to which de Lubac and rahner

809

magisterium proposes some merely virtually revealed truth about some already known
saving reality, reality known from within the enclosure of apostolic witness. 

this proposal will not do, however, for the reason that Lamont, who takes the role of
propositions in revelation more seriously than most theologians since Dei Verbum, does
not take them seriously enough. there is no distinction to be drawn between the proposi-
tions and the realities; the proposition is the presence of the reality to the believing mind.
Lamont’s distinction seems at first blush obvious enough, and it is, as long as we are speak-
ing of propositions that make accidental predications of the subject. but if we are speaking
of propositions that make essential predications of the subject, then these subjects in their
intelligibility are already rendered to us in their names. (sokolowski Phenomenology, 170:
the name presents “the full intelligibility of the thing” of which it is the name, but initially,
only as “potential, not as already received.” this potential of the names of divine things
is realized with Christ. for essential and accidental predications, see Phenomenology, chap-
ter 8.) Of course, the name “God” does not render God in his infinite intelligibility to us,
but it does render him present to us in all the things we must not say of him, which is the
substitute we have in this life for the quidditative knowledge of God. (see robert
sOkOLOWskI on the name of God, “God’s Word and human speech,” in Nova et Vetera
11 (2013), 189-212, at 201-204.) therefore, insofar as Lamont’s distinction applies, it im-
plies that doctrines unfolded after the death of the last apostle are all concerned to do noth-
ing more than make accidental predications of their subjects, which is manifestly false. 

to hold that the predications that subsequent developments make are essential, how-
ever, is not necessarily to return to purely logical theories. As has been said, rahner and
de Lubac et al. are right to point out that logic must be thought to be at the service of some-
thing greater, and supernatural. And they are right to conceive of the revealed as some in-
tegral whole. holding that the predications are essential is not necessarily to say that such
a leading out from what is prior and such an unfolding from what is original mark out paths
that are logically demonstrative. 
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are right to call our attention. however, it is not possessed subjectively in
some intuition or pre-conceptual awareness, but subsists objectively in the
words recorded and the deeds recounted and as recounted in the dual tes-
taments in their mutual illumination. It is by examination of this design, es-
pecially, that the contemplative mind of believers, the Church as a whole,
nourished in her heart by the saving reality given by the sacraments, that
the intelligibility of divine things in themselves and in their presence to us
in word and deed is laid open. the books within the testaments, and the
testaments within the bible, and the realities spoken of within the history
of salvation ought all to be thought of as in motion, and in this motion, as
in a kaleidoscope constantly turning, we are given an unlimited series of
ever new takes on the relation of these things to one another—the relation
to one another and to the whole of the commandments and events, promises
and fulfillments, personages and places, words and deeds, that first com-
municated to us the pattern of redemption. 

but these things must be discussed in order. 

1.   Revelation in words and deeds

Dei Verbum teaches that the economy of revelation occurs in words and in
deeds. the positive theological reasons for this are, first, that the hebrew dabar,
as God’s word, is both signification and the accomplishment of what is signi-
fied. God’s word is an effective word; it is a saving word. second, the ancient
fathers understood the events narrated in the sacred text as signifying the sal-
vation they accomplish. then, too, the Constitution wanted to speak more fully
theologically and not just apologetically; therefore, its framers undertook more
than a defense of the possibility and actuality of a true locutio Dei to be found
in scripture, but also worked in the light of the content of revelation taken in
its fullness, such that we understand that all the words and events of scripture
point to Christ, who is himself, personally, the Word of God, who speaks, to
be sure, but who also acts, works, accomplishes salvation.83
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83 see the commentary on the first chapter of Dei Verbum by henri dE LUbAC, La
Révélation divine, 3rd ed. (paris: Cerf, 1983), 149-156.
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the formula was not received without opposition.84 the deeds, after
all, are not something we can any longer witness; we have them only in the
reports of them by the witnesses. so why say words and deeds? Why not
just words? the reason why revelation cannot occur simply by way of state-
ments about God and man, God’s life and man’s life, is that God wishes not
just to talk about his life and our life, but to give us his life, to make our life
his life. We cannot share his life without knowing him, true. but knowing
him is not the fullness of our life with him but includes charity. God has not
only things to show us, therefore, but also things to do in our regard and in
us. And the reported deeds catch the action of God on our behalf, the plan,
the scheme of things, according to which action he introduces his life into
our world, through the incarnation and life, death, and resurrection of Christ. 

so, we need statements about God, statements that he makes. but
also, we need the recollection in narrative, in narrative that is attested to and
so credentialed, of what he has done, and especially, of what Christ has
done.85 Moreover, even with regard to what he wishes to tell us, he cannot
tell us successfully without action. this is more than a matter of providing
motives of credibility via miracle and prophecy, though it includes that. he
especially wishes to reveal himself to us in his interior trinitarian life. but
he cannot do this successfully unless he introduces the life he speaks of into
our world.86 the resurrection is thus necessary for the revelation of the trin-
ity. so to speak, the reference of what the Lord Jesus is trying to inform us
of must be introduced into our experience. And indeed, this experience must
itself be prolonged not only in the accredited witness of those who saw the
risen Lord, but also in sacrament, which communicates the risen life (see
Luke 24 and the bread). 
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84 for a detailed history of the entrance of this formula into the text, see Jared
WICks, “pieter smulders and Dei Verbum: 3. developing the Understanding of revelation
to Israel, 1962-63”, in Gregorianum 83 (2002), 225-267, 245, and “pieter smulders and
Dei Verbum: 5. A Critical reception of the schema De revelatione of the Mixed Commis-
sion (1963)”, in Gregorianum 86 (2005), 92-134, 106-107. 

85 for the role of narrative in revelation, see francis MArtIN, “On bockmuehl’s
‘bible versus theology’”, in Nova et Vetera 9 (2011), 49-74, 59. 

86 see on this point robert sOkOLOWskI, “God the father: the human Expression
of the trinity”, in The Thomist 74 (2010), 33-56, at 47-48. 
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so, he cannot tell us what he wants to (that he is the triune God, and
that he wants to save us), without acting, without doing something: showing
us in the resurrection of Jesus what divine life and divine life as saving us
looks like.87 And also, he cannot do for us what he wants to without speaking
to us: for only by speaking does he establish the personal relation between
us and the persons of the trinity he wants to; and without his speaking to
us, we could not identify his actions in history, both as to what they are, the
nature of the actions, and as to the fact that they are his actions.88 Again, we
cannot hear the word of God without the action of God healing us, and that
is the role of the cross, but we cannot receive the action of the cross in faith
and love without hearing what it means. 

2.   Words and deeds revealing an economy 

because of the necessity of deeds, therefore, as communicating the divine
life and as intimately involved in the communication of the divine message,
there is in the development of dogma something in addition to the explica-
tion of statements about God, Christ, Man, Mary, etc. by way of an analysis
of metaphysical properties and effects. there is also the way of the analogy
of faith, of arguing from the “pattern” of redemption, the “economy” of sal-
vation, the “scheme” of the divine action as reported to us in the testaments,
and given especially in the interconnection of the testaments. 

this idea, that the words and deeds reveal an economy, is prominent
in Dei Verbum. the plan or scheme or pattern according to which God saves
us is realized stage by stage in history (no. 3); it culminates in Christ (no.
4), and anticipates the end of all things (no. 4). Christ himself works by
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87 see Michael Maria WALdstEIN, “Analogia Verbi: the truth of scripture in
rudolf bultmann and raymond brown”, in Letter & Spirit 6 (2010), 93-140, 128-129, on
the necessity of words and realities for the completion of revelation.

88 see on this complementary point robert sOkOLOWskI, “the revelation of the
trinity: A study in personal pronouns” in Christian Faith and Human Understanding:
Studies on the Eucharist, Trinity, and the Human Person (Washington, d.C.: the Catholic
University of America press, 2006), 131-148. the resurrection, furthermore, is not com-
plete as the event it is without words—the words of the angels, of the Old testament (Acts
24), of Christ himself; see ST III, q. 55, on the manifestation of the resurrection.
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words and deeds, and reveals by speaking and acting (no. 4), and only in
this way brings the economy to perfection, both in its quality as manifesting
God and his will (nos. 4 and 6), and as accomplishing our salvation (no. 4).
the apostles in their turn both preach the gospel and give the gifts of God,
repeating the manner of revelation in words and deeds (no. 7); they hand
on all they have received to the people of God (no. 8). 

3.   An economy pregnant with developments

Just as the economy is given to the Church in deeds and words, so it continues
to be realized in and by the Church in the same way. the tradition the Church
receives from the apostles includes both “realities and words” (no. 8). further,
and crucially for our topic, there is “growth in the understanding of the real-
ities and the words” of this tradition on the part of believers, and in three ways
(no. 8). first, there is the way of study and con templation, which might cer-
tainly include some analysis. second there is the way of an “understanding
of the spiritual realities which they [believers] experience.” this, we may
say, is the way of connaturality. third, there is the “the preaching of those
who have received through Episcopal succession the sure gift of truth.” 

It is in asking how this last thing, preaching, accomplishes a growth
in the understanding of the deposit that we see more clearly what the econ-
omy or pattern of revelation is. the authoritative preaching of the bishops
is a preaching explanatory of scripture. how this is to be accomplished is
told us in no. 12. In the first place, the whole of scripture is to be kept in
mind in declaring the meaning of any part. the whole, however, is Christo-
logically determined. this is said expressly for the Old testament in nos. 15
and 16. the Old testament points to Christ in prophecy and in type (no. 15),
such that, just as the fathers said, “the New testament is hidden in the Old
and the Old [is] made manifest in the New” (no. 16, paraphrasing Augustine). 

the economy of revelation, the pattern and scheme, is at this point
therefore more closely determined: it is something to be discerned not sim-
ply in the whole of scripture, but in the way the parts relate to one another
within the whole and to the meaning of the whole, Christ. All that remains
is expressly to direct us to the way in which the fathers read the scriptures,

813
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and that occurs in no. 23. the Church “is concerned to move ahead toward
a deeper understanding of the sacred scriptures,” and “therefore,” the text
continues, “she also encourages the study of the holy fathers of both East
and West and of the sacred liturgies.”89

Dei Verbum’s “economy of revelation” is therefore substantially
Congar’s “design.” further, the account of development that Dei Verbum
envisages is just the one to be found in Congar. this is more evident if we
return to another section of the first part of La Foi, that on the object of rev-
elation. development is not the topic here, but there is an equivalent expres-
sion, from a slightly different point of view, of the “design” of salvation.
here, speaking of the object of revelation, Congar insists that we must grasp
it in its unity. there is a “totality” (totalité), a Whole, to be grasped, which
is variously described. It is the content of scripture understood comprehen-
sively as revealing God to man and man to himself, whose center is the
covenant between them, the covenant whose final and lasting form is Christ.
It is the rule of faith, itself Christocentric. Or it is the understanding of
scripture achieved in patristic exegesis, where “the New testament says
what the Old has spoken about Christ.”90 Christ is again the center.

this is the secret of the “analogy of faith” where the Church sees one of
the criteria for the interpretation of scripture, by its internal coherence and
the relation of all the parts to one another to their center, against an atom-
izing treatment, materially literal and fundamentalist, that confessional in-
terpretations (les Sectes) inflict on it.91

We have just the account of development to be traced in Dei Ver-
bum’s remarks on preaching and the interpretation of the Old testament.
to be sure, the development of doctrine that Dei Verbum envisages is just
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89 for why such reading necessarily generates spiritual senses of scripture, see
Michael WALdstEIN, “Analogia Verbi”, 127-129, 133: the economy of salvation necessarily
generates spiritual senses in the scriptures that relate it, for God is both the maker of the
natural things the words refer to and he orders the entire history in which his deeds occur
and the saving design unfolds. It must be, for instance, that the first part of the unfolding
of an historical design that is one design be related intelligibly to the subsequent parts of
the same design. 

90 CONGAr, La Foi, 24.
91 Ibid., 25. 
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the sort of growth in understanding that occurred such as is described for
the doctrines of the Immaculate Conception and the Assumption. this has
been noted by Congar.92 It is not to be supposed, however, that this way of
development, according to the analogy of faith, is the key only to doctrines
that are not in the first rank of the hierarchy of truths, but that we should
expect and must require a simpler and also more robust deployment of logic
for such doctrines as the trinity and the person and natures of Christ. No,
the development of doctrine that Dei Verbum envisages is just that sort of
growth in understanding that occurred in the patristic exegesis of the scrip-
tures productive of these central doctrines.93 It is noteworthy that the Con-
stitution expressly refers to the preaching of the fathers, for preaching is the
public and privileged discourse of the Church, and is constituted by the en-
tire complexion of its relations to the scriptural text (itself complex), the
authority of one endowed with the munus docendi, the congregation of the
faithful, and the sacrament of the Lord’s body and blood.94

the only thing to add, perhaps, is that the view of development em-
bedded in Dei Verbum and delimited by Congar is a view not simply of the
practice of the fathers, but a recovery of their own “theory.” Gregory the
Great, for instance, has a vivid sense of the inexhaustibility of the things
hidden in scripture, which he compares to a vast sea. Within this ocean there
are magna volumina sententiarum and cumuli sensuum—great volumes of
propositions and vast heaps of meanings.95 It is no accident that Gregory
says this, however, only in the context of explaining the relation of the tes-
taments one to another, as wheel within wheel of Ezekiel’s vision. the four
faces of the wheel (Law, prophets, Gospels, Acts and Letters) must be un-
derstood to speak of one thing, Christ, and the scriptures are a sea “through
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92 Ibid., 113-114. see also M. LAbOUrdEttE and M.-J. NICOLAs, “La définition
de l’Assomption”, in Revue thomiste 50 (1950), 249-267, at 260-265. 

93 see John bEhr, The Way to Nicaea (Crestwood, New york: st. Vladimir’s sem-
inary press, 2001), the first two chapters, and The Mystery of Christ: Life in Death (Crest-
wood, New york: st. Vladimir’s seminary press, 2006), 49-70. 

94 see Michael WALdstEIN, “Analogia Verbi”, 133-135.
95 Homélies sur Ézékiel, I, Sources Chrétiennes 327, Charles Morel (trans.) (paris:

Cerf, 1986), homily VI, no. 13. 
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its four faces” (per quattuor suas facies); that is, only so taken as speaking
always of Christ.96 further, it is Christ’s cross by which we navigate the sea
and read it rightly. 

scripture announces the cross, because it bears us up and over to the land
of the living by the wood. but unless the prophet saw that sacred scripture
is like the sea, he would in no way have said: ‘the earth is full of the knowl-
edge of the Lord, as the water of the sea covers the earth’ (Isaiah 11:9).97

Like the cherubim who face one another because they look to the
one Mediator, the true propitiation of sin, the testaments refer to one an-
other because they both speak of Christ.98

VI. Post conciliar developments about development 

proponents of the theological account of development went in various di-
rections after the council. When the post-conciliar rahner returned to the
topic of development, he returned also to the very beginning of the twentieth
century, not to be sure, to some logical theory, but something much more
proximate to Modernism. first, there is the reduction of dogmatic meaning,
not to Christ, or the “form” of Christ as subsisting in the scriptures, but to
Christ as the historical symbol of the transcendental nearness of God in
grace.99 second, there is a new found urgency with which we must meet the
concerns of the Enlightenment and the call to demythologize the ecclesial
presentation of the gospel.100 third, in pursuing the cleaning up mandated
by the Enlightenment, there is the thesis that ancient dogma may well be
mixed up in its form of expression with cultural and philosophical notions
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96 Ibid. for the four faces, homily VI, no. 12.
97 homily VI, no. 13. 
98 homily VI, no. 15. 
99 for instance, see karl rAhNEr, “the Experience of God today” in Theological

Investigations XI, david bourke (trans.) (New york: seabury, 1974), 149-165, 164-165,
and also “the two basic types of Christology” in Theological Investigations XIII, david
bourke (trans.) (New york: seabury, 1975), 213-223, 215-216 and 222.

100 karl rAhNEr, “yesterday’s history of dogma and theology for tomorrow”
in Theological Investigations XVIII, Edward quinn (trans.) (New york: Crossroad, 1983),
3-34, 31-33.
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that we now know can play no part in man’s contemporary understanding
of himself and the world.101 previous dogmatic formulations can be known
to be vitiated—false—because of some cultural or philosophical detritus
that, we now know historically, they ineluctably incorporated at the time of
their formation. Last, there can be an experience of the spirit that is pecu-
liarly today’s experience of God, so bringing with it “new” things.102 thus,
in a way hard to distinguish from the relativism of tyrrell, we are to re-fash-
ion dogma, making it expressive of the experience of God, the experience
of the nearness of God in grace, in terms adjusted to the modern world.103

schillebeeckx, too, seems to end in a view of dogma according to
which its key role is negotiating the “experience of faith” with culture. A new
or a different culture requires a renegotiation. this is what is required if we
take seriously the location of faith in history.104 how far does this renegoti-
ation reach? pretty far, it would seem. “there are no formulae of faith which
are, as formulae, enduringly valid, capable of transmitting the living faith to
men of all ages.”105 rather, what stays the same is the relation of the propo-
sition to its socio-historical context: as is the message of Jesus to his context,
so is that of the New testament to its, and that of the fathers to theirs.106 such
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101 Ibid., 10-16.
102 see again karl rAhNEr, “the Experience of God today,” where the today is

very much operative.
103 see for a longer version of this paragraph, Guy MANsINI, “Experiential Ex-

pressivism and two twentieth Century Catholic theologians”, in Nova et Vetera 8 (2010),
125-141, 131-140.

104 Edward sChILLEbEECkX, God the Future of Man, N. d. smith (trans.) (New
york: sheed and Ward, 1968), 39-40. On schillebeeckx at this juncture, see thomas Joseph
WhItE, “the precarity of Wisdom: Modern dominican theology, perspectivalism, and
the tasks of reconstruction” in Ressourcement Thomism: Sacred Doctrine, the Sacra-
ments, and the Moral Life. Essays in Honor of Romanus Cessario, O.P., reinhard hüttEr
and Matthew LEVErING (eds.) (Washington, d.C.: the Catholic University of America
press, 2010), 92-123, 98-102. 

105 Edward sChILLEbEECkX, God the Future of Man, 39.
106 see daniel p. thOMpsON, “schillebeeckx on the development of doctrine”, in

Theological Studies 62 (2001), 303-321, 310. thompson cites Edward sChILLEbEECkX,
Theologisch Geloofsverstaan anno 1983 (baarn, Netherlands: Nelissen, 1983), 14-15. see
the earlier work, Edward sChILLEbEECkX, The Understanding of Faith, N. d. smith (trans.)
(New york: seabury, 1974), 58-63. 
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re-negotiations are necessary if the propositions are really to “serve as a
bridge to an authentic experience of faith,” as daniel thompson puts it.107

the perspectivalism implicit in this view is explicitly recognized by schille-
beeckx.108

de Lubac returned to the question of development in his commen-
tary on Chapter One of Dei Verbum. Once again, he evokes Christ, the in-
carnate Word, “the Witness par excellence” as the one and sufficient Object
of faith, to whom all the witnesses recorded in scripture send us.109 rather
than any “list of truths,” this Word of God is the adequate and personal ob-
ject of faith.110 More clearly than in the 1948 essay, however, the form of
this Word, this “Whole,” is rendered in sacred scripture—sacred scripture
taken in a certain way. 

All the words of scripture refer finally to the unique Word: that is where
the unity of the book comes from. It is that in particular that constitutes
the indissoluble unity of the two testaments. Just as the two cherubim of
pure gold with spread wings that, inside the Abode of the Lord, faced one
another at the two ends of the propitiatory, their gaze turned toward him,
so the Old and New testaments, both one and the other, equally regard
Jesus, and it is the same testimony that their voices alternately render to
him, whose contrast is founded in harmony: “Jesus Christ, at whom the
two testaments gaze, the Old as what it awaits, the New as its model, both
as their center.”111

the book is indispensable to hearing the Word and seeing the pat-
tern of the economy, the design; but, de Lubac insists, just so Christianity
is a religion of this Word and not a religion of a book.112 It is in this context
that de Lubac provides a brief word on development and quotes Newman. 

the question, then, is not whether this or that proposition of the Catholic
doctrine is in terminis in scripture, unless we would be slaves to the letter,
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107 thOMpsON, “schillebeeckx,” 313. 
108 Ibid., 314. 
109 dE LUbAC, La Révélation divine, 158.
110 Ibid., 158-9.
111 Ibid., 161. de Lubac is quoting pascal, Pensées, Lafuma, 388. 
112 Ibid., 162. 
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but whether that one view of the Mystery, of which all such are the expo-
nents, be not there …113

In saying that the notion of the economy of salvation is substantially
that of Congar’s “design,” it is therefore obvious that we are also saying
that it is what de Lubac calls the “Word” of revelation, the one Word which
is the incarnate Christ, the one Word, the one form, to be beheld in the dual
testaments that face one another. Congar appeals to de Lubac, indeed, in
La Foi precisely at the point where he insists that revelation is to be under-
stood in its unity and as a whole.114

It would be a mistake to think that already in 1948 de Lubac had not
recovered the sense of patristic and medieval exegesis. the book on Origen
was but two years from publication. the commentary on Dei Verbum, how-
ever, gives us a much better idea of where this Whole of dogma that he
speaks of is located, or more precisely, since that is obvious, how it is lo-
cated in scripture. therefore also there is an indication of how to take the
“awareness” whose object is this Whole. It is not some pre-conceptual, non-
propositional possession of Christian realities, but a certain apprehension
of the scriptures. 

VII. Reprise

Modernism made dogma wholly relative to the history of successive cultures
and philosophies. the only continuity linking Christian generations was
supposed to be an experience of God that dogmatic formulae pointed to
(whatever that could mean), but of whose object they reported nothing.115 It
did not matter that the formulae contradicted one another according to their
content. they had no real content as saying something about divine things. 
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113 Ibid., 165. see John henry NEWMAN, “the theory of developments in reli-
gious doctrine” in Fifteen Sermons Preached Before the University of Oxford, 3rd ed. (Lon-
don: rivingtons, 1872), 316.

114 CONGAr, La Foi, 25.
115 the exception is Édouard LErOy, for whom dogmatic formulae tell us that re-

ligious reality is such as rightly to be the target of certain practical attitudes we are to take
up in regard to it.

ANG 93-4 (2016)_ANG 93-4 (2016)  03/03/2017  08:52  Pagina 819



GUy MANsINI

the response on the part of theorists like Gardeil and Marín-sola
defended the objectivity and truth of dogma, and its “homogeneity” with
revelation. they made dogma and its development something essentially
immune to such historical vicissitudes as the Modernists had envisaged.
Essences and real definitions and the relation of properties to essences may
have a history of discovery (a history of which these theologians were well
aware), but they have no history in themselves. At the same time, however,
these theorists detached revelation itself from history. they did not do this
in the sense that they were unaware of the differing historical circumstances
in which God spoke in the past to our fathers in many and various ways and
now, finally, by his son (hebrews 1:1-2). but they so concentrated on the
locutiones Dei that they ignored the deeds of God and that rendering of these
deeds in two testaments whose mutual illumination under the rule of faith
enables an unlimited unpacking of the treasures of knowledge and wisdom
hidden in Christ (Colossians 2:3). In this way, the logical theories were cut
off from the real location of the “more” in the deposit of faith that the suc-
cession of dogmas enunciated by the Church has given expression to over
the course of time. In this way, logical theories could give but implausible
accounts of how the Church recognized the homogeneity of dogmas she has
defined with revelation.116

the “theological theories” of development such as Walgrave names
them were in their turn unstable, insofar as they too failed to find the real
location of the “more” in the deposit of faith, the “more” than has already
been minted out in express doctrine. reaching for some non-conceptual but
still cognitive purchase on revelation, they fell into the incoherence Lamont
laments. this made it all the easier to return to the Modernist framework,
according to which revelation is located in a religious experience that can
never find adequate, that is, objective and true, expression. It was observed
above that what rahner helped begin, the return to Modernism, he also ac-
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116 see, for example, MAríN-sOLA’s deduction of the homoousios (Évolution ho-
mogène, I, 301), which follows from “Jesus Christ is the true son of God” and “in God
there cannot be division of substance, but simple unity.” this is true enough, but too thin
relative to the exegetical achievement of the fourth century.
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complished. In his later writings, doctrine became so much the “objectiva-
tion” or “thematization” of the transcendental experience of God come close
to us in grace, that for all practical—I should say, “cognitive”—purposes it
meant nothing more than that—that “God had come close.” And just as past
doctrine could be vitiated by cultural elements that we now see cannot be
true, so we may expect a progress of doctrine according as the experience
of God is itself temporally, culturally determined. dogma, objectifying the
experience of God, but not really informing us of divine things through the
cultural and sometimes mythological encrustations it has subsumed into it-
self, should be recast to meet the requirements of today’s culture. We have
come full circle. 

We have not, however, completed the larger circle within which the
trajectory from Modernism to Modernism took place. It was often said in
criticism of the logical theories that revelation is not a series of propositions
or is not “merely” a series of propositions. If not the first way of putting it
is true, the second is, according to Dei Verbum. but if we say “not merely,”
we must say what else it is. some of the critics of the logical theories sup-
posed some non-conceptual intuition or awareness of the whole—the step
toward Modernism and the irrationalism thereof. Dei Verbum completes the
thought in a quite different way. there are the words of revelation; there are
also the deeds. We are invited once again to behold the design, the pattern,
the scheme of revelation in the dual testaments as did the fathers. 

Why was this way not taken in the earlier part of the twentieth cen-
tury, in the original response to Modernism? Why were all eggs placed in
the logical basket? Why the fascination with logical theory? It may be be-
cause exegetical practice was evermore being given over to a discernment
of the literal sense in its modern meaning, the intention of the human author.
Where this is the only sense probative for theology, the other senses admit-
ted by st. thomas in fact turn out to be non-operative. this effectively so
diminishes the “deposit” that it is soon exhausted in bankruptcy. We no
longer see where the Church derives her “new” doctrines, because we no
longer see what she sees when she reads the bible. 

the inability to see has therefore everything to do with how the de-
posit is conceived. for the logical theorists, it is the collection of proposi-
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tions and premises drawn from tradition and scripture, and as to the last,
scripture explained according to its “literal sense,” as understood by mod-
erns. It is this handling of scripture that was necessary for the post-refor-
mation “confessional exegesis” that Catholic theologians pressed to their
service.117 It was this handling that as it were impounded much of the “de-
posit” and made it unavailable for investment. the talent seemed wrapped
in a napkin and buried. 

the upholders of the “theological” theories objected that revelation
was not propositional or not only propositional (“not simply a list of propo-
sitions”). And so they added to the deposit an awareness or intuition or ex-
perience of the realities spoken of, especially, a living possession of Christ
himself in the act of faith. Mistakes about how concepts do their work, how
language does its propositional work and how alone human beings enjoy
cognitive possession of reality, any reality, made this possible. but while
sharing in these mistakes, de Lubac (among others) had also undertaken the
careful re-construction of the pattern of revelation as the fathers and me-
dievals had discerned it in the dual testaments, and Congar took advantage
of this to propound a view of revelation and of development that is substan-
tially that of Dei Verbum. 

In this light, it is right and just to note that, if some of de Lubac’s
formulations when he is thinking expressly of development are, to my mind,
unfortunate, he is one of the architects of our recovery of the Church’s pos-
session of her book, inexhaustible like the jar of oil the prophet gave to the
widow.
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117 see denis fArkAsfALVy, Inspiration and Interpretation: A Theological Intro-
duction to Sacred Scripture (Washington, d.C.: the Catholic University of America press,
2010), 155, 161. 
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