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development, which I will call an eschatological model. It has four basic points.
First, in understanding development, we should focus on doctrine as a whole, not
individual doctrines.'” No single doctrine can be adequately understood if
wrenched from its place in the context of the whole tradition of the church, word
and sacrament, belief and practice. Again quoting Dei Verbum, “What was
handed on by the apostles comprises everything that serves to make the People
of God live their lives in holiness and increase their faith. In this way the
Church, in her doctrine, life, and worship, perpetuates and transmits to every
generation all that she herself is, all that she believes.”"' Second, the church is
a pilgrim church, moving toward the new heaven and earth but still carrying the
mark of this sinful age which will pass.”? Third, while the church as a whole
progresses toward the kingdom, we can say that some of her particular reform-
able teachings and practices may devolve into something less perfect, at least in
connection with the preparation for the more perfect. Here, an organic model is
helpful. Taken in and of itself, the antisocial behavior of an early teen seems less
mature than the docile compliance of an eight- or nine-year old; yet it accompa-
nies the necessary psychosocial changes for a child to grow into an adult. Fourth,
we cannot know which of the church’s nonirreformable teachings will be
changed in this manner in advance, or to put things in another way, how far we
are from the kingdom of God. This fact should discourage us from asserting a
global superiority over our forebears in the faith, although we may have vastly
improved on particular issues.

How would this model account for religious persecution and slavery? One
might argue that both the worst abuses and the eventual recognition of the im-
morality of these practices depended upon the church’s experience of Constantin-
1anism, a term which I use here to encompass Christianity’s efforts to imprint it-
self on and transform all structures of human life, including the state. I believe
that despite its many abuses, Constantinianism per se was a positive development

"“See, e.g., Newman’s definition of an idea: “The idea which represents an object or
supposed object is commensurate with the sum total of its possible aspects, however they
may vary in the separate consciousness of individuals; and in proportion to the variety of
aspects under which it presents itself to various minds in its force and depth, and the
argument for its reality.” John Henry Newman, “An Essay on the Development of
Christian Doctrine,” in Conscience, Consensus, and the Development of Doctrine:
Revolutionary Texts by John Henry Cardinal Newman, ed. James Gaffney (New York:
Image Books, 1992) 71. First and foremost, it is the ideas that develop, not particular
aspects of them.

"Ibid. 1 also believe that Lindbeck’s The Nature of Doctrine (Philadelphia: The
Westminster Press, 1984), which draws upon a sociological analysis of religion as a
cultural-linguistic matrix, can be used in an approach which focuses on development of
doctrine rather than individual doctrines.

“Vatican II, Lumen Gentium (Dogmatic Constitution on the Church), in Vatican
Council II, 148.
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in the life of the church; in fact, it allowed the church to recognize and work out
the radical implications of the incarnation. Through it we learned that no aspect
of human existence, including politics or statecraft, is immune from judgment
and transformation in light of the gospel. Through it, we learned that the gospel
judged the church, no less than purely secular powers, when it participated in
these realms. In short, one might say that the Constantinian experience provided
the necessary epistemological condition for the church to recognize that the
prohibitions on slavery and persecution of heretics were universal exceptionless
moral norms, not context-dependent exceptionless moral norms.

THE INTELLECTUAL AND MORAL VIRTUES OF A THEOLOGIAN

In their Common Ground discussion on Thursday afternoon, Richard
McCormick and Avery Dulles disagreed about how to interpret a claim of John
Courtney Murray that “it would be up to theologians to explain the continuity
between the Syllabus of Errors and Dignitatis Humanae.” McCormick suggested
that Murray made this statement in irony or jest; Dulles opined that it was meant
seriously. In my view, this is not just a disagreement about Murray hermeneutics;
it is a debate about the substantive moral and intellectual virtues required by
those who have the vocation of a theologian. Development of doctrine involves
both continuity and change. Should a virtuous theologian stress change, or
highlight continuity?

From the perspective of those who argue in favor of highlighting continuity,
it might seem imprudent for theologians to focus attention on the numerous
instances in which the church has in some sense changed its mind. To draw
again on a analogy with the legal system, it is rather like a lawyer who argues
that if the court decides for her client, it will be charting new legal territory in
a bold way. Such a lawyer would be viewed as lacking the character traits
generally required of those participating in the legal tradition: constancy,
prudence, and humility before weight of the tradition.

What would be some arguments in favor of highlighting continuity? First,
one might argue that no pure change can count as a development; the reasons for
accepting the change must come from deep within the tradition itself. Newman
recognized that preservation of type and continuity of principle were two notes
of authentic development.” Second, in developing doctrine, a theologian actively
engages in constructing the tradition, which is always multifaceted. The very
process of situating the development within the broader context of the tradition
constitutes the tradition’s incorporation of that development, while shaping it
according to its own logic. Third, theologians, like the magisterium itself, carry
out their work in the light of and under authority of the apostolic tradition, just
as lawyers and judges do with respect to the legal tradition. Casting their argu-

"*Newman, “An Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine,” 175-85.
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ments in ways that emphasize continuity with prior thought both expresses and
fosters this creative fidelity with respect to tradition. Fourth, by emphasizing
difference and change, theologians undermine confidence in the day-to-day
stability and reliability of the tradition and those who are its official interpreters.

What would be the arguments on the other side? Why should theologians
forthrightly acknowledge change in the tradition on all three levels, even
admitting mistakes if necessary? I see two basic reasons. First, one could argue
that in today’s world, confidence in an authoritative tradition is not eroded, but
strengthened by that tradition’s capacity to deal effectively with differences from
the past positions, particularly if they are erroneous or incomplete. What erodes
confidence in authoritative teaching of any sort (court or curia, lawyer or theo-
logian) is an apparent refusal on the part of that authority to learn from the past.
Second, one could argue that frank discussion and disagreement are in fact not
harmful to a tradition but its very lifeblood; most questions are settled when
interest in challenging them (or nuancing or interpreting them) peters out.
Newman recognized that doctrine developed through disagreement'; Alasdair
Maclntyre has persuasively maintained that a tradition functions as a historically
extended argument about what constitutes the good life for human beings. "

In order to overcome some of the polarization in the contemporary American
church, we might profitably begin an explicit discussion about the intellectual
and moral virtues required of a theologian. Do they require emphasis on
continuity or forthright acknowledgment of change? Judge Noonan provides a
helpful model for us to begin addressing these issues, not only in his academic
writings, but in his whole life and work.'® He has consistently manifested a deep
knowledge of and love for the church’s tradition, a commitment to her
community of saints as it extends across time and place, and a willingness to
examine problems afresh in new circumstances in order to serve the people of
God living today and tomorrow. In so doing, he embodies the virtue of creative
fidelity toward which my generation of theologians can only aspire.
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“Ibid., 70-75.

"“Alasdair Maclntyre, After Virtue (Notre Dame IN: University of Notre Dame, 1980)
207: “A living tradition then is a historically extended, socially embodied argument, and
an argument precisely in part about the goods which constitute that tradition.” MacIntyre
acknowledges Newman’s importance as a theorist of tradition in Whose Justice? Which
Rationality? (Notre Dame IN: University of Notre Dame, 1988) 353-54.

"For a fuller analysis of Judge Noonan's work, see my “Listening for the Future in
the Voices of the Past: John T. Noonan, Jr. on Love and Power in Human History,”
Journal of Law and Religion 11/1 (1994-1995): 203-28.




