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by theological deduction which limits the range of free discussion 
and sets up principles to guide further work. This body of truths is 
arrived at not by a formal proposition of the revelatus but by a 
discursive process. To achieve this corpus the theological process 
employs analogies from the created world to draw out the virtualities 
of revelation—the revelabilia. For it is clear that if the human 
mind is to be applied to revelation to its fullest then the discursive 
process must be employed since it is the mind's proper medium for 
arriving at understanding. By way of authority for such a position 
we have its continued and effective existence in the magisterial 
documents and its use and approbation in the theological tradition 
of the Church itself. In the description given by John of St. Thomas: 
"Theology is a scientific or certain knowledge proceeding from what 
is formally revealed and inferring those things which are virtually 
or mediately revealed inasmuch as they are deduced from and con-
nected with the formally revealed." (Cursus Theologicus, T. I , 
443.) 

Since the use of the natural objects of our knowledge to arrive 
at many of these conclusions has been criticized as "essentialist" or 
an Aristotelian dialectic opposed to "the existential nature of the 
biblical revelation" it might be well to say a few words about this 
point. (The reason for introducing this point here is that so many 
theological theses are involved with just this area.) The basic prin-
ciples here are formulated by Pius XI I in Humani Generis: 

Everyone is aware that the terminology used in the schools 
and even that employed by the Teaching Authority of the Church 
itself is capable of being perfected and polished; and we also 
know that the Church itself has not always used the same terms 
in the same way. It is also manifest that the Church cannot be 
bound to every system of philosophy that has existed for a short 
time. Nevertheless, the things that have been composed through 
common effort by Catholic teachers over the course of centuries 
to bring about some understanding of dogma are certainly not 
based on any such weak foundation. These things are based on 
principles and notions deduced from a true knowledge of created 
things. In the process of deducing, this knowledge, like a star, 
gave enlightenment to the human mind through the Church. 
Hence it is not astonishing that some of these notions have not 
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only been used by the Oecumenical Councils, but even sanc-
tioned by them, so that it is wrong to depart from them. 

Hence to neglect, or to reject, or to devalue so many and 
such great resources which have been conceived, expressed and 
perfected so often by the age old work of men endowed with no 
common talent and holiness, working under the vigilant super-
vision of the holy magisterium and with the light and leadership 
of the Holy Ghost in order to state the truths of faith ever more 
accurately, to do this so that these things may be replaced by 
conjectural notions and by some formless and unstable tenets 
of a new philosophy, tenets which, like the flowers of the field, 
are in existence today and die tomorrow; this is supreme impru-
dence and something that would make dogma itself a reed shaken 
by the wind. The contempt for terms and notions habitually 
used by scholastic theologians leads of itself to the weakening 
of what they call speculative theology, a discipline which these 
men consider devoid of true certitude because it is based on 
theological reason. (NCWC trans., p. 8, nn. 16-17.) 

These theological conclusions and consequent certitudes are an 
integral part of the theological effort to organize and explain through 
rational considerations the revelabilia. In this particular area these 
rational elaborations have been drawn from the created things 
which constitute the objects of our natural knowledge. But it must 
be kept in mind that these notions take their theological validity 
from the fact that they have been guaranteed as representations of 
the divine mysteries. They are not simply philosophical analogies 
applied by various men solely on their own initiative. For in this 
matter of theological certitudes the notions of reason are made use 
of by theology to express the virtualities of revelation in a rational 
and scientific manner. These notions, however, as the Holy Father 
makes clear, have been submitted to the analogy of faith and are 
not purely philosophical notions. Rather they have been judged, 
corrected and measured in the light of faith and the rule of faith 
and so approved and assimilated to the dignity of theological analo-
gies. Hence and only on this condition do they become the certain 
objects of theological reason. 
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It is by this process of judgment and extrinsic approbation that 

these certitudes become part of the corpus of scientifically articu-
lated principles which form the science of theology. Hence in stating 
them in the thesis once again we are beginning where the theologian 
must begin in theology—with authority. In communicating them in 
teaching then we follow the same process that I have outlined in 
regard to formally revealed truth. Here however the status quaes-
tionis is concerned with showing how and why this conclusion is 
drawn and specifically the manner in which it has achieved the 
guarantee by which theologically we know that it is certain. This 
will be done either by explaining the magisterial action involved or 
by adducing the evidence for unanimity of consent on the part of 
theologians. In this case too Scripture and the Fathers are used 
not only to enrich our understanding but to show coherence with the 
totality of revelation as well as the intimate or necessary connection 
it has with it. 

So much then for the thesis method as I understand and use it 
myself. I might add to this formal presentation my own personal 
conviction that in view of the matter to be covered and the time 
actually available the thesis method properly used is pedagogical 
necessity also. For if we hope to transmit a clear organically 
articulated framework that will enable the students to theologize 
themselves and to state accurately what is the teaching of the 
Church I know of no better system. The key to sound teaching 
here is the status quaestionis honestly and properly done; but if we 
are to have an ordered and intelligible body of theological prin-
ciples communicated to our students then I think the thesis method 
which is integral to the theological process is by that very fact 
equally necessary to the teaching process. 

E U G E N E M . BURKE, C.S.P. 
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Digest of the Discussion: 

Brother Luke, F.S.C., of Manhattan College, ventured the first ques-
tion by asking Father Murray whether he thought that the consideration 
of heresies in the traditional thesis served a polemic or a strictly theo-
logical purpose. Father Murray replied that the heresies were considered 
for a theological purpose, that they would be part of what he had referred 
to as the viewing of a truth in its various historical states. 

Father Decker, O.M.I., of San Antonio, then asked the panel whether 
or not they thought formalism could be avoided by using the theological 
question as St. Thomas had, that is, by first formulating the question and 
then coming to the thesis only at the conclusion, rather than at the be-
ginning as is now customary. Father Burke was not inclined to favor 
such a new approach, although he insisted that the question as formulated 
by St. Thomas was actually the first step in the status quaestionis as he 
had described it in his paper. To this, Father Decker objected that the 
reason for the lack of interest on the part of the students was precisely 
that they had the answer at the very beginning. Father Murray then 
indicated that he would like to speak to the question. He pointed out 
that in a sound theological method the topical survey is antecedent to 
theologizing, that is, to the scholastic exposition as such. It is at this 
point that the danger comes. The tendency here is to say "This is it," 
whether it be a dogma or the subject of unanimous theological consent, 
and then to be content with that. This is the greatest weakness and 
danger of the thesis method. Father Murray remarked that Father Burke 
had given a fine and sophisticated exposé of what the thesis method ought 
to be, but he wondered whether it actually were that. That, he said, was 
the burden of his saying if by the thesis method you mean this. . . . Father 
concluded by saying that he favored, therefore, a thorough survey of the 
sources before the formulation of the dogma. 

Father Leonard. McCann, C.S.B., of Windsor, Canada, was recognized 
next and he asked whether a different method should be used in teaching 
laymen, a method, that is, that would differ from that of the seminary. 
Specifically, he wondered which of the two methods proposed by the 
panelists would be more suitable for laymen. Father Burke replied that 
it was his practice in the teaching of college women to do most of the 
things he had outlined in his paper, but not in that manner. He said that 
the skeleton of the thesis method was used but that it was somewhat 
concealed. He was principally concerned that the students should know 
what the Church teaches and not measure religious truth by how they feel. 

In replying to the same question, Father Murray stressed that it 
would be well here to avoid traps in words and that the word "theology" 
was a particularly invidious trap. Although he admitted that he could see 
why the word would be used to describe college courses, he thought that 
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it could be misleading. He indicated that when he used the word "theology" 
he meant scholastic theology, theology par excellence. He did not think 
that theology in this sense should be taught in college on a large scale 
tor a variety of reasons. Among these, he mentioned the fact that college 
students lack the philosophical instrument for such a study He thought 
that the college course basically should teach two things: first, the dogmas 
or what the Church teaches; secondly, some acquaintance with thé 
sources, notably Sacred Scripture. He thought that educators who had 
an idea of what they wanted to turn out of college would thereby have a 
norm for the college theology course. Theology should, however, have 
mental quotation marks around it when used to describe college courses 
he said. At this point, the imminence of the business meeting served to 
bring the discussion to a close. 

Recorded, by: BROTHER C. LUKE SALM, F.S.C. 
Manhattan College, New York. 


