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elements of religion—the institutional and historical, the mystical or
intuitive, and the intellectual and rational—are never in a stable
relationship: now one, now another dominates. The end of the tem-
porary dominance of one element did not mean the permanent domi-
nance of another: this sense of balance and complexity—for which
Tyrrell in his apocalyptic last years criticized his friend—is sym-
bolized by the fact that the last chapter of the work in which he
argued that man’s existence in transcendence began in this world,
the essay Eternal Life (1912), is devoted to “Institutional Religion.”
Following the advice of his spiritual adviser, von Hiigel, perhaps
alone of the men considered here, avoided, at the time of the crisis,
the either/or mentality which its intensity thrust equally onto those
who were seeking to enlarge Catholic thought, and those who resisted
all change.®7

These remarks hardly encompass even referentially all the ma-
terials for an analytical history of the notions of transcendence
developed by the thinkers involved in the Modernist crisis. It is im-
possible to convey in brief compass the richness of the context in
which these debates and these books took shape. Dru suggests that
Blondel wanted to mysticize French Catholicism in the way that
German Catholic thought had been transformed: the remark vibrates
deeply, reminding us of the choice which had been made long before
in France for Bossuet over Fenelon, for political catholicism over
a cultural renewal.®® But the frame of reference was not only the
Catholic tradition. Protestant and non-Christian thought did much
to shape the ideas sketched above, and the web of influence and
parallelism is dense and many-layered. Furthermore, we have not
given proper attention to the contribution towards a liberation of
Catholic thought of other thinkers whose books played a major role
in the crisis, especially those of Laberthonniére and LeRoy, nor the
indirect contribution of Henri Bremond’s literary studies. The work
of von Hiigel, who alone of these men dealt directly and at great
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length with the concept of the supernatural in the context of the
psychology of mystical experience, has only been touched upon by
allusion. And the thought of Blondel has been severely restricted to
the polemics of the crisis itself,

Karl Mannheim commented in 1937 on the “modern trend of
thought in which the absolute, which was once a means of entering
into communion with the divine, has now become an instrument used
by those who profit from it, to distort . . . and conceal the meaning
of the present.”®® The Modernists wanted to know the meaning of
the present, secure the revelation of the past, and set a course for
the future. If by ‘absolute’ in Mannheim’s phrase we understand
not the reality of transcendence, but the rigid theological orthodoxy
of the late 19th century, then the Modernists should be located at the
beginning of the long trend of liberation and diversification of theo-
logical inquiry which continues and grows today. But if one looks
beyond the world of the Church, one must note that the trend has
been away from the divine as well as from absolutism in the culturally
conditioned structures of religious belief and practice. Thus the
Modernists were working simultaneously against two pressures. They
challenged the authority of orthodoxy, and appeared to many in the
Church to be either releasing transcendence from history (Blondel)
or burying it deep within the individual consciousness (Tyrrell) or
else merging it so completely with the destinies of mankind that the
universe was emptied of all meaning other than that which men could
give it by their thought, their work, and their strivings for moral
perfection (Loisy). Yet at the same time they were eager to speak
about God and man to the 19th century world of atheism and
materialism in its own language. Their double apologetic effort—and
the second must be seen as subsidiary to the first—was made more
complex by the fact that European intellectual life outside the Church
was going through a deep and complicated sea change, as poets,
physicists, psychologists and philosophers joined (with as little
planning as did the Modernists in their effort) in a revolt against the
positivism and historicism of their fathers. On this second secular
thrust, comparison with the present also seems in order for if con-
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temporary progressive thought in the Church continues the effort to
liberate Catholicism from an exclusively scholastic approach to
reality, strives for a more phenomenological approach to religious
experience, turns once more to the “quest for the historical Jesus”,
and adumbrates new theologies of belief and action,—all in an ecu-
menical context unthinkable to the Modernists—, it assumes as well
the task of addressing the tragic and hopeful human world of social
upheaval, Marxism, cybernetics, and psychedelic search and/or cop
out.

These comparisons are very rough indeed. We do not yet know
enough about the Modernist period to make anything but the most
tentative generalizations about its thought: and I do not know enough
about contemporary theological developments to make even specific
comparisons. However it does appear that the plain on which this
small handful once wandered, seeking a secure place on which to
stand and build, is now filled with an immense multitude, most of
them with tents, no longer inclined to build—either churches or
systems. A recent definition of transcendence reminds us that the
word implies at one and the same time “an aspect of discontinuity,
hiatus, or break” between the two realities of God and man, and “the
means of passing from the one to the other . . . either in reality or
knowledge.” The historian of the ferment of the years before World
War I can only assume that contemporary thought must locate itself
in tension between these two elements, away from the notion of
religion “as a purely intrahuman phenomena, for which no evidence
is to be found beyond the aspirations of humanity” and closer to the
concept of religion as having “a basis in evidence and metaphysics;
as the effect on us of something greater than ourselves—of something
greater than any purely human facts and desires.”7°

Finally, T might add that if we congratulate ourselves on the
achievement of Blondel—“The first great Catholic philosopher of the
present age”"—who dared to insist that Catholicism is not the
closed circle of Bossuet, but a circle which expands with society and
history, and see in von Hiigel “a forerunner of Vatican II"""2 we must
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also bear in mind, if only as a corrective to the tendencies which
seem to polarize progressive and integrist thought in every age, the
“intellectual suicide” forced upon many men, perhaps never to be
“reconstructed,” who, like Loisy, wrote what they saw through the
new lens of criticism, or like Laberthonniére, and Tyrrell and LeRoy
called for a creative agnosticism as they announced to the Church
that it was in the midst of a crisis of belief far greater than any it
had known before: a crisis which endures.
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